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      London, 1883

      The gunshot broke the silence of the still night. Its echo floated through the lanes and streets of Highgate as birds cawed with alarm, woken unexpectedly from their roost.

      PC John Preston 32Y was walking past the sleepy, middle-class terraces of Bisham Gardens for the second time that evening when he was startled by the noise. Just as he realised what he had heard, a second shot rang out.

      Had he also heard a scream?

      It seemed the shots had come from the west side of Highgate Cemetery.

      The officer sprinted to the gas lamp at the end of the street and on towards the cemetery gates.

      

      The tall iron gates had been locked for the night. PC Preston shone the beam of his bullseye lantern over them in an attempt to ascertain how high they were and whether he would be able to climb them.

      A third shot urged him to hurry.

      What was happening in there?

      He placed his lantern on the ground, removed his gloves and gripped the cold iron bars firmly with both hands. He tried to clamber up the gate, cursing as his boots slipped against the metal.

      Three more shots followed and the officer froze as he heard them.

      Someone was in trouble and he couldn’t get over the gate.

      He wrenched off his overcoat and stepped back before taking a run at the gates. After some considerable effort, he finally clambered over and was able to retrieve his lantern from between the bars.

      

      The night was moonless and now silent as PC Preston followed the path through the cemetery, holding his lantern out in front of him. The other hand was wrapped tightly around his revolver.

      “Police!” he called out. “Show yourself!”

      There was no response.

      Headstones and monuments loomed before him, pale in the lantern light. The officer jumped at the stare of a cat’s bright mirror eyes. It watched him for a moment before scurrying away.

      His heartbeat pounded heavily in his ears and chest. He didn’t care for graveyards and had only been in this place once before. One of his uncles had been a gravedigger and it was said that he had died at the shock of seeing a mysterious shadow while hard at work one morning. This wasn’t something PC Preston had dwelt on much until this moment.

      The lights of London twinkled welcomingly in the distance.

      If only he were there rather than alone in this dark graveyard on a cold hillside.

      Despite his high collar, the back of his neck felt like ice.

      If someone wanted to attack him, surely they would approach from behind, he conjectured.

      He spun round, sweeping the beam of his lantern over the graves and tombs. He caught sight of a stone angel, kneeling in prayer.

      But there was no living being in sight.

      Who, then, had screamed?

      “Hello?” he called out anxiously.

      Still he heard nothing.

      PC Preston continued along the pathway, uncertain of where he was heading. He felt as though he were lost in the city of the dead.

      He felt confident that the shooting spree was over.

      But what of the victim?

      His lantern illuminated two towering stone monoliths. He made his way towards them and saw that they flanked a decorative archway, which resembled an Egyptian temple.

      His mouth felt dry as he noticed an extremely faint light shining beyond the archway. Stepping forward, he peered into the darkness and his light fell on a stone avenue lined with doorways to the tombs. He would have to walk along the avenue to find out where the light was coming from.

      “Hello?” he called again. His voice echoed loudly in the enclosed space.

      There was no reply.

      He filled his chest with air and breathed out slowly to calm his nerves as he walked beneath the archway and stepped into the avenue of silent doorways.

      The flickering light grew stronger as he crept towards it.
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      I guessed the man in the bowler hat was a detective as soon as he approached me. I had just left the reading room at the British Museum and was hurrying down the steps to catch an omnibus that would transport me home.

      The chill of the stone seeped through the worn soles of my boots and the street beyond the railings was lost in an October fog that was the colour of tea. I wanted to get back to my lodgings before the weather worsened and my feet grew colder still.

      “Miss Green?”

      Along with his hat, the man wore a dark overcoat and had a young, square, clean-shaven face, thick, dark eyebrows and bright blue eyes. He had an awkward but insistent manner, which suggested that he didn’t wish to accost me but that his business required him to do so.

      “I am Inspector James Blakely from CID at Scotland Yard.” He raised his hat. “I need to speak to you about an unfortunate incident.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “No, no. Of course not, Miss Green. It is in your capacity as a news reporter that I call upon you for help.”

      “I am no longer a news reporter. The commissioner of Scotland Yard saw to that.”

      He cleared his throat. “So I understand, Miss Green. I do apologise.”

      “I appreciate your apology, Inspector. If only it had the power to change what has happened.”

      “Perhaps I could speak to the commissioner about it.”

      “Perhaps you could. Would he listen to you, do you think?” I couldn’t imagine Commissioner Dickson paying much attention to a man I assumed to be the most junior detective at the Yard.

      “I can try.”

      “It’s growing dark,” I said, glancing at the thickening gloom around about us. “I should be happy to help Scotland Yard once I am reinstated at the Morning Express. Good evening, Inspector.”

      I continued on in the direction of the gate.

      “Miss Green!” He caught up with me and matched my stride. “I really would appreciate your assistance.”

      “I am in no position to help you, Inspector Blakely.”

      “I wouldn’t say that, Miss Green.”

      

      We walked through the gate into the busy street. The gas lamps were being lit as we reached a section of raised paving that served as a pedestrian crossing.

      “Miss Green, you are one of the few people who can help with this most unusual case.” The inspector was forced to raise his voice above the sound of clopping hooves and the rumble of carriage wheels.

      “Can you not see that I am trying to cross the street?”

      A hansom cab emerged from the grimy brown fog. I waited for it to pass before skipping out onto the crossing, avoiding the flattened patches of horse manure as best I could.

      “Miss Green!”

      We reached the pavement by the Museum Tavern.

      “Are you still following me, Inspector?”

      “Miss Green, it is most urgent that I speak with you. It is regarding the actress, Lizzie Dixie. She has been murdered.”

      I came to an instant standstill. My ears felt as though they had been boxed.

      I stared at the young inspector and turned his words over in my mind. “Lizzie Dixie? But it’s impossible. She drowned. Years ago.” I paused to think. “Five years ago, in fact.”

      “So we thought.”

      “But she did! On the Princess Alice.”

      “Yes, Miss Green. Now you must understand why I need to speak with you.”

      He took my arm and hurried me through the swing doors of the tavern before I could present any argument.

      “We can talk in here.”

      The air in the pub was heavy with pipe smoke. Carved glass mirrors reflected the flickering gas lights and my spectacles quickly steamed up as Inspector Blakely led the way through the throng of drinkers to a table partitioned either side by a wooden screen.

      “Can I offer you a drink, Miss Green?”

      “No thank you, Inspector. I was on my way home. I can’t stay long, I have work to do.”

      I sat down on the bench, removed my gloves and wiped my spectacles with them. Then I arranged my handbag and umbrella by my side while I thought about Lizzie Dixie.

      How could she possibly have been murdered?

      Six hundred people had drowned in 1878 when the SS Princess Alice sank in the Thames at Woolwich. Lizzie’s body had been recovered and buried in Kensal Green Cemetery.

      I thought of Lizzie’s performances and the conversations we had shared in her dressing room. I had written a number of articles on her, and that, I assumed, was why the inspector wanted to talk to me.

      Could Lizzie really have survived and been living somewhere in secret these past five years? Was another woman lying in her grave?

      Considering the possibility made me crave something restorative.

      “Actually, Inspector, I’ve changed my mind,” I called over to him at the bar. “I’ll have an East India sherry, thank you.”

      

      When Inspector Blakely returned with our drinks, he removed his hat and overcoat and took the seat opposite me, placing a glass of thick brown stout in front of him. He wore a grey woollen jacket with a matching waistcoat and a dark blue tie.

      I found his manner calm and easy. He seemed less confrontational than many of his colleagues. I took a sip of sherry, which felt pleasingly warm in my throat.

      “I cannot understand what you’re telling me about Lizzie Dixie.” I said. “There has to be some sort of mistake.”

      “A mistake was made five years ago. It seems the wrong woman was identified as Lizzie Dixie after the sinking of the Princess Alice.”

      “How has this happened? How do you know that it was Lizzie who was murdered?”

      “She was wearing a locket with a picture of her daughter inside it. And her husband identified her. There are many details in this case which I can go into, should you agree to help me.”

      I took another sip of sherry and examined my ink-stained fingers.

      “You have been writing today?” he asked, glancing at the ugly blue blotches.

      “I have.”

      I tucked my fingers into my palm to stop him looking at them.

      “Do you often work in the reading room?”

      “Yes, it’s a warm place to work and I find all the reference books I need in there. The electric lighting is more reliable now than it was previously. How did you know I would be there today?”

      “I’m a detective.” He shrugged his shoulders as though he were stating the obvious. “What are you working on at the moment?”

      “An article about Germaine de Staël. I read a long essay of hers today, which was important but sadly rather boring.”

      “Who is she?”

      “She was a writer. A French lady of letters.”

      “Like yourself, then? Apart from being French, of course. And boring.” He took a gulp of stout.

      “I would love to be a lady of letters. It sounds like the perfect job to me.” I thought of Madame de Staël writing in her opulent Swiss château and compared her with a vision of myself at the writing desk in my draughty garret room.

      “Well I should like to read the article when it is published.”

      “I doubt you would, Inspector.”

      “Why not? I like to read. I’m currently reading Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis.”

      “Is it to your taste?”

      “I am quite enjoying it, though not as much as I did Vanity Fair. I can lend it to you once I am finished with it, if you would like.”

      “That would be kind of you, thank you. My article is hardly of Thackeray’s standard, but you should be able to read it in the Ladies’ Scholarly Repository magazine. I believe it is due to be published in January.”

      “I shall look out for it.”

      He raised his glass and smiled, and I felt the frost between us begin to thaw.

      “I should rather be working on news stories as I used to.”

      “If you assist me I will ensure that you have exclusive news on this case before anyone else. The Yard does not have a reputation for sharing information with the press, as I’m sure you are aware.”

      “Had I still been a staff member on the Morning Express your offer might have been tempting. But how do you think an exclusive could be of any use to me now? I’m a penny-a-liner, writing anything for anyone who will pay me. My days in the news room are over.”

      I drained my sherry and instantly felt I should like another. I also wished to remove my hat and jacket, but I didn’t want to be overly familiar with my new companion.

      “You are young for a Scotland Yard, detective.”

      Inspector Blakely blushed in response to my rather personal comment. “The Yard’s CID is growing rapidly and they are recruiting anyone they believe shows promise. Police work is in my blood, I’m afraid. My father was a chief superintendent and my grandfather was a constable.”

      “It must be hard to imagine doing anything different, in that case. If I were to assist you, what exactly would you expect from me?”

      “You knew Lizzie Dixie shortly before she went missing, I believe.”

      “Who has told you that?”

      “Chief Inspector Cullen. I understand you worked with him at the time of the Doughty Street murders.”

      “Yes, that is correct.” I felt a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “Lizzie had a complicated life,” he continued. “She had many acquaintances, but few people she would have called friends. I should like to find out exactly who she knew and who she engaged with socially. I need to understand what her state of mind was before she was supposed to have drowned. And I need to understand why she pretended to be dead. Do you think you can help me with these lines of inquiry? Because somewhere within this puzzle lies the identity of her killer. Her killer must have been someone close to her. One of the few people who knew she was still alive.”

      “So you believe the murder was planned?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What happened?”

      “Last night, PC Preston from Highgate Y Division was walking his usual night-time patrol along Bisham Gardens when he was startled by a series of gunshots. He quickly determined that the noise was emanating from the west side of Highgate Cemetery.

      “He climbed over the gates at the top of Swain’s Lane and spent some time searching the cemetery with his lantern for signs of a disturbance. He eventually found the body of a woman in the Lebanon Circle, and, as the day dawned and there was more light by which to examine her, it became evident that she had been shot.”

      “And did he recognise her as Lizzie Dixie?”

      “At first, no. After discovering she was deceased, he summoned Dr Hugh Lechmore, a physician local to Highgate, who examined her body at the location. He ascertained that she had been shot four times.”

      I shivered. “That’s terrible. Poor Lizzie.”

      “She was taken to the mortuary chapel at the cemetery this morning, where Mr Cohen, a surgeon of Highgate, conducted a post-mortem examination. He discovered a bullet wound to her upper left leg and three bullet wounds to her chest. By this time, Inspector Willis of Highgate CID was present and the woman’s resemblance to the late actress was realised. Before proceeding any further, Inspector Willis consulted the Yard about the confusing case. Highgate CID had come across nothing of this kind before, so the Yard has been brought in to investigate. Y Division is carrying out an extensive search of Highgate Cemetery and the surrounding area to recover the murder weapon and any other clues.

      “Mr Joseph Taylor, Lizzie’s husband, identified his wife’s body this afternoon. I have never seen a man so shaken up. He thought she had died five years ago! Can you imagine how he must have felt seeing her laid out in the mortuary this very afternoon?”

      “No, I don’t think I can.”

      “An inquest will be opened tomorrow in Highgate. I am not at liberty to discuss further details of this case with you, Miss Green, unless we have an agreement that we will assist one another. Would you like another sherry?”

      “No thank you. I will have to travel home before the fog worsens.” I put on my gloves. “We all thought Lizzie was dead, but her murderer knew that she was still alive. There cannot have been many people who might have known that, could there?”

      “Indeed not. It narrows down our list of suspects to a small number, but the challenge we face is finding out who those people might be. Do you and I have an arrangement?”

      “An arrangement?”

      “That you tell me everything you know about Lizzie Dixie and I grant you exclusive access to the particulars of the case?”

      “I can tell you what you need to know, Inspector. I should like to help, as I too would like to find out who did this to Lizzie. But as I explained, exclusive news is of no use to me. I can see no benefit of an arrangement, as you put it. The other papers will no doubt be reporting on the story?”

      “The Yard will remain tight-lipped on the matter.”

      “As it so often does.”

      “However, there is no denying that some of the morning editions will carry the story tomorrow. They will contain only what their reporters can glean from hanging around Highgate. I should be happy to share far more with you if you were to help me.”

      He watched me expectantly.

      I knew there was a strong possibility of presenting my exclusive insights to an editor on Fleet Street and negotiating payment over it. But I sought more than that. I wanted to resume my journalistic work on a permanent basis. I was in desperate need of a regular salary.

      “I will have to give it some thought. If I were reinstated as a reporter on the Morning Express my decision would be an easy one.”

      “I heard about the disagreement with Inspector Cullen over the Doughty Street murders.”

      “It was more than a disagreement. I believed that the wrong man had been hanged and wrote an article to that effect.”

      “I remember reading it.”

      “And did you agree?”

      “Time revealed that the wrong man was, indeed, hanged.”

      “Jenkins was no angel, but he didn’t deserve to die for something he hadn’t done. Cullen doesn’t like anyone questioning his judgement, does he? Within a day of the article being published he had spoken to Commissioner Dickson, who happens to be a cousin of the paper’s editor. I had no chance of survival then.”

      The inspector polished off the remainder of his stout and dabbed his mouth with his handkerchief. I noticed that his collar was perfectly white and starched and I imagined a laundress delivering him a pile of freshly pressed shirts each week. He wore no wedding ring, so I surmised that he lived with his parents. If not, he probably had lodgings somewhere, as I did, only in a smarter location. I pictured him residing in a respectable room in a white-stuccoed townhouse overlooking a neat green square.

      I picked up my handbag and umbrella.

      “Perhaps I could speak to the governor about remuneration,” said Inspector Blakely.

      “You would pay me to help you?”

      He nodded.

      “No thank you.”

      I didn’t want the inspector to think that I could be easily bought. I liked to think I had better principles than that, even though I badly needed the money.

      I got to my feet feeling a little unsteady. The shock of Lizzie’s murder had affected me quite deeply. “Thank you for the drink, Inspector.”

      “The pleasure was mine.” He also stood. “I don’t particularly wish to say this to you, Miss Green, but as the case progresses there is a possibility that you will be subpoenaed to attend court and give evidence.”

      He attempted a weak smile and I said nothing.

      “I think it would be far easier if you were to cooperate at this early stage.”

      “I appreciate the warning, Inspector Blakely. If I were a salaried news reporter the arrangement you suggest would be most appealing. But sadly, I am not.”
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      The fog was so thick by the time I reached Milton Street that I was forced to rely on the noise of the trains pulling in and out of Moorgate Station to guide me the last few yards.

      I wondered whether Inspector Blakely had thought me bad-tempered and unreasonable. I wanted to be helpful, but I had felt it necessary to be firm about my position. If Scotland Yard was able to take my job from me, it also had the power to reinstate me.

      My lodgings were at the top of Mrs Garnett’s house, close to the railway bridge in Milton Street. I met my landlady on the staircase, her steel-grey curls sprung out from beneath her bonnet and were pale against her dark brown skin. A widow of about fifty, she had come to London from British West Africa as a child. She always wore a fresh white apron.

      “I have almost finished my article, Mrs Garnett.”

      She scowled at me, her large, dark eyes unblinking.

      “I anticipate that I will receive payment for it within the week and I will then pay two weeks' rent. That will leave only one week outstanding.”

      “It will be two weeks’ rent outstanding by then.”

      “No, just one week I think.”

      “You’re forgetting this week. By the time you have paid me for the two weeks, this week will be gone and then there will be another two weeks to pay.”

      “I think you could be right.”

      “Of course I’m right.” She sucked in her lips disapprovingly.

      “Thank you for being so understanding, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Let’s see how long I’m prepared to tolerate your arrears before you thank me. You look rather pale. Have you had a shock?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “How dreadful. What happened?”

      “Someone I know has died, but I hadn’t seen her for many years. The news has come as a bit of a surprise.”

      “I am sorry to hear that, Miss Green. Your sister called for you this afternoon. She tried to bring her bicycle into the hallway again! She says she cannot leave it in the street in case it is stolen.”

      “She is probably right.”

      “But she cannot bring it into the house! I don’t want it scraping the walls. The wallpaper went up only two years ago.”

      “I will speak to her about that, Mrs Garnett.”

      “Tell her not to bring her bicycle into my house. I cannot understand why people want to ride on bicycles. If people must travel on wheels, why don’t they take a cab or an omnibus? People who ride bicycles cannot decide whether they belong on the road or the pavement, and it’s dangerous for themselves and all other travellers. And as for women riding bicycles....” She sucked in her lips again. “It simply isn’t decent. They have to wear breeches under their skirts to preserve their modesty. Everything about it is utterly ridiculous.”

      “I have never ridden a bicycle myself, but many people seem to enjoy it.”

      “At the expense of others and their own clothes. You should have seen the mud splashes on your sister’s clothing.”

      Mrs Garnett tutted and continued down the stairs.

      

      Tiger had pressed herself up against the window by the time I reached my room. I pulled up the sash and she jumped onto my writing desk with a miaow. I stroked her striped coat, which felt damp and cold.

      Tiger had found me six years previously. I had looked up from my writing desk one chilly afternoon to find her staring in at me through the window. I had been alarmed to see a cat three storeys from the ground, but I soon learnt that Tiger was an experienced roof cat. She had a broad expanse of gables and smoky chimney stacks to explore. On a good day, she would even catch a pigeon or two out there.

      The fog had masked my view of the city, so I pulled the green velveteen curtain across the window to keep some warmth within the room. With Tiger fussing around my skirts, I lit the paraffin lamp and the stove, boiled up some coffee and sat at my desk with a slice of bread and butter.

      I knew I needed to finish my article on Germaine de Staël, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Lizzie Dixie. I removed a thick bundle of newspaper cuttings from the bottom drawer of my desk and began to leaf through them. These were all the stories I had written for the Morning Express, and among them was the obituary I had written for her.

      

      We regret to record the death of actress Lizzie Dixie (Mrs Joseph Taylor), who was drowned in the sinking of the Princess Alice on Tuesday 3rd September aged thirty-six. She will be best remembered for her famous performance of Ophelia in Hamlet at The Lyceum Theatre in 1875.

      Born in Ireland in 1842, Lizzie Dixie was the daughter of Michael Dixie, a schoolteacher in Dublin. As a young actress, she took the part of Darina in The Caliph of Baghdad at the Adelphi Theatre, under Mr Sebastian Colehill’s management. After touring the provinces, she returned to the London stage as Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Olympic Theatre, and then as Ariadne in The Marriage of Bacchus at St James’ Theatre. She opened at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane in Lady Audley’s Secret, in which she gave a dazzling performance as Alicia.

      She married the celebrated showman Joseph Taylor in 1873, a union which delighted the public and placed the adored couple firmly at the heart of fashionable society. Mr and Mrs Taylor made a popular sight riding around London in their landau, pulled by a pair of zebras.

      In 1876, Lizzie appeared at The Lyceum as Lucy in Nobody’s Child, which was not a success. Another tour of the provinces followed and she opened the Royal Princess’s Theatre in Glasgow with a well-received performance as Mrs Seedeep in Observation and Flirtation. Her last performance on the London stage came in July of this year, when she appeared as Cleopatra in The Course of the Nile, which was cut short due to illness.

      

      I knew I had written what Lizzie would have wanted me to. There were many details I had deliberately neglected, such as the birth of her illegitimate daughter and her real name, which had been Hannah Mahoney. Furthermore, her father had never been a schoolteacher; he had, in fact, been imprisoned in Dublin’s Kilmainham Gaol.

      I rested the pile of cuttings on my desk and gazed at the drab curtain in front of me. How could Lizzie have died again? It didn’t make sense to me. Someone, somewhere, knew the truth behind this.

      

      Lizzie was already well-known when I first met her in 1875. By this time, she was more famous for her marriage to Joseph Taylor than for her performances. But later that year she received critical acclaim for her role as Ophelia and the public’s interest in her soared.

      I met Lizzie at a reception to celebrate the reopening of the Forum Theatre. I had removed my spectacles for the occasion, as my sister had informed me that the frames were ugly and unflattering. The result was that all of the faces were blurred and I had no chance of recognising anyone unless they came up to me and introduced themselves.

      Lizzie first appeared as a column of shimmering white, her pale face topped with dark curls. I had been unable to see clearly enough to recognise her, but I sensed she was important on account of her beautiful dress. As she came into focus I could see that her dress was low-cut at the bosom, pulled in tightly at the waist and covered with shiny beads. She wore strings of pearls around her neck and a small hat covered with white flowers was perched on top of her hair. Her face was heart-shaped, with dark kohl accentuating her eyes and deep red stain on her lips. Faint lines around her eyes and mouth suggested she was my senior, possibly by five years, but I couldn’t be certain.

      “Miss Penelope Green, I believe?” Her voice had a slight Irish lilt.

      “Yes,” I replied. “How do you know my name?”

      “Your colleague pointed you out to me.”

      She gestured behind her and I recognised the tall, blurred form of Edgar Fish rocking on the balls of his feet while conversing with another guest and pouring a drink down his throat.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Taylor.”

      I sipped my champagne nervously, as I had written a rather unflattering review of her most recent performance. I prayed desperately that she hadn’t read it.

      “I was interested to read your review of The Marriage of Bacchus.”

      I felt a heavy sensation in my chest.

      “You didn’t think a great deal of it, did you?”

      “I admit that burlesque plays are not to my taste.”

      “Perhaps you take them too seriously. Burlesque, after all, is meant to be a little bit of fun. It is mere parody.”

      Her green eyes sparkled sharply and I took a sip of champagne as I prepared to politely stand by my words.

      “I thought the play bordered on slapstick. It could have been produced with a little more wit.”

      “And Lizzie Dixie’s performance of Ariadne reminded you of a clockwork doll?”

      “That was a terribly harsh thing to say. I am sorry.”

      “It is somewhat easier to write such words than say them in person, isn’t it, Miss Green?”

      “It is easier, yes, and I apologise. I make a point of accepting responsibility for everything I write.”

      Lizzie nodded and we each sipped our drinks. I desperately hoped someone else would join the conversation and put an end to this awkward situation.

      “You were absolutely right, though,” said Lizzie. “The Marriage of Bacchus was a perfect stinker. It only ran for five weeks. You may be a harsh critic, Miss Green, but you are a fair one.”

      

      I placed the cuttings back in the drawer and examined one of the boots I had discarded beneath my desk. The sole of the right boot had a hole in it and there was little chance of getting it repaired before I received payment for my article about Madame de Staël. I found a piece of blotting paper on my desk and folded the thick sheet twice. I placed it inside my boot so it would cover the hole and then pushed my foot in. It was uncomfortable, but I hoped it would at least keep my stocking dry.

      Why had Lizzie pretended to be dead?

      Questions repeated themselves in my mind as I readied myself for bed. I turned off the lamp, clambered under the counterpane and pulled it up under my chin.

      As I lay there with my eyes open wide in the dark, I wondered what information Inspector Blakely had gathered up to this point. Tiger had curled up on my chest, her loud purr filling the silence.

      I realised there was nothing to stop me carrying out some investigations of my own on this case. I wanted to find out what had happened to Lizzie. She had once been a friend to me and had made a point of helping me. Now it was my turn to help her, and it was possible that I already knew more about the particulars of her life than Inspector Blakely and his detective friends at Scotland Yard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrived at the British Museum as it was opening the following morning so that I could visit the newspaper room before it became busy.

      I quickly saw that all the papers had run the story of Lizzie Dixie’s murder. I perused the headlines: ‘The Tragic Case of Lizzie Dixie’, ‘The Perplexing Mystery of the Actress Who Died Twice’ and ‘Lizzie Dixie Dies Again’.

      The Illustrated Londoner carried a picture of a woman in a graveyard collapsing onto the ground with her arms flung wide and a look of horror on her face. At the extreme right of the picture was the hand of her unknown assassin firing a gun. ‘Shot Dead in the Cemetery!’ shouted the headline.

      I read through the stories and was relieved to discover that they included only the most basic information on the case. I could see that an opportunity remained for me to gain exclusive insight if I chose to help Inspector Blakely.

      My colleagues in Fleet Street seemed as bewildered as I was about Lizzie’s death. Reading the news stories, I ascertained that there was no common theory and, as yet, no plausible answers. The stories described Lizzie Dixie as ‘much-loved’, ‘accomplished’ and ‘a fine beauty’.

      There was much speculation as to why she had chosen to hide after her supposed drowning. Perhaps the actress had ‘fallen into debt’ or ‘suffered a weakness of the brain’, according to one. There was general disbelief with regard to the brutality of the murder.

      One newspaper implied that her murderer might have been a disgruntled fan, angry to discover she had pretended to be dead. I felt a shiver run through me as I read the line: ‘If it is not Lizzie Dixie buried in Kensal Green Cemetery, then who is it?’

      The newspaper reading room began to fill up with people, bringing with them scents of coffee, tobacco smoke and damp wool. I leafed through a copy of the Morning Express and heard a familiar voice behind me.

      “Still reading us then, Miss Green?”

      I turned to see my former colleague, Edgar Fish, standing behind me. He was a tall, broad man with heavy features and small, glinting eyes. A thin mousey-brown moustache ran across his top lip and I could smell stale alcohol on his breath. As usual, he had a pencil tucked behind one ear.

      “I like to read all the newspapers, Mr Fish.” I felt annoyed that he had discovered me there.

      “You’re maintaining the habits of a good journalist, then.”

      “Of course.”

      I folded the newspaper, picked up my handbag and stood up. I tried to make myself as tall as possible, though in truth I only reached his shoulder. I looked him firmly in the eye. “I am still a good journalist.”

      “So I hear.” He gave me a patronising smile. “There are plentiful ladies’ journals in need of writers, so I am sure it will be easy for you to find work. The grand ladies of Britain always require advice on which colour hat to wear and how to discipline their maids.”

      “I must go, I have a deadline.”

      “As do I. The Lizzie Dixie story requires my expertise.”

      He rubbed his hands together, as if relishing the idea of the work which lay ahead. I felt a snap of anger in my chest.

      Lizzie’s story should have been mine to write.

      “I’m not usually up at this hour,” he continued, “but this one’s a Gordian Knot and there is a great deal of work to do. You knew Lizzie well, I recall. I should be asking you for comment. Who the deuce do you think did it?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea, but it is terribly sad. Good luck with the story, Mr Fish.” I made my way towards the main reading room before he could anger me any further.

      

      I worked in the reading room for most of the morning, desperate to get my article finished, but I struggled to concentrate. Propped open on the desk in front of me was a collection of Madame de Staël’s essays and my pen was poised to take down notes. But the words on the pages began to dance before my eyes, and sometime later my sheet of paper bore several blots of ink and little else.

      I sat back in my chair and gazed up at the thousands of books that encircled me. The shelves were stacked in three tiers, the highest two accessible via two galleries with brass railings that ran around the perimeter of the circular room. Arched windows sat above the top gallery, and presiding over them was the great dome of the reading room.

      High up in the centre of the dome was a round glass window, through which bright sunlight shone, illuminating the blue, white and gold plasterwork above my head. This was the very best light by which to work, yet I was unable to focus my mind at all as thoughts of Lizzie took precedence.

      

      “I care little for parties,” Lizzie had said during our first meeting at the theatre reception. “I would rather be at home practising my lines.”

      “Which part are you playing next?”

      “Ophelia in Hamlet.”

      “One of my favourite plays!”

      “Then you must come and see it.”

      “I would love to. I’m reading Othello at the moment.”

      “You read Shakespeare for your own entertainment?” Lizzie’s painted eyebrows knotted slightly.

      “It’s something my father used to do. I remember him reading the plays to me when I was young. When he is away I like to read them, as they remind me of him.”

      “Where is he?”

      “In South America.”

      “What is he doing all the way over there?” Lizzie’s eyes lit up with interest.

      “He is collecting plants for Kew Gardens and the British Museum. He has done so for many years. His expedition is due to end within the next month and then he will return home.”

      “How fascinating. What is his name?”

      “Frederick Brinsley Green.”

      “I should like to meet him and hear of his travels when he returns. I would love to travel myself. Your father must have many interesting stories to tell.”

      “Yes, and he is writing them down with the hope of putting them all into a book some day.”

      “There you are!”

      The booming voice startled me. I hadn’t noticed Joseph Taylor walking up towards us. He was a large man with ginger whiskers and a thick moustache, which had been waxed into upturned curls at either end. He wore a black silk top hat, a deep red tailcoat, and red-and-green chequered trousers with a matching waistcoat. He appeared drunk as he grabbed Lizzie by the waist and kissed her cheek.

      Her mouth smiled, but I noticed that her eyes did not.

      “Joseph, meet Miss Penny Green. She is the reporter who wrote the review for the Morning Express.”

      “Did she now?” His eyes turned on me accusingly and a sneer formed beneath his large moustache.

      “There is no need to be cross, darling. I like honesty in a person. I cannot listen all the time to people telling me how wonderful I am, can I? Sebastian!”

      She waved over to a tall, thin man with dark whiskers. He was by her side in one swift stride.

      “Yes, Lizzie?” He wore a top hat, a dark frock coat, a cravat and a waistcoat. He had a long, angular face and his whiskers were arranged in the mutton chop style. A white carnation adorned his buttonhole.

      “Please ensure that Miss Green receives a ticket for the opening night of Hamlet.”

      Sebastian nodded in reply.

      “Are you sure?” asked Mr Taylor. “This ink slinger wrote a shabby review last time. She doesn’t deserve to see any more of your plays!”

      “Is that so?” asked Sebastian, eying me suspiciously.

      “Miss Green will love Hamlet, I know it,” said Lizzie.

      “Have you met Mr Harrington yet?” Mr Taylor asked his wife.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “He is standing just over there.”

      “I must go, Miss Green. It was delightful meeting you.” Lizzie smiled and then she was gone.

      

      Lizzie had been right. I had indeed loved her performance in Hamlet. It was cheering to witness her growing skill as an actress and the reviews were complimentary across the board. The role of Ophelia had confirmed her as one of the most talented actresses of the age.

      

      Later that same month my father’s expedition returned to Britain without him. He had vanished with his guide while collecting orchids in Amazonia. The search parties had given up all hope of finding them alive.

      I remember little of my day-to-day life at that time. I know that I tried to comfort my mother and sister, but it felt as though we were each locked in our own prisons of grief. Thick walls seemed to separate me from the life taking place around me. Tiger had remained seated on my lap whenever possible, purring as if she were trying to push the grief away.

      One day a parcel had arrived for me at the Morning Express offices. I opened it to find a three-volume collection of The Complete Works of Shakespeare bound in red and gilt. Inscribed on the front flyleaf of the first volume was the following message:

      

      I am so very sorry to hear the sad news about your father. Kindest regards, Lizzie Dixie

      

      The volumes Lizzie had given me were now well-thumbed, and the gilt had lost some of its shine. I gazed up at the light-filled dome of the reading room and prayed that Inspector Blakely would not team up with Edgar Fish to work on Lizzie’s case. Neither man had known her as I had, and I felt an irrational need to be included in the investigation.

      Once again, I considered Inspector Blakely’s offer, but I knew the arrangement would be of little benefit to me. The work would not cover my rent or pay for a new pair of boots. I needed decent paid work, and that was why I had to finish my article on Madame de Staël, so that I could search for my next commission.

      Even so, I decided it would do no harm to visit an acquaintance of Lizzie’s that day. I wanted to speak to Sebastian Colehill, the proprietor of the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. He had worked with Lizzie throughout her career and I had met him a number of times. I felt sure he could help me find out what had happened to her.
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      The auditorium at the Theatre Royal was dimly lit by gas jets in round, glass shades. I sat in a red velvet seat in the stalls and waited for Sebastian Colehill.

      Above me hung an enormous chandelier, which I imagined blazing with light as the audience took their seats for the performance. I could almost hear the chatter and hum of their voices and smell their perfume. Enormous scarlet and gold curtains hung in folds across the stage and, as my eyes became accustomed to the gloom, I could make out the detail of the gilded trellis and foliage moulding on each balcony.

      I had watched Lizzie perform here on the opening night of Lady Audley’s Secret and it was hard to believe that the empty seats around me had been filled with the most fashionable people in London society that night. The empty theatre appeared somewhat bereft. I felt lonely sitting here, and yet the seats and walls around me seemed to harbour every moment of laughter and sadness expressed on the stage through the years.

      I felt lonely, but I didn’t feel alone.

      I shivered and thought of the Grey Man, who was reported to roam the corridors and auditorium, and could even be found sitting in one of the theatre seats on occasion, according to rumour. He was thought to be the ghost of the actor Charles Macklin, who had murdered a fellow actor backstage. Lizzie had told me that the presence of Joey Grimaldi was also felt here. Actors claimed to have been nudged in the back or kicked by an unseen presence, and Lizzie said she once felt as though she had been pushed out of the way by invisible hands before a section of scenery fell and almost hit her.

      I had no belief in ghosts, but the back of my neck prickled as these stories came to mind. As much as I liked to dismiss tales of the supernatural, the sensation that I wasn’t alone made me fearful that the figure of the Grey Man might suddenly appear out of the gloom around me. As I shivered, I felt the wedge of blotting paper under my toes in the damaged right boot.

      The slam of a door to the left of the stage jolted me a few inches out of my seat. Out into the auditorium strode a tall, lean man wearing a top hat and black frock coat. As he walked towards the row where I was seated, I could see that his dark whiskers were flecked with grey. He still wore a white carnation in his buttonhole. Originally an actor, Sebastian had moved into theatre management at a young age. He had spotted the unknown Lizzie Dixie when she was just nineteen years old and performing in an amateur play. I guessed that he was somewhere around his mid-forties these days. He was as thin as I had remembered him to be, with lanky limbs and a long, pale face. He walked along the row of seats to join me.

      “Good morning, Miss Green. This is a surprise.” He sat down, leaving a couple of empty seats between us. “Are you still a journalist?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      He looked at me warily, so I smiled slightly. I hoped he wouldn’t assume I was here to chase a story or there was a risk he might become angry.

      Sebastian removed his hat and smoothed his hair. He smelt pleasantly of violet water. “It must be a few years since we last met?”

      “It was when Lizzie was still alive.”

      He paused before replying. “Yes, I think it was.”

      “The first time, that is. You have heard?”

      “I have.” He ran his right hand through his hair. “Just a few hours ago, in fact. I saw it in The Times. Unfathomable.” He rubbed his face with his hand. “I honestly don’t know what to think. What to say. I can’t quite believe it. In fact, I don’t believe it at all. I take it this is the reason you have come to see me?” He fixed me with his pale blue eyes, which had dark rings beneath them.

      “Yes. I found out yesterday.”

      “Yesterday? Before the news was in the papers?”

      “I was visited by a detective from Scotland Yard.”

      “Are you here doing his work for him, then? Are you going to print what I say in the newspapers?” He glared at me as if he couldn’t trust what I might do.

      “No, not at all. I won’t be writing anything about this. Not yet. The detective asked me to help him.”

      “How?”

      “He wants to know who her friends and acquaintances were. Somehow her murderer knew that she was still alive.”

      “It is odd. Most odd.”

      Sebastian rested back in his seat and stared at the curtains hanging across the stage, dangling his hat absent-mindedly between his pointed knees. As I watched him, I recalled an incident when I had seen him in Lizzie’s dressing room several years earlier. Annie, her daughter, had been with us. She was about twelve years old at the time. She had been playing with the costumes and was trying on a red silk hat with a lace veil when Sebastian walked in with an enormous bunch of lilies.

      “Another bouquet for you, Lizzie,” he said. “The audience adored your performance this evening.”

      “Thank you. Aren’t they beautiful?”

      Lizzie wore a cream silk dressing gown and had just removed her stage make-up. Her face looked young and girlish for her years. She leant forward to smell the flowers. “I love the scent of lilies. Don’t you, Penny?”

      “I do, although I rarely have cut flowers in my lodgings. The lack of light kills off most things rather quickly.”

      “Including yourself?” Lizzie laughed. “I’ve invited Penny here to help me with Ophelia,” she explained to Sebastian. “She is an expert on Shakespeare.”

      “No, I’m not!” I added quickly. “I read his plays, but I am not an expert by any stretch of the imagination.”

      Sebastian smiled. “Any help Lizzie can obtain is more than welcome, I am sure. You will be a wonderful Ophelia, Lizzie.”

      “You say that about every part I play. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. I wish you would be a little more honest with me, Sebastian.”

      “It’s what I believe!”

      “And how do you think this current run is going?” she probed.

      “Extremely well.”

      “There you go again. And I don’t agree with you. I think it is quite arduous.”

      “It is meant to be hard work. If you’re not finding it difficult, it means you’re not trying hard enough.”

      “Even so, I don’t believe this play is going as well as A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

      “Each play is different, as is each performance. Sometimes everything runs perfectly with seemingly little effort, and at other times it feels so terribly difficult that it’s tempting to give up.”

      “That’s how I feel at this moment,” said Lizzie sadly, gazing at her reflection in the mirror.

      “Come now.” Sebastian stood behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “It will feel better again soon. It’s important to remember that acting isn’t all beer and skittles.”

      “It most certainly is not.” She removed his hands from her shoulders and got up out of her chair.

      “Oh Annie, look at you!” A wide grin spread across Lizzie’s face. “You look beautiful in that hat!”

      Annie laughed and lifted up the veil so she could see her mother properly. She looked very like her with her dark, wavy hair and pretty, heart-shaped face.

      “When I decide I have had enough of this acting lark, you must employ Annie in my place, Sebastian!”

      “We must begin the acting lessons very soon, in that case!”

      Lizzie walked over to her daughter, lifted the hat and kissed her on the forehead. “I am proud of you, darling. I was only joking about you taking my place. If you ever think about becoming an actress you must think it over very hard, as it is not an easy profession. Promise me you won’t rush into it as I did.”

      “I promise, Mother.”

      

      “The detective wants to find out who Lizzie was acquainted with shortly before the sinking of the Princess Alice.”

      Sebastian stopped staring at the curtain and turned to look at me. “Well, he needs to ask her husband, doesn’t he? Hasn’t he spoken to Taylor?”

      “He has, but I can’t imagine he has spoken to him in great detail yet. Mr Taylor identified her only yesterday.”

      “Shot. In Highgate Cemetery.” Sebastian shook his head in disbelief. “Who would do such a thing? And why?”

      “And why did she pretend to have drowned five years ago?” I added.

      “Why indeed?” He continued to shake his head. “It’s a pretty kettle of fish, that’s for sure.” He checked his watch. “I must dash, I have a lunch appointment. I can imagine this has caused a sensational stir in the newspaper offices. You must have a lot of reporting to do for the Morning Express.”

      “I no longer work for the Morning Express.”

      “You don’t? I assumed you were visiting me as part of your journalistic inquiries.”

      “No, I’m not working on the story. I just wanted to speak to someone else who knew her.”

      “Indeed.”

      There was a moment of silence and I noticed his face soften.

      “I wonder how Annie is,” I ventured.

      “Devastated, I should think. She has Taylor to look after her. I do hope they are some comfort to one another.”

      Annie had lived with her stepfather ever since he had married her mother. He had trained her as a performer and she was a talented trick rider in his shows. I estimated that she would be about twenty years old by now.

      Sebastian put on his hat and gave me an earnest look. “Please will you come and have dinner with my wife and me? You and I both thought a lot of Lizzie, and to speak to someone else who cared for her seems...” He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his brow. “I don’t know. It just seems appropriate. Is that the right word? I am sure you agree.”

      “Indeed, yes. That would be lovely. Thank you.”

      His offer took me by surprise. Perhaps he trusted me after all?

      “Good. Then please excuse me, Miss Green. I will send a note to you with a date and time. You are still at Milton Street?” He tucked his handkerchief away again.

      “I am.”

      “Good, good.” He stood up and raised his hat. “Until then.”
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      With a fresh piece of blotting paper covering the hole in the sole of my boot, I travelled on the underground railway from Temple to Westminster Bridge station early that evening. I could only afford a third-class ticket for the train, so it was fortunate that my journey was short in the malodorous, overcrowded carriage. It was so filled with tobacco smoke that I wanted to open a window for ventilation, but I knew that doing so would only let in the smoke and soot from the engine.

      I had decided to go to Astley’s Amphitheatre, where Lizzie’s former husband, Joseph Taylor, had a show. Posters for his production of Sinbad the Sailor seemed to be pasted on every spare inch of wall across London. I had never been to one of his shows and, having only ever found him cantankerous in the past, I wasn’t sure what to expect.

      I hoped that Mr Taylor and Lizzie’s daughter, Annie, would remember me as a friend of Lizzie’s. I wanted to offer them my condolences and was hopeful that they might be able to tell me something which would help me understand what had happened to Lizzie.

      It still didn’t seem real.

      Mr Taylor wouldn’t think twice about being rude and dismissive, so I hoped he would be genial towards me. I reasoned that if I watched the show before speaking to him I would have a topic with which to open our conversation.

      

      It was dark as I emerged from Westminster Bridge station with a taste of sulphur in my mouth from the train journey. The gas lamps on Westminster Bridge lit my way over to Lambeth and I heard the puff of a steamer passing on the river beneath my feet. Lights glimmered out on the water and a couple walked arm-in-arm ahead of me. From behind, I heard the excited chatter of children.

      Sinbad the Sailor began at seven o’clock and the performance was attracting a steady stream of theatregoers.

      I bought a sixpence ticket from a stern woman with a heavily lined face at the box office and asked if I could speak to Mr Taylor after the show. She shook her head and looked past me in a bid to sell a ticket to the next person in the queue.

      “I would like to speak to him for just a few minutes,” I pleaded. In desperation, I rummaged around in my handbag in an attempt to find one of my old Morning Express calling cards. I located one with a bent corner among a bundle of papers and pushed it across the counter of the ticket booth.

      The woman picked it up and examined it closely.

      “Wait by the stage door at the end,” she said after a protracted pause.

      “You will tell Mr Taylor that I wish to speak to him?”

      She nodded in reply and asked the man waiting behind me how many tickets he wished to purchase.

      

      My seat was in the upper gallery, a position that afforded me a clear view of the arena. There were ramps either side of the stage leading down into a large circular ring. I recalled watching a performance at the same venue many years earlier with my father and sister.

      The lights dimmed and a great fanfare of trumpets and drums ensued. A single spotlight shone onto the stage and into it stepped Mr Taylor, prompting a deafening roar of appreciation from the audience. He was clearly a popular showman.

      He stood there with a grin on his face, his arms outstretched. He wore a purple tunic and breeches that glittered with bead trimmings. On his head was a purple velvet hat with three ostrich feathers in it and his hessian boots were decorated with tassels. I guessed he was about fifty years of age. His face was redder and chubbier than before, but his moustache was still bushy and ginger in colour.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!”

      His voice rang out clearly across the arena and I was impressed at his exuberance during what I knew must be a difficult time for him. In fact, he seemed a completely different man from the one I knew.

      “Prepare yourselves for the greatest spectacle ever witnessed at Astley’s Amphitheatre! This evening you will witness the largest number of Arab horses ever seen under one roof! Two hundred of ‘em!”

      He paused to allow the audience to cheer.

      “We also have twenty elephants!”

      Another cheer.

      “Ten camels!”

      More audience appreciation.

      “And five lions!”

      The crowd applauded once again.

      “Accompanying them, we have two hundred boys and girls, one hundred ladies and two hundred men! And among them are fifty wild savages from the Dark Continent!”

      Whoops and gasps could be heard in equal measure by way of response to this statement.

      “Yes, ladies and gentlemen. Until recently, they were unable to speak in any ordinary language and, despite my attempts to civilise them, they still eat raw flesh!”

      More gasps followed.

      “But please don’t worry, ladies and gentlemen. I shall ensure that none of them escape into the audience tonight.”

      A woman behind me laughed nervously.

      “And now, without further ado, I present to you Mr Joseph Taylor’s performance of Sinbad the Sailor!”

      Another great cheer rang out and up came the lights. The drums thundered and a river of horses with riders dressed in flowing blue silk and chiffon galloped from the wings onto the stage and then flowed down into the arena.

      As the horses and riders galloped back and forth I could see that their movement was intended to be like the waves of the sea, and before long a great, glittering, golden barge on wheels was pulled into the arena.

      Sinbad stood on top of it, waving his cutlass above his head. He wore a red turban, decorated with jewels, and a loose white shirt with baggy purple trousers. What followed was an interpretation of the Sinbad story with all of his voyages combined into one. It wasn’t the faithful retelling I remembered my father recounting to me, but I found myself enjoying it all the same.

      Sinbad was shipwrecked on an island, where he discovered a giant egg decorated with jewels. From this egg hatched a large bird, which was actually a beautiful Arab bay horse with impressively large wings supported on poles held by several children.

      Sinbad flew on the bird’s back to another island inhabited by the savages, and there he was invited to marry the chief’s daughter, who I felt sure was played by Annie. She was dark-haired and dressed in pink chiffon pantaloons with a chiffon blouse that was decorated with glittering sequins.

      She and Sinbad rode off together on a pair of horses and, as I watched her stand on the back of the galloping horse and perform an array of vaults and somersaults onto its back and off again, I became certain the girl was Annie. Her skin had been darkened to give her the appearance of a savage, but the shape of her face and her eyes seemed familiar. She must have only recently heard of her mother’s death, yet the girl was able to perform flawlessly. It was nothing short of remarkable.

      The crowd showed their adoration for Annie and Sinbad as they accomplished their horseback tricks, and I felt sure Lizzie would have been proud of her daughter.

      Had she known Annie was capable of such remarkable feats? Had she ever come here incognito and watched her daughter perform?

      

      I reflected on my conversation with Sebastian earlier that day. He had seemed understandably upset about Lizzie’s death. They had worked closely together throughout her career. It seemed he could offer no explanation for her disappearance or her murder.

      Inspector Blakely would need to interview Sebastian, as he had known Lizzie well before she had supposedly drowned. But I couldn’t see what useful information, if any, Sebastian would have for the inspector. He seemed as shocked and bewildered as I was.

      I felt a sense of anger that Lizzie had chosen to hide her survival from us all. Why would she do such a thing? She must have known that a funeral had been held for her, and to allow her family and friends to grieve for her when she was still alive seemed like a vindictive deception.

      Perhaps she hadn’t intended to upset anyone, and perhaps something had happened which had left her with no choice but to hide. But I couldn’t for the life of me think what that might have been.
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      The savages turned on Sinbad, and Annie was carried away on the back of a white painted elephant and locked in a cage surrounded by lions. The audience grew quiet as the lions prowled menacingly around the arena. I felt relieved to be sitting in the upper gallery.

      Sinbad wrestled the lions to the ground in a well-rehearsed routine and I was impressed by the skill of the performer as well as the way the lions did as they were instructed. There was an enormous cheer when Sinbad rescued Annie from her cage. When Mr Taylor entered the arena and invited the largest lion to stand on its hind legs, resting its paws on his shoulders, the crowd erupted and everyone stood to their feet to applaud. As I watched Annie curtsy in the centre of the arena, I recalled her as a young girl and felt a lump in my throat. I joined in with the applause, clapping until the palms of my hands hurt.

      Sinbad the Sailor left me impressed with Mr Taylor’s skill as a showman. Lizzie had often enthused about his work and I regretted not having seen one of his shows earlier.
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        * * *

      

      I left the amphitheatre with the rest of the crowd and walked down the side of the building into a lonely, dark alley where a dim, flickering light marked the location of the stage door. I knocked at the door but there was no answer, so I stood and waited.

      Tiny droplets of rain sparkled in the lamplight and a gust of wind blew them onto my face. I wiped the dampness from my cheeks with my gloved hand and wondered whether Mr Taylor had already returned home for the evening. Hugging my handbag to my chest, I peered into the darkness around me, aware that this would be the perfect place for a robber to attack me and steal my bag.

      Surely there must be a better place to meet with Mr Taylor. Preferably somewhere that offered light and warmth.

      Just then the stage door opened and a shaft of light illuminated the alleyway. A dark face appeared, much lower down then I was expecting. It belonged to one of the savage children from the show. I wondered how many people in the audience had believed Mr Taylor’s claim that the savages were truly wild. The girl looking out at me had most likely been born in London and was nothing more than an ordinary performer in the show, just like everyone else. Her dark eyes stared out at me and I was about to speak when the door was slammed shut again.

      “There’s a lady what’s waitin’ for yer, Mr Taylor!” came the girl’s voice from the other side of the door.

      This time I rapped sharply on the door, which was opened by a scowling Mr Taylor. His ginger hair was sweaty and tousled from being pressed down under his hat. He had a cigar in his mouth, a drink in one hand, and I could see that his velvet costume was worn at the edges and too tight around his midriff.

      “Miss Green. I received your calling card. Do come in.”

      “Good evening, Mr Taylor. I must congratulate you on the most magnificent performance of Sinbad the Sailor. I enjoyed it very much. As did the rest of the audience, judging by their applause.” I grinned, hoping my flattery would wipe the frown from his face.

      It didn’t.

      I stepped through the door and into a small hallway, from which a wooden staircase led to an upper storey. Mr Taylor’s bulk blocked my progress any further. This, it seemed, was as far as I was to be permitted into the building. I heard scampering on the wooden steps as the girl who had previously opened the door ran off up the stairs.

      An odour of animal dung lingered in the air.

      “Miss Green. You work for the Morning Express.”

      “Yes.” I smiled to cover up the lie. “I last saw you with Lizzie five years ago.”

      The mention of her name deepened his frown and furrowed his brow.

      “Do you remember? She was performing as Cleopatra at the time and I met you backstage one evening.”

      “You’re the daughter of the plant hunter, aren’t you? The one that went missing.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And Lizzie gathered together a substantial amount of money to fund a rescue expedition for him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Little good came of that, did it?”

      “Sadly, it was unsuccessful, but I shall never forget Lizzie’s generosity.” I felt a lump in my throat as I spoke.

      “May I ask why you are here?”

      “I came to offer my condolences to you and Annie. I have just discovered what happened to Lizzie.”

      I saw a flicker in his green eyes, but the frown remained fixed on his face.

      “I am shocked. And saddened. I cannot understand how this could have happened to her.”

      “And you think I do?”

      “Not at all; you must be distraught. To continue with your incredible performance this evening is true testament to your character, Mr Taylor.”

      Once again, I hoped flattery would soften him, but I was wrong for a second time.

      “I am a professional showman, Miss Green. I have been doing this job since I could walk. Twenty years ago, I watched my mother die and two hours later I was on the stage. The audience had no inkling at all that my world had just ended. The inquest into Lizzie’s death was opened today, but the show must go on.”

      “Absolutely.” I nodded sagely.

      “Are you planning to interview me for your newspaper?”

      “No, the reason for my visit is more personal than that. I considered Lizzie a friend and, having discovered this terrible news, I felt the need to visit the people who were most important to her.”

      His face reddened. “By law, my marriage to Lizzie ended when she was discovered drowned on the Princess Alice. I have since found out that we were still married for another five years. My wife deceived me. She wanted me to believe that she was dead!”

      His lips twisted in anger and I was relieved to hear footsteps on the staircase. I hoped the presence of another person might help to subdue his temper.

      I looked up the stairs and saw Annie descending towards us, dressed in a dark overcoat. I felt a smile pull at the corners of my mouth as I remembered her as a girl. Wiped clean of its stage make-up, her face was pretty and girlish, just as her mother’s had been. But Annie looked pale and sombre. She glanced over but didn’t appear to recognise me.

      Mr Taylor pulled the stage door open behind me and peered out into the street.

      “Is our carriage here, Joseph?” she asked.

      He nodded in reply, closed the door and drained his glass.

      “Annie?” I wondered if the girl would remember me. “I’m Penny Green. I knew your mother. I saw you many times in her dressing room. I remember that you liked to dress up in your mother’s costumes.”

      The girl eyed me warily and then turned to Mr Taylor, as if requesting his permission to speak to me.

      “And what an incredible performance,” I continued. “You are an extremely skilled horsewoman.”

      I wanted to add that her mother would have been proud of her, but I realised the comment might have caused upset. I wanted to ask her and Mr Taylor if they had known that Lizzie had survived her supposed drowning, but the guarded expressions on their faces told me not to take the risk. I felt disappointed that the showman was determined to be so hostile.

      “Annie is tired,” said Mr Taylor, “and she has no interest in talking to hacks. And neither do I. I can see no reason for you to come here, Miss Green, other than to pry. I won’t mince the matter: in short, I find your presence here to be an imposition.”

      Any hope I had harboured of finding out more about Lizzie’s death was gone. If Mr Taylor and Annie were not prepared to talk to me, what could I possibly do next?

      “I do apologise, Mr Taylor, if I have upset you. It was never my intention, I can assure you. I came here only as a friend of Lizzie’s.”

      He opened the door and glared at me.

      “Goodnight, Miss Green.”
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      I stayed at home the following morning to finish my article on Madame de Staël. I struggled to muster any enthusiasm for it at all after the rebuff from Mr Taylor. My conversations with him and Sebastian kept running through my mind.

      How did they really feel about Lizzie’s death? Had they any idea who could have harmed her?

      There were so many questions I wished to ask them, but I wanted to avoid causing them any upset. I had already antagonised Mr Taylor and had no desire to make matters worse.

      There was a little coal left in the scuttle, but I decided to see how much of the day I could get through without lighting a fire in the stove. Once it was lit I would treat myself to a cup of coffee. Until then, I wore a woollen dress over my nightdress, a pair of thick socks, which had once belonged to my father, and an old overcoat of my sister’s, which was too long and broad in the shoulders. I wore a pair of fingerless gloves and a woollen bonnet, hoping my unusual ensemble would keep me warm for the morning, at least.

      Once my article was finished I would receive payment of seven guineas. This would enable me to pay Mrs Garnett for two weeks’ rent with two pounds and seven shillings left over. I desperately needed to find more work. My salary at the Morning Express had been one hundred pounds a year, which had not been a great fortune, but had allowed me to pay my way. The constant worry about income frequently disturbed my sleep and left me feeling tired and dismal.

      Perhaps I had been foolish to turn down Inspector Blakely’s offer of payment for helping him. My pride had stepped in and I had spoken without taking the time to properly consider his offer.

      

      I sat at my desk by the window and wrote. The sky was leaden, but there was just enough daylight by which to see clearly. The nib of my pen scratched as I wrote and the ink flowed onto the page and over my fingers. Tiger was lying out on the rooftop, peering in at me occasionally.

      Eventually, my article was finished. I put my pen down, lit the fire in the stove and stitched the pages of my manuscript together as I waited for the kettle to boil. That afternoon I planned to dress myself and take the manuscript to the editorial office of the Ladies’ Scholarly Repository in Bloomsbury.

      

      The sound of an argument drifted up the stairwell to my door. I recognised Mrs Garnett’s voice and then the second voice. It was my sister Eliza. I had no choice but to go downstairs and find out what the problem was.

      I left my room and made my way down the narrow, wooden staircase and then proceeded down the wider, carpeted staircase. Mrs Garnett and Eliza were facing each other in the hallway. The front door stood open, and half-in, half-out of the door was Eliza’s bicycle. It was a wide contraption with a large wheel on one side and two smaller wheels on the other. At the centre was a small, uncomfortable looking seat and two pedals. The bicycle was steered by two handles either side of the seat. Eliza had suggested in the past that I should have a ride on it, but I had never been tempted.

      “I can assure you, Mrs Garnett, that my bicycle can be placed in your hallway and still leave ample room for those coming and going through the front door.”

      “It will scrape my wallpaper! Do you know how much this wallpaper cost?”

      “And if I leave my bicycle outside it will be stolen. Do you know how much my bicycle cost?”

      The two women glared at each other angrily, and Mrs Garnett had her hands on her hips. Eliza wore a smart, plaid skirt and jacket, and beneath her skirt she wore a pair of breeches and boots. She had borrowed a pair of her husband’s trousers to preserve her modesty.

      “Ellie!”

      My sister turned and saw me on the stairs.

      “Penelope! Whatever are you wearing?”

      “I could ask you the same.” I glanced at the trousers, which were just visible beneath the hem of her skirt.

      “The pair of you,” Mrs Garnett tutted and shook her head, “are one button short. It must run in your family.”

      “Mrs Garnett,” I said. “Would you object to Eliza leaving her bicycle by the privy? I am sure it will cause no harm there.”

      Mrs Garnett shrugged. “I suppose so. As long as it doesn’t block the privy door.”

      “It could still be stolen!” retorted Eliza.

      “It is unlikely. The privy is well hidden behind the house.”

      “She can leave it there for one hour,” conceded Mrs Garnett.

      

      After steering the bicycle down the narrow passageway by the side of the house and into the courtyard, we went up to my room and had a cup of coffee.

      With her height and loud voice, Eliza always seemed to make my lodgings feel smaller. She removed her hat and jacket, hanging them up on the hooks behind my door.

      “It’s cold in here. Those coals have only just been lit, haven’t they? I take it you’re wearing that strange concoction of clothes to keep warm.”

      She sat on the chair by my writing desk while I settled on my bed. Tiger miaowed at the window to be let in. When Eliza pulled up the sash, she crept in and then dashed beneath my bed.

      Somehow Eliza caught sight of my button-up boots under the desk and picked up the one with the hole in. “Goodness gracious, Penelope, you’re poorer than a church mouse, aren’t you? Are you finding any work at all?”

      She reminded me of our mother as her eyes bored into me enquiringly. Eliza and I were similar in appearance: we were both blonde-haired and brown-eyed, but she had always been the larger, stronger and louder one, even though she was two years my junior. Her features were sharper than mine, her nose was longer, and she had often told me she wished for a softer face like mine.

      “I never understand why I am the married sister and Penelope is not,” was something she frequently said. She claimed I was prettier than her, which I disputed.

      “I have some work.”

      “And how does it pay?”

      “Not quite enough.”

      “Then let me give you something.” She picked up her handbag and opened it.

      “No, Ellie, please. It’s not necessary.”

      But my protest was weak and Eliza piled some coins onto my desk.

      “That’s all I have for now. I will bring more when I visit later this week.”

      “No, please don’t. That is more than enough. I shall collect payment for my latest article this afternoon. I will be able to pay you back this evening.”

      “You may have the loan for longer than that. You need it. Buy yourself a new pair of boots. You look thin, as well. You must come and eat a proper meal with us. Do you have any hope of salaried work on the horizon?”

      “I could apply to newspapers, I suppose, but it might be difficult to persuade them to take me on after I lost my job at one of the most prestigious publications.”

      “That editor, William Sherman, has much to answer for.” Eliza tutted and took a sip from her tin cup. I had broken all my china and was unable to afford replacements. “You know what Mother thinks, don’t you?”

      “That if I had a husband I shouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “That is what exactly what she thinks, and she has no idea how poor you are. You’re in a fine pickle. You need to ask her for some money. She won’t expect you to repay it.”

      “I know, but in return she will expect to set me up with the village curate.”

      Many years previously, my mother had decided that Reverend Briggs would make me an excellent husband.

      “He is still a bachelor, you know.”

      “And there is a very good reason for that. I can manage quite comfortably when I have a salary.”

      “But a salary can’t give you happiness and children, can it?”

      “I am happy without children.” I could feel my jaw tightening. These conversations with my sister always included a comment about my age, followed by a despairing look.

      “Penelope, you are almost thirty-five...”

      “I know,” I interrupted.

      “Cousin Agatha has just announced her engagement to a commander in the Royal Navy. Did you hear? I always knew Agatha would find a husband quickly. She has a pretty nose and a well-turned ankle. She is the last of our cousins to marry. To think that all twenty-seven of us are spoken for!” Eliza glanced at me awkwardly. “Except for...”

      “Have you heard the news about Lizzie Dixie?”

      “Yes!” Eliza’s eyes opened wide with fascination. “Terribly surprising, isn’t it? You knew her, didn’t you? What happened?”

      I told her what I had learned so far, I knew I could talk to Eliza freely, without fear of her spreading any gossip. Although she often laughed at me for being a working woman and shunning family life, she had always taken a keen interest in what I did and I sensed that she sometimes dreamed of having a job like mine.

      Eliza was clever and a good writer and could have had a paid job, but instead she devoted her time to her family and her cause: the West London Women’s Society. Her husband, George Billington-Grieg, was a lawyer and took pleasure in maintaining a large household of children and servants. He would not hear of Eliza working for money; to do so would have implied that he was unable to earn a sufficient wage to support his family.

      “It is a true mystery,” said Eliza.

      “And to think that Mr Taylor didn’t know that his own wife was still alive. It is no wonder he was so grumpy with me when I spoke to him.”

      “You spoke to him? Was that wise?”

      “I wanted to pass on my condolences.”

      “You didn’t visit him out of sheer nosiness?”

      “No!” I replied, affronted.

      But there was some truth in her question. My sister knew me well.

      “I wish I could speak to Lizzie’s daughter, Annie,” I continued. “I wonder if she knew that her mother was still alive. Lizzie may have been able to hide from her husband, but surely not her own daughter? She must have made contact with her in one way or another.”

      “It is hard to imagine that she wouldn’t have, isn’t it?”

      “I need to talk to Annie, but I have no idea how to do so.”

      “Why do you need to speak to her? You’re not working on the story, are you?”

      “No, I am just curious.”

      “Let Scotland Yard solve it.”

      “But don’t you wonder how it all came about? Why she pretended she had drowned and was found murdered five years later?”

      “Of course I wonder. I think all of us like to consider ourselves detectives when one of these cases presents itself. It is rather easy to develop an obsession with a murder, isn’t it? Mother still has that ornament of the Red Barn on the mantelpiece in her dining room; the barn where William Corder murdered Maria Marten. I remember her telling me that story time and time again, and it used to chill me to the bone. That and the Ratcliffe Highway murders.” Eliza shuddered. “Not to mention Constance Kent.”

      “My interest is not an obsession with murder,” I replied. “I knew Lizzie. I worry about what her life must have been like over the past five years for it to have ended this way. And why did she decide to hide? Had her life become so very difficult? I remember the poor reviews she received for her last ever performance as Cleopatra in The Course of the Nile and I wonder if she struggled to cope with the criticism.”

      “I suppose we shall never know now, shall we?”

      “I should like to find out.”

      “I shall always remember Lizzie Dixie for her role in raising funds for the expedition to find Father. She put a substantial amount of her own money into it. And that reminds me! I have heard from the curator at the British Museum about Father’s paintings and the orchid specimens. They are going to be moved to the new Natural History building at Albertopolis in the coming weeks.”

      “I must ensure that I see them again before they are moved.”

      “And I am sure they will make an interesting display in the new natural history department. Some of his paintings would never have been found if the second expedition hadn’t returned to Amazonia. Lizzie Dixie was a kind lady, even though she had a bit of reputation for loose morals. Did you mention the name Sebastian Colehill earlier?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have only just realised that I met his wife, Mary Colehill, last week. She told me her husband was the proprietor of the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. She has recently joined the West London Women’s Society and seems a most pleasant lady.”

      We were interrupted by a knock at the door and then Mrs Garnett called my name.

      “My bicycle can’t have been outside the privy for an hour already, can it?” asked Eliza.

      I got up and answered the door.

      “A messenger boy just called with this,” said my landlady, handing me a neat, white envelope with my name and address scrawled across it in black ink. I guessed it must be Sebastian Colehill’s dinner invitation. Thanking Mrs Garnett, I closed the door.

      “I hope you don’t mind me opening this now,” I said to Eliza, ripping open the envelope. “It is not often that I receive letters.”

      I unfolded the piece of paper and saw that it wasn’t from Sebastian at all. Printed lettering at the top said: Morning Express, est. 1837.

      I scanned the sloping writing quickly. “It’s from William Sherman at the Morning Express,” I said. “He has requested to see me at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon at his office.”

      “Is that good news or bad news?”

      I felt a flicker of excitement in my chest.

      Perhaps Inspector Blakely had managed to have me reinstated in my job.

      “I feel certain it is good.”
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      My new boots chafed my heels as I hailed the horse-drawn omnibus at Finsbury Circus. The downstairs seats were full, so a kind man offered me his place and went up to the roof while I sat down and felt relieved to rest my feet. I had hurriedly bought the boots that morning and my feet much preferred my old, worn pair.

      The windows were so begrimed that I was unable to see much outside; instead, I read an advertisement for Jeyes Fluid before a newspaper headline caught my eye. ‘Murdered Actress Shot Four Times. Killer Still on the Loose’, declared the leader on The Daily Mail being read by the person sitting opposite me. I shivered and leant forward in my seat in an attempt to read the story, but the print was too small.

      I found it hard to believe that Lizzie had suffered such a brutal end. I had been so accustomed to the belief that she had drowned that this subsequent news of her death was difficult to accept. My heart ached for Annie and I wondered how she was truly feeling. Her demeanour had seemed so cold and sombre when I had seen her after the show.

      

      “Annie should have a proper, loving family home,” Lizzie had told me during a fundraising reception for the expedition to find my father. “Joseph does his best with her, but she is not his daughter and she has reached the age at which she is resentful of him telling her what to do. I have told her she must listen to him because he is her stepfather, but she is headstrong and refuses to accept him for who he is. I married him because he is extremely successful and I feel sure that he can help me feel better about myself. He loves me and I have a deep affection for him. I sometimes wonder if that is as much love as I am capable of giving. Most of my heart is reserved for Annie. I worry about her.”

      

      I gave up trying to read the story on the paper in front of me. I hoped Mr Taylor was looking after Annie, but I couldn’t imagine him having much tenderness for her in his heart.

      Perhaps I would soon have an opportunity to find out what had really happened to Lizzie. I felt sure that Mr Sherman was to offer me my job again.

      Why else should he ask me to meet with him?

      Inspector Blakely had almost certainly spoken to Commissioner Dickson, who must have had a word with his cousin. It only seemed fair, given that my article about the Doughty Street case had been correct all along.

      I hugged the handbag on my lap and felt encouraged that my fortunes were changing. I thought about the work I could do on Lizzie’s story and how I could help Inspector Blakely uncover what had happened to her. The desperate need for a salary and my curiosity about the last few years of Lizzie’s life made me want to work on this story more than anything else. I pictured myself in Mr Sherman’s office being welcomed back as a paid member of staff. I was looking forward to seeing my former colleagues again, and perhaps Mr Sherman would invite the compositors and printers up to greet me. Maybe even the messenger boys.

      

      The omnibus slowed to a halt and I guessed we had reached the slow-moving traffic at Bank. I got up, paid the conductor my fare and hopped off into the busy street. The sky was darkening and the flagpoles of the Bank of England were already disappearing into a foggy mist, which had a greenish tinge to it. Specks of soot floated on the air as if the fog had prevented the chimney smoke from rising upwards. Trying not to limp from the soreness of my heels, I walked a short distance up Cheapside and hailed another omnibus, which would take me along Ludgate Hill and through to Fleet Street.

      Once again, it was difficult to see out of the window, but I was able to register a brief patch of darkness as we passed beneath Ludgate Viaduct. I got off the omnibus at the top of Fleet Street and was greeted by the familiar sight of the spire of St Bride’s, the very top of which was lost in the descending fog. A train whistled as it passed over the viaduct behind me and pulled into the station.

      My heart lifted as I walked along the crowded pavements of Fleet Street. This place had felt like my second home for more than ten years. During that time, increasing numbers of newspapers and periodicals had established themselves here, and there were now so many telegraph wires criss-crossing overhead that they could have served as a web for a giant spider.

      Large lettering across the building fronts spelled out the names of the respective newspapers. I passed the Daily News, The Daily Telegraph, the Morning Advertiser, the Standard and the News of the World. The coffee houses and public houses along this stretch were always filled with hacks, who retired here to relax after meeting their deadlines and to share news and gossip. Mingling with the writers on the street were printers in their ink-stained clothing, bookbinders in their aprons and, occasionally, a wealthy-looking proprietor with a silk top hat and fashionably striped trousers. Messenger boys weaved through the crowd, running with pages of copy to meet deadlines.

      

      There were more women now in Fleet Street than when I had first begun working here. A number worked as secretaries and there was a growing acceptance of lady reporters in the news rooms, so long as we took our work as seriously as the men did. My view was that we took it more seriously: spending more time working and less time drinking in Fleet Street’s taverns than our male counterparts.

      Many lady journalists worked on the fashion and society journals, few worked as news reporters for a daily newspaper. I had never been put off by the thought that I was an unusual case and had learnt to shrug off disparaging comments from my male colleagues.

      I had always been drawn to the centre of the nation’s news reporting, and from the moment I decided to become a journalist I had wanted to work on Fleet Street. My father had encouraged me in my profession, but I think he assumed I would be happy working in a quiet, provincial town in Derbyshire. He had been surprised when I told him I wanted to live and work in London. He had not been keen on the idea of his daughter being alone in the city, but he hadn’t realised up to that point that I had inherited his sense of adventure.

      

      Mr Sherman’s office was on the first floor of the Morning Express building. I was greeted by the roar of the printing presses in the basement as I stepped into the main entrance and climbed the narrow, wooden staircase. At the top of the stairs, one door led towards the editor’s office and another towards the news room.

      I knocked nervously at the door that led into the reception area of Mr Sherman’s office and waited for an answer. It swung open and a compositor bustled out with a bundle of proofs in his hand, scrawled all over with Mr Sherman’s corrections. If I hadn’t skipped promptly out of the way, he would have bumped into me. He thundered down the stairs and I caught the door just before it closed again. I stepped into the reception area and saw Miss Welton standing there.

      “Miss Green, he is ready for you now.”

      I had expected a warmer welcome from the editor’s secretary, but I surmised that Mr Sherman was in an agitated mood, which had, in turn, dulled Miss Welton’s demeanour. She was older than me by a number of years and wore a dark, woollen dress, which was buttoned up to the neck. Her grey hair was pinned neatly on top of her head and a pair of pince-nez was clipped to the end of her nose.

      “Thank you, Miss Welton, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

      She smiled thinly in reply and gestured for me to walk through to Mr Sherman’s personal office, to which the door stood open.

      The editor sat at his desk, scribbling furiously onto a proof. His shirt sleeves were rolled up and he wore a blue serge waistcoat. His black hair was oiled and parted to one side, and a pipe stuck out from beneath his thick black moustache. Another compositor stood next to him, biting his lip.

      “Ah, Miss Green,” said Mr Sherman without looking up. “Please take a seat.”

      I moved a pile of papers from the only available chair and sat down. The editor’s office had greasy, yellowing walls and smelled of pipe smoke. The far corners of the room were grimy and gloomy, and piles of books and papers were stacked on the desk and all over the floor. A gas lamp hung down from a long chain over the editor’s desk and a fire burned brightly in the small grate. Mr Sherman had worked in this room, at the helm of the Morning Express, for almost ten years.

      The editor paused to examine his edits and then thrust the proof in the direction of the compositor.

      “You have half an hour to get these changes made. And shut the door behind you. Don’t leave it hanging open as the previous oaf did!”

      The man left and Mr Sherman sat back in his chair. He took the pipe out of his mouth and regarded me closely. His eyes were pale blue and his brow was permanently creased. His bushy eyebrows almost met at the top of his nose.

      “Miss Green,” he began solemnly. The glum tone of his voice did nothing to suggest that he was about to offer me a job. One of the speaking tubes next to his desk whistled.

      “Excuse me one moment.” He leant over and spoke brusquely into the mouthpiece. “Yes?”

      The person at the other end told him there was no space for the article about the Fenian dynamite conspirators arrested in Nova Scotia.

      “There has to be!” he barked. “It may be a long distance away from us, but after the bombs earlier this year I tell you that the Irish Republican Brotherhood is a threat we need to be reporting on! Cut it down to two hundred words and make sure it goes in!”

      There was more conversation while Mr Sherman leafed through the papers on his desk and tossed a small card in my direction. It landed on a piece of paper covered in his familiar inky scribble.

      As he traded sharp words through the tube, I leaned forward and picked up the card. It had my name on it. I realised, with a shudder of dread, that it was the card I had left for Mr Taylor. The same corner was bent as it had been on the one I had left with the front-of-house woman at Astley’s Amphitheatre. My heart began to pound.

      Mr Sherman hadn’t called me in to offer me my job back.

      I was here for a telling-off.
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      I clutched my handbag tightly on my lap, bit my lip, and waited to hear what Mr Sherman had to say.

      Having finished with the speaking tube, he sat back in his chair and puffed on his pipe before removing it to speak.

      “I can see by the expression on your face, Miss Green, that you have realised who visited me yesterday.”

      “Mr Taylor.”

      “That is correct. He was angered by your questioning of him the previous evening. Can I ask why you pretended to still be employed by this newspaper when you spoke to him?”

      “I didn’t pretend as such, Mr Sherman. I had to leave a card for him at the front of house and I only had my cards with the Morning Express written on them.”

      “You didn’t think to cross out the name of the newspaper to clarify your employment situation?”

      “I didn’t, no. Although I do think a crossing out would have looked rather untidy.”

      “Instead, you preferred to mislead the gentleman?”

      “I visited him as a friend of his former wife. I did not introduce myself as a news reporter. I apologise. I didn’t think the name of the newspaper on the card would have any bearing on the situation.”

      “What rot,” he replied sharply. “You are a clever woman, Miss Green. I would conjecture that you are cleverer than some of the male staff here. You knew that the reputation of the Morning Express would guarantee you an interview with the great showman, and sure enough it did. It is only a shame that your conduct during the meeting served to upset him.”

      I felt a cold perspiration spread under my arms. I tried to take a deep breath, but my chest was too constricted by my corset.

      “With all due respect, Mr Sherman, he was already upset at the discovery of his wife’s death. I think there was little I could have said to improve his mood.”

      Mr Sherman pointed the shank of his pipe at me accusingly. “You were tactless to visit him and deceitful to pretend that you were still a member of my staff. I thought you were better than this, Miss Green, but it seems I was wrong. Do you think I enjoy spending my afternoons trying to calm an irate showman who is holding me responsible for the behaviour of a woman who no longer works for my newspaper? Do I look like someone who has the time to do such a thing? Can you understand how embarrassing it was to have to explain to him that you no longer work here?”

      Having arrived at the office expecting good news, I now felt rather overwhelmed by disappointment. I felt the need to escape outside for a change of air.

      “I apologise unreservedly for my conduct, Mr Sherman. It was never my intention to cause upset or to bring the reputation of this newspaper into disrepute.”

      I stood and hooked my handbag over my arm. “I shall gather up all my remaining cards, place them in an envelope and post them to you at the first opportunity, so that there is no danger of this ever happening again.”

      Mr Sherman took another puff from his pipe and spoke in a calmer tone. “I am sure there is no need, Miss Green. Please don’t spend your money on the postage. You have learnt your lesson now, I take it?”

      “I most certainly have. I won’t trouble you any further, Mr Sherman. I know the evening deadline will be upon you shortly. Good afternoon.” I gave him a slight bow, walked over to the door and opened it.

      “Did I say I was finished, Miss Green?”

      I paused with my hand on the doorknob, nervous about what I was to hear next.

      “Come back here and shut that accursed door.”

      I did as I was told and turned to face him, but I didn’t sit this time. I watched him as he retrieved a fresh pipe and a tin of tobacco from his desk drawer.

      “I had another visitor yesterday who I haven’t told you about yet.” He opened the tin and began to fill the pipe with flakes of tobacco. “It was my cousin, and he wasn’t making a social call. You know who I am talking about, do you not? Commissioner Dickson of Scotland Yard.”

      My heart skipped slightly.

      “It seems you have made quite an impression on that young detective of his.”

      I felt my cheeks redden. I presumed he was referring to Inspector Blakely, but he made it seem as though I had intentionally endeavoured to impress him.

      “A detective spoke to me briefly about Lizzie Dixie a few days ago,” I said.

      “So I understand.” Mr Sherman tucked the pipe into his mouth, then shuffled the papers and books on his desk in an effort to locate a box of matches.

      “This detective is working on the Lizzie Dixie case and needs all the help he can get. He is only a young chap, as I understand it, but he happens to be the son of a chief superintendent, which strengthens his position. And it seems he has won golden opinions, despite his youth. I think Chief Inspector Cullen would serve better on the case, but what does my opinion matter? Ah! There they are.”

      The editor took up the box of matches and lit his pipe. “Commissioner Dickson feels that he was perhaps rather overzealous in ordering your dismissal earlier this year. He acknowledges that some aspects of the Doughty Street case were questionable.”

      I sighed with relief and smiled.

      This was the news I had been waiting for.

      “I am happy that the commissioner has finally seen sense,” I replied.

      Mr Sherman scowled. “He has always seen sense, but a man is entitled to rethink his decisions.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Mr Sherman.”

      “Commissioner Dickson feels that having you reinstated here would serve as an apology for past mistakes and would also provide his detective with a useful source of information in relation to the Lizzie Dixie case. There is a great deal of public interest in it, as you can imagine.”

      “Yes, I can imagine. Thank you, Mr Sherman. And do please thank Commissioner Dickson on my behalf when you see him next.”

      Mr Sherman dismissed this last comment with a wave and searched through the papers on his desk again. “I need a piece done on the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act, which has just been passed in parliament.”

      I nodded in reply.

      “Can you have that done for me by tomorrow afternoon? Just a summary; four hundred words will do it.”

      After the scolding, I found it hard to believe what I was hearing. “You want me to write an article? Does this mean I have a job here again?”

      “Why else would I ask you for a summary of the new act?”

      “Thank you, Mr Sherman!” I felt a grin spread across my face. “I am extremely grateful that you have reconsidered my position, especially in light of the unfortunate incident with Mr Taylor. I can promise that no such incident will ever happen again.”

      “I am sure it won’t.” He held up a piece of paper and began reading it, which I took as a sign to leave.

      “And once I have written my piece on the new act, I will get to grips with the Lizzie Dixie story.”

      “There is no need; Edgar Fish has it. There will be plenty for you to work on, don’t worry. Just help the detective out when he asks you and pass on all the exclusive news to Edgar Fish. That’s what I agreed with Commissioner Dickson. We help him and, in exchange, we have the exclusives.”
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      Although I had not been given the Lizzie Dixie story to work on, I was permitted to meet with Inspector Blakely a few days later. A hansom cab took me to Kensal Green Cemetery one morning, shortly before dawn. Once I had paid the driver, I found my way through the grey gloom towards the tall iron gates which were already standing ajar. I pushed one of them open and could just make out a ribbon of pathway snaking ahead of me. I chided myself for not bringing a lantern.

      I could see the pale forms of tombs and monuments as I turned right and made my way over to Lizzie’s grave. I had visited her burial place a number of times over the years, and now had to accept that I had been paying my respects to a woman whose identity was unknown. Each time I had come here, Lizzie had been living somewhere in secret. I felt a mixture of anger and sadness about it. Meanwhile, another victim of the Princess Alice sinking had been buried in Lizzie’s grave, and on this particular morning her body was to be exhumed.

      Once her coffin was removed, Lizzie would be buried. I had been told that the early morning burial ceremony was to be kept brief and far removed from the public gaze.

      A blackbird started up its early morning song, its cheerfulness at odds with the sombre environment. There was a damp, earthy smell on the cold morning air and I shivered in my black satin dress and jacket, which were suitable for mourning but offered no protection against the cold.

      I recoiled as the strands of a cobweb stuck to my face, hurriedly wiping them away with my gloved hands. As I walked alone in the murk, my heart began to thud more rapidly. The crunch of my boots on the gravelled path sounded deafening. I glanced around at the sleeping places of the dead all around me, worrying that someone or something was about to jump out. I tried to calm myself and remember that I had no belief in ghosts; however, the chasm between the living and the dead sometimes felt narrow.

      I walked a little faster, wishing I had arranged to meet Inspector Blakely at the cemetery gates so I had someone to accompany me through the graveyard. I thought about Lizzie out walking in Highgate Cemetery late at night.

      What had she been doing there? Had she arranged to meet her killer? If so, did that mean she had known him?

      

      I reached a fork and took the path to the right, relieved that it would not be long before I reached the grave. It was both reassuring and spooky to see lights flickering in the midst of the tombs. As I walked closer to the lights, I could hear the sound of shovels digging into the earth, along with the snort of a horse and the jingle of a bridle. On the path ahead of me, I could just make out the shape of a carriage and two horses. Presumably it was there to take the coffin away.

      I arrived at the graveside and saw a small group of dark figures standing close to it, watching as two men dug in the lamplight. It didn’t seem right; dead people weren’t supposed to be dug up. I wished I hadn’t decided to come here on such a dismal morning.

      “Here it is,” said one of the gravediggers. I heard the light tap of a shovel against wood as confirmation. A shiver ran down my back and I stood a short distance away from the group, not wishing to get too close to the open grave.

      Someone in a bowler hat had noticed my arrival and walked over to me.

      “Good morning, Miss Green.”

      I had only met Inspector Blakely once, but his vaguely familiar voice felt reassuring to me on a morning such as this. He held a bullseye lantern, which cast some light onto his face, and I could see a faint line of stubble on his chin, as if getting up at this early hour had not given him sufficient time to shave.

      “Good morning, Inspector Blakely.” I felt relieved to have someone friendly to talk to. “And thank you for helping me get my job back.”

      “My pleasure.” I could just about see his smile in the gloom. “Although Commissioner Dickson did not take a great deal of convincing. I think he knew he had behaved a little harshly towards you. And I am not sure you should be thanking me on a grim morning such as this.” He glanced at the open grave and grimaced.

      “How is the investigation going?”

      “Slowly,” he replied quietly. “We have identified a few people of interest, but there are no firm suspects yet. It will be interesting to see who turns up this morning to see Lizzie interred. Funerals are invaluable for murder investigations as they allow us to find out who was close to the victim. The murderer himself may even turn up; it’s not unheard of.”

      “Is that right?” I glanced around us warily.

      “I might need you to help me identify a few faces.”

      I heard some quiet muttering from one of the men standing close by and saw that he was a vicar wearing black robes, a soft black hat and a stark white collar. I realised he was praying and wondered if I should bow my head and listen.

      The gravediggers were leaning into the grave, trying to haul up the coffin under the guidance of a man who I guessed was an undertaker. On the ground next to him lay the lid of the tomb, upon which lay a sleeping angel carved in stone.

      “Are you here undercover?” I whispered to the inspector.

      “No, Mr Taylor is expected here and he will recognise me. I plan to stand back and watch, and I hope that my presence will not be considered intrusive.”

      The coffin was finally hauled out of the ground and the undertaker dusted it free of dirt with his handkerchief. The vicar’s prayers grew louder and I recognised the words of the Lord’s Prayer. The coffin was slowly carried over to the waiting carriage as we all stood in silence with our heads bowed. I wondered whether we would ever find out who the dead woman was.

      We remained silent as the coffin was placed inside the carriage, and listened to the sound of hooves and the grind of wheels on gravel as the coffin was taken away.
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      I glanced over at the dark pit, which was soon to be Lizzie’s grave. The sleeping angel lay beside it. The sky was a lighter grey now and it would not be long until sunrise.

      Inspector Blakely extinguished his lantern. “I was unable to find a coffee stall on Harrow Road,” he said. “I struggle to do anything without my morning cup of coffee. I usually rely on the breakfast stall on Northumberland Avenue, where I get a slice of bread and butter with coffee for tuppence. And if there’s time I breakfast at Russell’s in Whitehall Place. Have you tried it? They do the most marvellous mutton chops, eggs and toast in there.”

      “Usually I like the thought of mutton chops for breakfast,” I replied, “but this morning my appetite feels rather subdued.”

      “Mr Fish,” said the inspector.

      I turned to see Edgar’s tall frame appear at my side. He nodded to us both.

      “Rather early, isn’t it?” He wore a top hat and dark overcoat, and he lit his clay pipe before peering over at the empty grave. “I see they’ve taken her out.”

      “Yes, the coffin has been exhumed,” said the inspector.

      “Did they take a look inside it or will they do that later? We need to know who the dead woman is.”

      “She will be examined by the police doctor in the mortuary,” replied Inspector Blakely.

      Edgar drew a sharp intake of breath. “Five years she’s been down there. It’s not going to be pretty.”

      I felt nauseous at the thought, and at Edgar’s lack of tact.

      “You’ll let me know as soon as they find out who she is, won’t you, Blakely? The public want to know the identity of the mystery woman.”

      “It is possible that we may never find out.”

      “We have to, one way or another. If the doctor can give me a physical description, we shall make a public appeal. Better still, we could get an illustration of her drawn up and someone might recognise her.”

      “That sounds like an interesting idea,” replied the inspector.

      

      I looked around us and noticed that a few mourners had arrived. One was a smartly dressed older gentleman, who looked familiar. He had thick, grey whiskers and wore a black overcoat and top hat. He held a shiny wooden cane by his side and the thought occurred to me that it could be a cane shotgun: a secret weapon designed for wealthy gentlemen who did not wish to carry anything conspicuous. It was probably my fancy getting the better of me, but I could picture a man such as him walking through Highgate Cemetery one evening and firing shots at a person before walking calmly away and rousing little suspicion.

      He glanced at me, so I looked away in the direction of a younger man, who also seemed familiar. He was dressed in black with a well-waxed blond moustache. He had a receding chin.

      How had these men known Lizzie?

      “Sir Edmund Erskine, Member of Parliament for Dorset,” muttered Inspector Blakely.

      “Of course,” I replied, looking at the older man. “I remember him now. He was at the opening ceremony for the Royal College of Music earlier this year. I saw him accompanying the Prince of Wales. The other man is also an MP, I am sure of it. Mr Dowdeswell, I think.”

      “Member of Parliament for Lambeth,” Edgar added.

      The presence of the two politicians confirmed an uncomfortable aspect of Lizzie’s life. She had been the paid companion of wealthy men. I suppose she could have been described as a courtesan.

      “It’s rather brave of them to turn up,” said Edgar.

      “I think it rather respectful of them,” I said.

      The pair of gravediggers rested on their shovels and took a pinch of snuff while a tall, thin figure strolled slowly towards the graveside.

      “That gentleman there is Sebastian Colehill,” I said quietly to the inspector. “He is the proprietor of the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane and knew Lizzie for most of her career.”

      “Marvellous.” He retrieved a notebook and pencil from the inside pocket of his overcoat and wrote the information down.

      “I shall introduce you to him,” I said.

      I walked over to Sebastian, unsure as to whether he would welcome a conversation with a detective at this moment. To my annoyance, Edgar Fish followed close behind us.

      “Good morning, Mr Colehill.”

      “Miss Green!” Sebastian’s pale face broke out into a smile. “How are you?” He wore a long, dark overcoat and carried an ivory-topped cane in a leather-gloved hand.

      “I am well under the circumstances, thank you.”

      “The same. This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” He dabbed at his brow with a dark silk handkerchief.

      “Mr Colehill, I would like to introduce you to Inspector Blakely. He is leading the investigation into Lizzie’s death. As you can imagine, the case is an extremely difficult one, so I am sure he would welcome an opportunity to speak to you about Lizzie at some point. Not right now, of course.”

      I glanced at the inspector, hoping he would not start asking questions at this moment.

      “Inspector, delighted to meet you.”

      Sebastian held out his hand and Inspector Blakely shook it.

      “Likewise, Mr Colehill. In fact, my mother and I watched The Miser of Shoreditch at the Theatre Royal just last month. We enjoyed it immensely.”

      “Did you now? Well, that is wonderful to hear. I am very pleased with the show; it has broadly received good reviews, apart from one or two, but then there are always some you cannot please.”

      “I heard it was a rather fashionable opening night.”

      “Yes, it was. The Prince and Princess of Wales were in attendance, which was a great honour. I really could not have wished for anything more. I feel truly blessed to have this job, I really do.”

      I admired the way Inspector Blakely had instantly put Sebastian at ease.

      “You were an actor yourself once?”

      “I was, and so was my wife. That was how we met. But treading the boards was never to be my destiny. I discovered that my talent lay on the management side. Succeeding as an actor or actress requires more than training; the foundation is laid in something less tangible than that. It is an innate ability possessed only by a select few. You know the people I mean: those who walk onto the stage wearing the very skin of their character. Every gesture, glance and word spoken is that of their character. It is as if the actor disappears into himself for the duration of the performance. I greatly admire that ability.”

      “Lizzie was like that,” I said.

      “She was.” He dabbed at his brow again. “She certainly was.”

      “So you knew Lizzie well?” Edgar piped up from behind me.

      Sebastian seemed startled by the question. “My apologies, Mr Colehill, I should introduce myself. Mr Edgar Fish from the Morning Express.” He extended his hand over my shoulder for Sebastian to shake. “Have you any idea who might have shot Lizzie, Mr Colehill?”

      Sebastian stammered at the direct question. “Well, no, I haven’t the first idea. I do not understand it at all. Are you conducting an interview for your newspaper, Mr Fish?”

      “I was just curious, Mr Colehill.”

      Sebastian gave him a guarded look and pocketed his handkerchief. The sound of horse hooves and carriage wheels drew near, and I felt relieved that our conversation was at an end.

      

      A bright streak of orange in the east bathed the surrounding tombs in a warm glow and the black coats of the horses shone in the early morning light as they pulled the hearse towards us. It was a polished, black, ornamental carriage with carved acanthus scrollwork and ornate finials on its roof. Lizzie’s coffin lay behind extravagantly draped black satin curtains.

      The hearse drew to a halt and the four men who had been walking behind it parted the curtains and carefully removed the coffin. They lifted it up onto their shoulders and I was struck by how light they found it. Lizzie had only been a slight woman. I struggled to believe she was in the coffin which was being carried towards the grave. In my mind, Lizzie had been dead and buried for five years.

      How could she possibly be inside the coffin I saw before me?

      Immediately behind the coffin walked Joseph Taylor in a black top hat and overcoat. He stared straight ahead without acknowledging any of the mourners. Beside him walked Annie in a long, black coat with a black hat and a black veil across her face. She carried three white lilies and I could just about see her face through the veil, but I didn’t want to stare too much.

      I wiped a tear from my cheek and glanced around at the small group of mourners, wondering what they each knew about the last few years of Lizzie’s life and about her death. Everyone bowed their heads while the vicar said his prayers.

      Was there any truth in what Inspector Blakely had said about funerals? Could one of the people present be the murderer?

      I tried to still my mind and listen to the vicar’s words. “In the midst of life we are in death: of whom may we seek for succour, but of thee, O Lord, who for our sins art justly displeased?”

      Was the murderer listening to these words at this moment?

      Lizzie’s coffin was slowly lowered into the ground. “Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts; shut not thy merciful ears to our prayer; but spare us, Lord most holy, O God most mighty, O holy and merciful Saviour...”

      My heart felt heavy and I prayed that Lizzie’s soul could finally rest in peace.

      But I feared that peace would be a long time coming.
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      “It is only half past seven,” said Edgar as we walked through the cemetery with Inspector Blakely. “It feels as though it should be time for lunch.”

      “I think we need to find somewhere to eat a good breakfast,” said the inspector.

      “That’s a first-rate idea!” replied Edgar.

      “I had heard rumours that Lizzie had a daughter,” said Inspector Blakely, “and it was useful to finally clap eyes on her.”

      “Did you not meet Annie when you spoke to Mr Taylor?” I asked.

      “No, he didn’t mention her. Rather strange, considering she is his daughter.”

      “She isn’t.”

      “Oh, that explains it then.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know who her father is. Annie was ten when Lizzie married Mr Taylor.”

      “Of course. I should have realised they had not been married long enough for Annie to be his daughter.”

      “Wait!” I hissed.

      A flash of movement next to a yew tree had caught my eye. I stared at the gap between the tree and a nearby tomb, waiting to see what, or who, was there.

      But there was nothing.

      “I’m sorry. I thought I saw someone.”

      “Who?” asked Edgar.

      “I don’t know. I thought there was someone there just then. Watching us.”

      “What did they look like?” asked Inspector Blakely.

      “I don’t know. I just saw a flash of something. Dark clothing, perhaps.”

      “A man? A woman?”

      “I’m sorry, I really don’t know. Please forget I mentioned it. The uncomfortable business of this morning has left me rather jumpy. I shall be glad to find a place to eat some breakfast.”

      “We must have a look,” said the inspector, leaving the path and striding towards the tomb. “Over here, you say?”

      “Please don’t worry, Inspector Blakely!” I called after him. “I expect I was imagining it. I am rather tired.”

      But he continued walking towards the tree and the tomb, so I followed him onto the wet grass, leaving Edgar behind me on the path.

      “It is nothing,” I said, catching up with him.

      “Ah, but it is something,” he said looking down at the ground. “Do you see the flattened grass? Someone has been here.”

      I shivered and looked cautiously behind the tree, but no one appeared there. Cobwebs heavy with dew hung between the branches.

      Inspector Blakely continued to look around. “It seems that whoever it was has scarpered.”

      I glanced across the rows of headstones and monuments. A crow landed on a nearby stone cross, but I saw nothing until another movement caught my eye.

      “There!” I pointed to a dark figure in the distance that appeared to be running away from us.

      “After him!” called the inspector.

      He ran ahead and I followed, trying not to stumble over the graves. Inspector Blakely streaked off ahead of me as the heels of my boots sank into the soft wet grass. The hem of my dress was wet with dew and my corset prevented me from taking in the breaths required for such heavy exertion. I stopped and decided to leave the running to the inspector. I could see neither him nor the dark figure, so I turned and made my way back to the path.

      Edgar was waiting there, smoking his pipe. “Did you find him?” he asked.

      “Inspector Blakely has chased after him. I don’t know why the man is running away, or why he should have been standing there watching us.”

      Edgar gave me a puzzled look and glanced towards the gates of the cemetery. “Oh, hello.”

      I followed his gaze and saw a group of darkly dressed men walking towards us.

      Edgar cackled. “They fell for it!”

      “Fell for what?”

      “I spread the word that Lizzie Dixie’s funeral was at eight o’clock.” His small eyes glinted with glee. “Now here’s a group of hacks who have missed out!”

      I watched the journalists from our rival newspapers as they drew nearer and felt pleased that they had missed the small service at Lizzie’s graveside. A few onlookers seemed to be following them and I estimated that between twenty and thirty people had arrived here, hoping to see something.

      “Too late!” shouted Edgar. “You missed it. She’s in the ground!”

      A slack-jawed man, chewing on a piece of tobacco, strode at the front of the group and scowled at Edgar. I recognised him as Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette.

      “What do you mean we missed it?”

      “The funeral’s finished, old chap!” Edgar laughed.

      “You told us eight o’clock.”

      “I gave you incorrect information. My mistake.”

      Tom Clifford spat onto the ground and uttered a profanity.

      I stepped away from the group and was pleased to see Inspector Blakely walking quickly down the path towards us. I walked up to him.

      “You didn’t catch him?”

      “Sadly, no.” He was breathless from running.

      “Did you get a better look at him?”

      “Not really.” He took off his hat and wiped the beads of perspiration from his brow with his sleeve. “A fairly slight fellow. Dressed in black and he wore a cap. He was blooming fast!”

      “Who was it, I wonder? And why did he run away? I cannot understand it.”

      “It is anyone’s guess. Perhaps it was someone who has had his collar tugged by my hand in the past. He was watching us, you say?”

      “That was my impression, but perhaps I was mistaken.”

      “Even if you were, there is no doubt that he was behaving suspiciously. Why run away like that? I can only assume he was interested in the funeral proceedings, and I would like to find out who he is as a matter of urgency.” He took his notebook from his pocket and made a note in it.

      “Who are all these people?” he added when he had finished writing.

      “They have come for Lizzie’s funeral. Edgar gave them the wrong time.”

      “I see.”

      Inspector Blakely replaced his hat and we passed the small crowd. Edgar was at the centre of it, laughing and joking with everyone.

      “Is there anyone in that group who I need to talk to?”

      “I don’t think so; they’re mostly hacks.”

      “Let’s leave them for the time being, then. Has your appetite recovered yet, Miss Green? I think we should find somewhere to take breakfast and talk about the case.”
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        * * *

      

      Inspector Blakely tucked into a plate of mutton chops in the restaurant of the Buchanan Hotel close to Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove station. It was a small, comfortable place with crimson flock wallpaper and white tablecloths. I nibbled at my toast and marmalade, sipped at my coffee and thought about the contrast between Lizzie’s first funeral and the second.

      Hundreds of mourners had attended her funeral at St Paul’s Church in Covent Garden five years previously, but very few had known her personally. The handful of mourners at her graveside that morning had saddened me as I realised that only a few people had ever really mattered to her.

      Inspector Blakely placed his knife and fork side by side on his empty plate and wiped his mouth with his serviette. His suit, waistcoat and tie were black, and I noticed a simple gold pin on his tie. I wondered if it was a gift from someone as he opened his notebook, which lay beside his plate. His dark eyebrows knotted together in thought as he read through his notes and chewed on the end of his pencil.

      “My list of interesting persons remains quite small,” he said, looking over at me. “Is there something wrong with your toast, Miss Green?”

      “No.” I glanced down at the half-eaten slice on my plate. “I struggle to eat much at times like this.”

      “Do you mind if I eat it?”

      “Not at all. Are you sure you want to? It looks a bit sorry for itself with me having eaten some of it.”

      I passed the plate to him and he ate the toast while flicking through his notebook.

      “I would like to speak to Lizzie’s daughter, Annie,” he said. “Do you know much about her?”

      I told him about my visit to Astley’s Amphitheatre earlier in the week and how Annie had seemed reluctant to speak to me.

      “I wonder if she is quite influenced by Joseph Taylor’s presence,” said the inspector. “It sounds as though she might have said more to you if he hadn’t been there. If I could somehow speak to her alone that would be preferable. Although I suppose I would need a chaperone. You could act as chaperone, couldn’t you?”

      “If she and Mr Taylor are happy with that, I could.”

      “I can’t imagine Mr Taylor being happy with anything.” He wrote something in his notebook.

      “Me neither. He has always struck me as a cantankerous man.”

      “He will have to lighten his mood as I still have a good many questions for him. I also need to speak to Mr Colehill. He seems more amenable.”

      “I am sure he will be as helpful as he can. He was very fond of Lizzie.”

      “They worked together?”

      “Yes, for many years. Mr Colehill first discovered Lizzie when she was nineteen years old.”

      “So she owed her livelihood to him?”

      “I suppose she did. She performed under many other managers, of course, and her success was attributed to her own ability rather than anything Sebastian specifically did.”

      “But if it hadn’t been for him, she might not have become an actress in the first place?”

      “Possibly. Maybe she would have done so, but we will never know. Sebastian was a big help to her, and he was supportive throughout her career.”

      “And then we have the other suspects.”

      “Are Annie, Mr Taylor and Mr Colehill suspects?”

      Inspector Blakely put down his pencil and grimaced. “Not just yet. One of them has to be, if not all of them. I like to describe them as people of interest. They knew Lizzie and I feel fairly certain she was murdered by someone she knew; by someone who knew she was still alive. That could make our list of suspects rather narrow, couldn’t it?” He picked up his pencil again. “The other names I need to note down are Sir Edmund Erskine and Mr Hugh Dowdeswell. I assume Lizzie knew them through her work. Her other work,” he added, raising an eyebrow.

      “That sounds sensible to me,” I said. “There are probably other men too.”

      “There may well be, and I need to track them all down. Can you think of anyone else I may have missed?”

      “Lizzie had a large family, but I don’t think any of them live in England. If her mother is still alive she is probably in Dublin and I know a few of Lizzie’s brothers emigrated to America. I thought Lizzie had come to London with her older sister, but I don’t ever recall meeting her and I don’t know her name.”

      The inspector made a note of this. “Lizzie’s father?” he asked.

      “I seem to remember her saying that he had died. She told me he was a ne’er-do-well and was in Kilmainham Gaol. The family was poor and she helped her mother make matches and sew clothes. She became a housemaid when she was fourteen.”

      “And Lizzie, or Hannah as she was called at that time, moved to London with her sister to work in service. Am I right?”

      “Yes, they did well and found work with the wealthy Burrell family in Belgravia.”

      “And I’ve already ascertained that her brothers went to America. I have heard rumours that they are friendly with the Fenian leader, Mr O’Donovan Rossa, out there.”

      “I have also heard that said.”

      “And Lizzie sympathised with the Irish cause?”

      “Yes, she did. I can’t say she would have agreed with the Fenian dynamite campaign, but she supported home rule. She said the Great Famine should never be allowed to happen again and that as long as the British were in charge she worried that it would.”

      “Sir Edmund and Mr Dowdeswell are both liberals, and therefore more sympathetic to the Irish cause than some. Even so, Lizzie’s relationship with them creates a complicated situation, especially with her brothers supporting the Fenians in America.”

      “You think she could have been murdered for her political connections?”

      “Anything is possible at this stage, Miss Green. I am trying to determine how far my investigations must extend.”

      I felt reassured that Inspector Blakely intended to be thorough in his investigation. The more we talked about the case the more complicated I realised it was. “It seems that although there are only a few people of interest, there are many possibilities to consider,” I said.

      “Exactly. And I am not entirely sure where to start. I will be happier when I can get hold of that young man who ran away from us at the cemetery, I think he could be someone of importance to us.”
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      The following day I met with Inspector Blakely at another cemetery. This time the location was Highgate; the scene of Lizzie’s murder. I knew this was to be another difficult day, but I decided that visiting the place where Lizzie had died might help me accept what had happened to her. Perhaps it would give me some ideas about who had committed the murder. Perhaps part of me also wanted to visit out of morbid curiosity.

      I travelled by horse-drawn tram up to Highgate and then walked through the frosty residential streets and through the east side of Highgate Cemetery until I reached Swain’s Lane. Inspector Blakely was waiting for me by the gate at the west side. He wore a tweed overcoat and a bowler hat.

      “Good morning, Miss Green. It is a beautiful morning, isn’t it?” He smiled and looked up at the blue sky. “I don’t suppose it will be long before the fog returns, so we must make the most of it.”

      “And that is by visiting the scene of a murder?”

      He smiled awkwardly. “Yes, there are many more pleasant things we could be doing on a morning such as this. But a profession such as mine does not accommodate those, as a rule.”

      “There must be some occasions when your job is rewarding, Inspector Blakely?”

      “If I can reunite a lost child with its parent, perhaps. Or find a cat who has wandered astray.”

      “And remove a murderer from the streets?”

      “Yes, that is extremely rewarding, and it is why I am here.” He pointed up the steep lane. “Let me take you up to the gates PC Preston climbed over the night he heard the shots and the screams. We have no hope of knowing which way Lizzie entered the cemetery, but we can at least retrace the steps we know the constable took. He is due to speak at the inquest later today to tell them what I am about to tell you.”

      We walked up the lane alongside the wall of the cemetery towards a set of iron gates. I had worn my warmest woollen skirt, a lined woollen jacket and a thickly lined bonnet, which was tied beneath my chin and covered my ears. It was an old, rather unfashionable bonnet, but I craved warmth rather than style.

      “I’ve alerted B Division to be on the lookout for the man who ran away from us in Kensal Green Cemetery,” said Inspector Blakely. “And I’ve asked Y Division to be on the lookout too in case he turns up somewhere here in Highgate. Do you think we could put an appeal for information about him in your newspaper?”

      “Of course. I will ask Mr Fish to write something. Hopefully we can put it in tomorrow’s edition.”

      As we reached the gates, the inspector opened them and we stood at the top of a path from which we could see the cemetery descending down the hillside before us. To our right I saw an enormous cedar of Lebanon, which must have been a few hundred years old.

      “Peace has almost been restored to this place,” said Inspector Blakely. “There has been a great deal of interest from sightseers, as you can imagine. Y Division has had to deploy a few bobbies here over the past week to ensure that the sanctity of the cemetery is respected. We even had some day trippers arrive from Essex.”

      He pointed along the path ahead of us. “PC Preston went along here in the direction from which he thought the commotion had come.”

      

      The monuments and headstones glistened with frost in the morning sunshine and the path curved to our right, leading us towards the cedar. I felt a sickening turn in my stomach as I thought about the place where Lizzie had spent her last moments. I wanted to see it, but felt nervous that it would upset me.

      What must this place have been like in the middle of the night?

      Ahead of us lay London: a mass of rooftops, spires and smoking chimneys with a brownish grey pall hanging over them. Rising above it all was the great dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, just a short walk from Fleet Street.

      “PC Preston must have felt rather frightened that night,” I said.

      “Yes, I think he did. He could not have known whether the gunman had any more ammunition or not. There was a risk he might have been shot himself. We need to turn left here and make our way to Egyptian Avenue.”

      The path continued downhill and the earth was banked up to our right. My eye was drawn to two tall stone monoliths, and as we walked closer I could see that they stood either side of a large stone archway with ornately carved stone pillars either side of it. The ornamentation bore a resemblance to the architecture of ancient Egypt.

      Three women stood by the archway wrapped up in shabby coats and with bonnets pulled tightly over their ears. They watched us and one whispered something to another.

      As we walked towards the women, heading for the archway, one of them approached us.

      “We come lookin’ to see where Lizzie Dixie’s got shot.”

      “Well you are very close to the place,” replied the inspector.

      I shuddered, but the women’s faces lit up with excitement.

      “Where was it then? Was it over ‘ere?” asked one, pointing to a patch of ground.

      Another woman lent over to inspect the gravel.

      “Sarah says she can see blood in among them stones.”

      “I can’t see nothin’.”

      “It’s there if yer lookin’ proper.”

      All three women peered down at the ground as Inspector Blakely and I passed them.

      

      Beyond the archway was a stone avenue punctuated by a series of doors. They resembled a row of houses, and in some respects they were: these were houses for the dead, with the family name of each vault inscribed above the respective doorway. The avenue opened into a circle lined with more vaults, and above us the large cedar branched out over our heads.

      There was something other-worldly about this place.

      “Lizzie had a lamp with her,” said Inspector Blakely. “PC Preston saw the glow from the archway we have just walked through, and it led him to this place.”

      I followed the inspector around the circle of vaults.

      After a few steps, he stopped abruptly. “This is the Lebanon Circle. And this is the spot where PC Preston found Lizzie Dixie. She was lying here with the lamp next to her, which had somehow remained lit.”

      He pointed to a patch of gravelled ground in front of one of the vaults. I felt compelled to read the inscription: The Family Sepulchre of Leonard Waugh.

      “Are you sure?” I found myself saying.

      I knew he was speaking the truth, but it seemed hard to believe. “But she was shot. There must have been a lot of...” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence.

      “Everything was thoroughly doused afterwards.”

      I nodded in reply and stared at the patch of gravel once again.

      “And she was just lying here? Was she already dead when PC Preston found her?”

      “Sadly, yes. Even if he had found her sooner I am not certain that much could have been done to save her. She had been struck by four bullets, one at close range. She had one wound to her left leg and three wounds in her back. The wounds in her back suggest she was trying to run away. We found bullet fragments lodged in the ground beneath her body, which suggests that one of the shots was fired into her back as she lay on the ground.”

      The violence of her death was unbearable. It felt as though the ground was lurching beneath me and I slumped against the wall of the sepulchre for support. I could feel beads of perspiration breaking out across my forehead and my face felt cold.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?”

      “Not really.”

      “My apologies, I should not have brought you here. I should have known better than to discuss this matter with you in detail. I know most ladies would cover their ears at hearing such things, but as you are a reporter I thought you would be...”

      “I am fine, thank you, Inspector Blakely.” I tried to stand upright again. “I find this upsetting because I knew Lizzie and I cannot bear to think that she suffered so.”

      “I understand; it is terrible. The only consolation I can offer is that the end was undoubtedly swift and she may not have known much about it. The shots PC Preston heard were fired in fairly quick succession.”

      “Tell me what he heard exactly.”

      “One shot, a pause and then a second. There was another pause before the third came and the final three shots were fired close together. I think the first shot was probably the one which hit the front of her left thigh. It suggests that she was facing her assailant when it was fired and that there had perhaps been an interaction before the shot came.

      “Once she was hit, she tried to get away by running up Egyptian Avenue and into this section, the Lebanon Circle. The assailant must have followed her and two shots were fired, which we know missed their target because we found them lodged in the stone wall in the avenue. The fourth shot would have hit her in the back, causing her to fall here, and the last two would have been fired to ensure that the job was finished.”

      “I don’t want to dwell on it.” I leaned against the wall again.

      “It was quick. Six shots fired and no casings found, which suggests a revolver. We have retrieved some bullet fragments and we think that the murderer first confronted Lizzie in front of the archway to the avenue.”

      I walked back to the avenue and looked down it in the direction of the spot where Lizzie’s killer had stood in front of the archway.

      “It must have been exceedingly dark here that night,” I said. “Lizzie met her killer just in front of the archway. A shot was fired and she was hit in the leg. Then she turned and ran up the avenue and into this circle. The murderer fired three more shots and one of them felled her. And then the last two shots...”

      I couldn’t continue my sentence. Instead, I walked slowly down the avenue to where Lizzie’s killer had stood. I imagined the deafening gunshots and the bright flash from the barrel of the revolver. I imagined the screams and Lizzie falling.

      “I have seen enough now, Inspector.”
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      We took a walk, passing Highgate Ponds and up Parliament Hill. A wind had picked up from the west and the cool air was refreshing. The sun shone, birds swooped in the wind and a small boy was flying a red kite. We stood beside a small spinney of trees and gazed across London.

      “Whoever killed Lizzie must have known her, mustn’t he?” I said. “She must have arranged to meet him at Highgate Cemetery in the middle of the night. Why else would she go to such a place at such a time?”

      “We cannot find a cab driver who took Lizzie there. I am wondering whether it was within walking distance of her accommodation.”

      “Her daughter must know something. I can’t believe Lizzie would not have made contact with her for the past five years.”

      “She is on my list to speak to, as you know. I’ll have to get past Joseph Taylor first, though, and he is not an easy man. There was nothing in Highgate Cemetery that made you think of anything Lizzie had mentioned to you? There was no one she knew buried there?”

      “No, I don’t recall her mentioning it at all. If we knew where she had been living when she was missing we would be able to locate her personal belongings. She may have had letters and diaries containing vital clues.”

      “Y Division is carrying out enquiries at all the homes close to Highgate Cemetery, so hopefully that line of enquiry will lead somewhere. We may be able to find out whether she was living in the area or find more witnesses to what happened that evening. We still haven’t found a murder weapon or any other clue to the identity of Lizzie’s murderer.”

      “Why did she pretend that she had drowned?”

      “It’s quite a quandary. When did you last see Lizzie?”

      “On the first night of her play, The Course of the Nile. I went to visit her in her dressing room after the performance. It must have been August 1878, just a month before the Princess Alice sank.”

      Inspector Blakely removed his notebook from his inside coat pocket, leafed through it and read aloud from his notes: “The SS Princess Alice sank on the third of September 1878. Lizzie was known to have been travelling on the steamer after an excursion to Rosherville Gardens in Gravesend. She was travelling with a male companion, Mr Robert Holmes, who we believe paid Lizzie to accompany him that day.

      “On her return journey, the Princess Alice collided with a cargo ship, the Bywell Castle, close to North Woolwich gardens at a quarter to eight in the evening. The steamer sank within five minutes and more than six hundred and fifty lives were lost.”

      He looked up from his notebook and shook his head. “A terrible tragedy. I remember seeing my mother in tears when she discovered the news.” He looked back at the page. “Some of the passengers were able to clamber onto other vessels, but most lost their lives. Bodies were pulled out of the water for many days afterwards and two days after the tragedy a drowned woman who bore a resemblance to the actress Lizzie Dixie was found. As no one had seen or heard from Lizzie since the accident, it was assumed that this woman was indeed the actress. Her husband, the showman Joseph Taylor, identified his wife and her funeral was held the following week.”

      He looked up. “And you attended the funeral along with around two hundred other people.”

      “Yes, it was quite a commemoration. Lizzie was much loved.”

      “Somehow she got out of the water that day and we need to understand why she made the decision not to return to her husband and daughter. Instead, she completely disappeared.”

      We both looked out across London again and I couldn’t stop my mind dwelling on the violence of Lizzie’s death. I had reported on murders many times in the past and although I had felt great sorrow for the victims, this was the first time I had actually known one of them.

      

      Inspector Blakely checked his watch. “I must get back to the Yard. I hope to leave a little earlier this evening and get to Battersea before sundown to help my grandfather pull up his leeks.” He returned his watch to his waistcoat pocket.

      “You like gardening?” I asked.

      “I’m beginning to. My grandfather grows many vegetables, but is becoming too infirm to tend them. He asked me to help him last year and since then I have visited him on a regular basis. I find great solace in nurturing plants. Tomatoes.” He gave me a wink. “My grandfather is particularly skilled at growing tomatoes. They are all finished now, of course, but there are still plenty of potatoes in the ground if you would care for any?”

      “If they are surplus to your needs then yes, thank you.”

      “And leeks. I can also give you some leeks.”

      “That would be very kind. I have always liked the thought of having a garden one day myself. My mother likes to grow dahlias. She has quite a large garden at home in Derbyshire.”

      “That’s where you grew up?”

      “Yes, I have fond memories of our garden there. My father planned to build a glasshouse where he could grow exotic plants from the seeds which he had collected. Mother does a good job of maintaining the garden and I must ensure I am there next summer when the dahlias are flowering.” I pictured the large, colourful blooms and the buzz of bees in warm sunshine. The thought was a welcome relief from the cold and the sombre cemetery.

      “Yes, you must ensure that you are there next summer. I would like to try growing some dahlias next year in my grandfather’s garden. They make lovely cut flowers, don’t they?”

      “Last summer I brought a bunch of them back to London from Derbyshire and they really brightened up my room.”

      “I am sure they did.”

      We exchanged a smile.

      “Gardening must be a welcome respite from the bleakness of your work, Inspector.”

      “It certainly is. It’s not an uncommon hobby for detectives. Thank you for putting the happy thought of dahlias in my mind.” He smiled again. “I really must go. Now that we have done the unpleasant business of visiting the scene where Lizzie lost her life, do please think more about the last time you saw her and the conversation you had with her. Did she mention her marriage or her brothers? What was her frame of mind?”

      “I will try to recall it, Inspector.”

      “Thank you. And thank you for all your help so far, Miss Green. I would like you to accompany me to see Mr Taylor so that I can speak to Annie with a chaperone present. Would that suit you?”

      I nodded. “I am happy to help, Inspector. I will not rest until we find the person who did this to her.”
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      I spent the afternoon in the reading room finishing some paragraphs on the proposed withdrawal of British troops from Egypt. Before long, I felt my eyelids grow heavy. I looked up at the pale blue dome above me and tried to recall the last conversation I had ever had with Lizzie. It had been in her dressing room after the opening night of The Course of the Nile. I remembered that she had been in a sombre mood that evening.

      It had taken her a long time to remove the elaborate hairpieces and make-up required to play the role of Cleopatra, and once she was done she had examined herself in her dressing room mirror and frowned.

      “Now I see myself again and I can no longer forget who I am. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be Cleopatra all the time?”

      She wore a silky blue, kimono-style dressing gown with pink and white blossoms on it. I admired the way it shimmered in the gaslight and thought Lizzie looked beautiful without her stage make-up and with her hair brushed loose.

      “You don’t mean that,” I said.

      “Don’t I?” She turned to me and placed a clay pipe between her lips, then lit it. “I would like to spend the rest of my life being someone other than myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have done things I am not proud of to get where I am today.”

      “We have all done things we are not proud of.”

      “No, Penny. Not to the extent I’m talking about.”

      “What have you done that was so bad?”

      Lizzie blew out a puff of smoke. “I was a maid for the Burrell family when I first arrived in London. From the moment I joined their household, I craved the lifestyle they led. The father, Charles Burrell, approached me one evening. I thought he cared for me and I was flattered by his attentions. He was a wealthy man and highly thought of, and his desiring me made me feel important. I was only thinking about myself, of course. I didn’t spare a thought for his wife. I was a foolish and selfish girl back then.”

      “And very young. I should imagine you were frightened.”

      “Frightened? Why?”

      “If you had turned him down you would perhaps have lost your job. Were you fearful about refusing him?”

      “I was too impressed by him to turn him down. But there is some truth in what you say. I would not have been able to refuse him; he would never have let me. But that was just the start, Penny. Charles Burrell has meant nothing to me for many years now. My relationship with him was just the beginning. Once I had sinned I knew I could never be a proper wife, and I liked to be desired. Being an actress made me desirable; I could dress up and look beautiful. So that’s what I did, and I made lots of money from it.

      “I am a sinner and I feel the need, more than ever, to be someone else now. If only I could be in character all the time. And perhaps I am. Lizzie Dixie is the person everyone sees on stage, and then they see her socialising with the great showman, Joseph Taylor, by her side. As soon as I step out of the limelight I am just plain Hannah. And one day people will realise who I really am. They will hate me.” She puffed out another billow of smoke.

      “That’s not true, Lizzie.”

      “How can you admire a flower when its bloom is fading? That’s what I am now, Penny.”

      “You are feeling sorry for yourself. The performance has tired you out and you need to go home and get some rest.”

      “Perhaps I do, but in the morning I will awake and Lizzie Dixie will be older and less beautiful. She will be closer to the day when people find out who she really is. Can’t you understand, Penny? My time is running out. I envy you.”

      “Envy me? Why?”

      “There is no pretence about you. I wish I had learnt how to use my mind instead of my body. What a different situation I would be in now.”

      “You would not like to be me. I don’t create and entertain in the way that you do. I am just an observer. I watch the world and I write about it.”

      “I am little more than someone’s entertainment for an evening. You are more than that: you help to educate and inform people. You tell them what is taking place in their world. Would you like some gin?”

      I nodded.

      Lizzie put down her pipe and opened the door of the cupboard next to her dressing table. She took out a bottle of gin and two glasses.

      “I don’t like hearing you talk like this,” I said as Lizzie poured my drink and handed me the glass. “You are a talented and much-loved actress. The Course of the Nile has sold out for the next few weeks and there will be even better things to come after this.”

      I raised my glass in a toast and drank back a mouthful of gin, which burned my throat. “Does Joseph know you feel this way?”

      Lizzie laughed. “All that matters to Joseph is his show.”

      “But he cares deeply about you.”

      “I suppose he does, in his own way.” Lizzie drained her glass alarmingly quickly. “Do you think you will ever marry?”

      “I don’t know. I have never found the right man to marry.”

      “But you may yet.”

      “I may. But I am a spinster now and, if the truth be told, I am happy.”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      I felt my face freeze as I watched Lizzie wait for my answer.

      “I was in love once.” It was the first time I had admitted it to anyone. “But I am not sure that he loved me. In fact, I know that he didn’t.”

      “Then he was the wrong man.”

      “He was, yes.” I drained my glass and Lizzie refilled it. I never had the chance to tell her anything more.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the Morning Express offices in time for deadline. I handed my article about the British troops withdrawing from Egypt to Miss Welton and went into the news room: a shabby place with piles of paper on every surface and a grimy window looking out onto Fleet Street. Edgar sat with his boots up on his desk, talking to a corpulent, curly-haired reporter called Frederick Potter.

      “It’s not the female mind which is at fault; it is the lack of schooling,” said Edgar as I hung my hat and coat on the cloak stand. “Many women believe the few French phrases and needlework stitches their governesses taught them qualifies them as educated.”

      “And that is my point about the female mind,” said Frederick. “It is unable to form a sensible view on the world. It applies a lightness to everything, which renders women incapable of understanding the important matters in life.”

      “I disagree slightly. I think that, with the correct education, a woman is almost as capable of working effectively as a man,” Edgar replied.

      “On certain tasks, maybe. But don’t get me started on women and grammar. Have you ever picked up one of those fashion periodicals? They are written and edited exclusively by women, and it shows.”

      “Grammar is a skill that only someone with a solid education can master.”

      “And even the solidly educated get it wrong at times.”

      “Indeed,” Edgar agreed.

      “So what hope do women have?”

      “What about Mary Ann Evans?”

      “What of her?”

      “Otherwise known as George Eliot. She mastered the written word.”

      “Garrulous and multiloquent.”

      “Her readers don’t seem to think so,” I interjected.

      “That’s because her readers are all women,” replied Frederick. “I cannot think of a man who would choose to read a George Eliot novel unless he believed that George really was a George!”

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “Where have you been?”

      “Working, Mr Fish.”

      “With the schoolboy inspector?”

      I nodded in reply, sat down at the desk next to his and took my papers out of my bag. I looked at his long legs stretched out on the desk and his piggy eyes, and felt that I didn’t want to share anything about Lizzie’s case with him, even though his views on women’s writing were vaguely more moderate than Frederick’s.

      “So what have you got for me?” He removed his feet from the desk and rubbed his hands together while trying to peer over my shoulder at my shorthand. I leafed through my papers, wondering what small details I could tell him to keep him satisfied.

      “Lizzie Dixie was interred in Kensal Green Cemetery early yesterday morning.”

      “I know that. I was there, wasn’t I?”

      “Have you been attending the inquest?”

      “Yes, and I can recommend it as the perfect remedy for insomnia.”

      “I believe PC Preston was there today explaining how he discovered Lizzie?”

      “He was, and it was discussed at enormously great length.”

      “We need to put in a request for information about the man who was following us at the cemetery.”

      “Saying what?”

      “Asking if anybody knows who he is. We need to describe him and explain where he was seen and at what time. Hopefully someone may know who he is.”

      “But we didn’t even see his face!”

      “No, but we have a description of the rest of him.”

      “A description of his back as he ran away from us. Even if we had seen his face, finding him in a population of almost five million people is a Sisyphean task.”

      “We need to try. Perhaps we will be lucky.”

      “Perhaps,” he replied doubtfully. “What is Blakely’s next line of investigation?”

      “He is to meet with Joseph Taylor in a few days’ time.”

      Edgar retrieved the pencil from behind his ear and wrote this piece of information down.

      “You need to clarify in anything you write that Joseph Taylor is not a suspect.”

      “The husband? Why not? Does Blakely have any suspects yet?”

      “No.”

      Edgar tutted. “The chap’s taking his time, isn’t he? You would think Scotland Yard would put its best detectives on a case such as this, but this young boy is all over the shop. He needs to have his ears boxed by his schoolmaster.”

      Edgar cackled and Frederick joined in.

      “It is a complicated case.” I felt the need to defend Inspector Blakely.

      “So what else is happening?”

      I looked at my notes. “Y Division is conducting door-to-door enquiries in the area in an attempt to find out where Lizzie Dixie may have been living for the past five years.”

      Edgar nodded and made another note. “And whereabouts are they looking?”

      “In the vicinity of Highgate Cemetery at the present time. Inspector Blakely cannot find a cab driver who took Lizzie to the cemetery that evening, so he thinks she may have walked from her lodgings nearby.”

      “It is a reasonable assumption,” said Edgar. “But it is hardly foolproof, is it? She may have borrowed a friend’s carriage to get there, or she may have taken a tram to Highgate and walked from there. She might have travelled by train to Highgate and she could also have taken an omnibus to Hampstead and walked.” He turned to Frederick and tutted as if Inspector Blakely had no idea what he was doing.

      “Anything is possible at the moment. I don’t envy the detective having to decide what is and isn’t a priority for his investigation,” I said.

      “Finding out where Lizzie lived is not exactly searching for her killer, is it? The perpetrator is still wandering the streets looking for his next victim.”

      I thought of the man who had been watching us in the cemetery and felt a chill at the back of my neck. “Perhaps there is something in her home that might provide a clue to his identity,” I said.

      Edgar nodded. “It is possible, I suppose. I don’t see why the killer would be leaving clues anywhere. He clearly gave this crime a good deal of thought.”

      “And what makes you say that?”

      “It’s planned, isn’t it? He knew Lizzie was to be there at that hour. How many people do you know who take a walk in Highgate Cemetery at midnight? None? Exactly. The killer either lured her there or followed her. Now, if he followed her, that still doesn’t explain why she was there in the first place. That is what the schoolboy inspector needs to be finding out.”

      Edgar closed his notebook and placed his pencil on top of it, as if he had it all worked out.

      “I wonder why you are a journalist at all,” I said, “seeing as you are such a good detective.”

      I noticed a flash of annoyance in his eyes. “Oh, I could be a detective, all right. But Mr Sherman needs me here.”

      “Of course.” I gathered up my papers and placed them in my bag. “Do let me know when you have identified the suspect.”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s the husband, Taylor. It’s always the husband.”
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      A week after Lizzie’s second funeral, Sebastian Colehill sent a carriage to collect me for dinner. It was a smart brougham, well-polished and with a black buttoned leather interior. There was a woollen blanket on the seat for me to pull over my knees and the windows were clean, so I could see the people thronging the dark, rainy, gas-lit streets.

      We made our way along Oxford Street to Knightsbridge, bumping over the uneven surface of the road and swerving to avoid the omnibuses, which stopped the moment they were hailed. Lights blazed from the many shops, public houses and restaurants.

      

      The Colehills’ home was one of the newly built terraced houses in Cadogan Square. In the light of the gas lamp, I could see that it was red brick, with ornamental details carved into golden stone around the windows and porch. I counted four storeys, but the upper floors faded into the darkness, so it was difficult to be certain. Thick curtains were pulled across the mullioned windows, and as I was led up the steps to the porch by the groom I peered down at the brightly lit servant quarters in the basement.

      A maid in a white apron and cotton bonnet answered the door and showed me into an impressive tiled hallway, which was lit by an enormous chandelier. Having been relieved of my coat, hat and umbrella, I joined Sebastian and his wife in the drawing room.

      “Good evening, Miss Green!” Sebastian smiled broadly and he had colour in his cheeks, presumably from the warmth of the lively fire in the large fireplace. He wore a deep burgundy frock coat and striped burgundy and blue trousers. There was a red carnation in his buttonhole and his dark hair, streaked with grey, was neatly parted.

      “May I introduce my wife, Mrs Mary Colehill?”

      A slender woman of about my height stepped forward and greeted me. She was handsome, with strong blue eyes and a chin which was a little too square for her to be described as pretty. Her sandy brown hair was neatly curled and pinned on top of her head and decorated with small blue flowers.

      She wore a silk dress, which was turquoise with countless gold buttons down the bodice, and it fitted her so snugly that I marvelled at the tiny size of her waist. A length of gold and blue striped silk draped from each hip and looped into a large elegant bustle at her back. Her sleeves were long and tight, and trimmed with gold silk at the wrist. I wondered if my navy satin dress with the lace collar had been a suitable choice for the evening. Perhaps I should have chosen something more colourful, I reflected silently.

      “Miss Green,” she said with a smile. “How lovely it is to meet you at last. I have read some of your work. I particularly enjoyed your article on orchids in the Domestic Botanicals Journal.”

      I felt my face grow warm at the compliment. “Thank you, Mrs Colehill. I am extremely flattered that you read it. Orchids are very close to my heart; my father had a passion for them.”

      “Please address me as Mary. After dinner, you must take a tour of our conservatory. Sebastian is very fond of hothouse flowers and has built up quite a collection in there.” She turned to smile at her husband.

      “I have indeed,” he added.

      “Do please sit and have a drink. Sebastian tells me you are rather partial to East India sherry.”

      I recalled an occasion when Lizzie had given me a bottle as a gift and we had shared some of it with Sebastian in her dressing room. “I am. Thank you, Mary.”

      She gestured to an occasional chair with a velvet seat. I sat down and my eye was drawn to a large oil painting in a heavy gilt frame, which depicted an ancient stone building.

      “Is that a pyramid?” I asked, my article on Egypt fresh in my mind.

      “The Great Ziggurat of Ur,” replied Sebastian. “An ancient structure which was discovered in 1850. Since putting on The Caliph of Baghdad at the Adelphi, I have developed a keen interest for all things Mesopotamian. In the dining room, you will see a section of frieze which has a sphinx on it, a replica of course, and I have to admit it once served as part of the stage set for the play.”

      “You have a lovely home,” I said.

      Around the painting of the ziggurat were smaller paintings and lithographs, many of them depicting literary or historical scenes. The wallpaper was patterned green and gold, and a large bookcase containing many leather-bound volumes took up a significant section of the room. The heavy velvet drapes were dark green, with an elaborate gold pelmet running across the top of them. A small harpsichord with a tapestry cover and framed photographs atop it sat close to the window. The room also contained a polished writing desk and several glass-topped occasional tables.

      

      One by one, I was introduced to the Colehill children; there were thirteen in total. The eldest was a girl of seventeen called Rose and the youngest was a baby boy who was carried in by the nursemaid to meet me. The Colehills clearly adored their children. Sebastian told me their names and I tried my best to remember them. Mary told me which school the boys went to and the girls’ governess was even brought in to meet me.

      She regaled me with information on which instruments the children played and a few of them were instructed to practise their French with me and sing a sea shanty. They were polite and well-mannered, but I was relieved that the parlour maid kept my sherry glass topped up. I didn’t dislike children, but moments such as these reminded me of my lack of success in producing a family of my own.

      As I sipped sherry in the well-furnished room in the large house within a fashionable district of London, I couldn’t deny that I had desired this for myself. As a girl, I had always assumed this type of life would find me while I was busy writing. I had even been told that, as the prettier of the two sisters, I would have a wide choice of suitors.

      I realised now the extent of the nonsense my well-meaning relatives had instilled in my mind.

      

      Sebastian talked about the theatre as we dined, and Mary talked about her friends and acquaintances. We were joined by the seven oldest children. The younger six had already had their supper in the nursery and were being put to bed. We dined on a course of oysters followed by mushroom soup, and then a sole of John Dory followed by a course of lamb in a curry sauce. We finished off with Bakewell pudding and vanilla custard, then grapes with a goat’s cheese from Kent. Each course was served with a different type of wine, and by the end of the meal my corset felt distinctly uncomfortable.

      “I suppose you must have a lot to write about this terrible murder?” asked Mary.

      “Lizzie Dixie? Yes, although my colleague Edgar Fish has the story. I have been helping the detective on the case, as I knew Lizzie.”

      “And that is how you came to know me, isn’t it, Penny?” said Sebastian.

      “Yes, we met backstage on numerous occasions, didn’t we?”

      “Terribly sad,” said Sebastian in a slightly choked voice. “The whole thing is terribly sad.”

      I noticed his eyes were damp and decided to change the subject. “Mary, I believe you know my sister?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Who is your sister?”

      “Eliza Billington-Grieg.”

      “Is that so?”

      She seemed surprised that I could be related to someone as worthy as Mrs Billington-Grieg.

      “I see the resemblance now that you mention it.” She peered at my face and hair. “Eliza is tall, isn’t she? An intelligent woman by all accounts.”

      “She is.”

      “She has done such good work with the West London Women’s Society, which is why I requested to join. She cares very deeply about the issues in society today.”

      “She does indeed.”

      “And I think it is quite commendable that she rides a bicycle. I must ask Sebastian to buy me one.”

      “You wouldn’t ride on it,” he said.

      “I would.”

      “But you can’t ride a bicycle in normal clothes,” said Sebastian. “If you rode on one wearing that dress your skirts would become hitched up and it would be quite indecent.”

      “Then I should wear breeches!” laughed Mary.

      The children chuckled at this.

      “What a ridiculous notion!” retorted Sebastian. “I am aware that some women are donning all manner of strange apparel to ride bicycles, but not my own wife. I won’t allow it.”

      Mary laughed again.

      “We have recently acquired some new parakeets, which you shall see in the conservatory Penny,” said Mary. “Terribly noisome creatures. Do you have any pet animals?”

      “I have a cat called Tiger.”

      “How lovely. She must keep you company. It cannot be easy to live alone.”

      “I enjoy my own company.”

      “Of course, you must do. Essential, I suppose, if you are going out to work instead of making time for a family.”

      I smiled politely and noticed Mary looking at my ink-stained fingers. I sensed her disapproval about the fact that I had a job.
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      I followed Sebastian along a corridor with highly polished wainscoting. Being upright felt much more comfortable after all the food I had eaten. We paused by a doorway, which led into a small library. Sebastian looked behind us and then gestured for me to step inside. There was something secretive about his manner and I found it disconcerting.

      The room was lined with books and the only light came from the fire in the small hearth. I remained standing close to the doorway while Sebastian walked over to a writing desk by the fireplace.

      “Before I show you the conservatory, there is something I’d like you to look at. I’m hoping it might explain a few things.” He pulled out a drawer in the writing desk and lifted out several small volumes. “Diaries,” he said as he walked back to me. “They belonged to Lizzie. She left them with her belongings in the Theatre Royal dressing room.”

      He handed them to me. They were leather-bound and pocket sized. I felt uneasy holding them. They presumably held thoughts that Lizzie had wanted to keep to herself.

      “Shouldn’t we give them to her husband?”

      “I think she kept them at the theatre because she didn’t want Taylor to read them. You’ll understand once you’ve read them yourself.”

      “I’m not sure Lizzie would have wanted me to read her diaries.”

      “You said the inspector wanted to know who she was acquainted with shortly before she supposedly drowned. These diaries will help to explain that.”

      “Could we give them to Inspector Blakely?”

      “Yes, we could. If he’s looking for clues about her disappearance, the diaries will give him a good grounding. It should also stop him pestering us.” He smiled.

      I looked at the diaries in my hand and wondered what they contained. “Having read these, do you now understand what happened to Lizzie after the Princess Alice sank?” I asked.

      Sebastian scratched the back of his neck, as if growing impatient. “Please read them for yourself, Penny, and then let me know what you think about them. I am going away tomorrow for a few days, and when I return we can discuss them in more detail. There are five years there: from 1873 to the day before we thought she had drowned in 1878. Now let me show you the conservatory as we planned. Will the diaries fit in your handbag?”

      I nodded and felt disappointed that he wasn’t willing to tell me anything more. I tucked the diaries inside my bag and followed Sebastian out into the corridor again. He headed towards a doorway with a bead curtain hanging across it.

      Sebastian placed his arm through the curtain and parted the beads so I could step into the conservatory. I found myself surrounded by large, broad-leaved plants in a chilly, dimly lit room. I could hear the chirruping of birds from somewhere but it was difficult to discern where they were positioned among the thick foliage. I looked up to see the iron framework of the conservatory above my head and the darkness of night beyond the panes of glass. Behind me, over the doorway, was a classically styled triangular pediment supported by two columns.

      “Part of the stage set from The Marriage of Bacchus,” said Sebastian as I regarded it. “I couldn’t bear to dispose of it. It is made completely from papier mâché, yet in this light you could mistake it for the real thing, could you not? Feel it.” I reached out my hand and touched the hardened paper, which had been painted to resemble stone. Sebastian walked on ahead of me. “And here is scuticaria salesiana,” he announced. I turned to see what he was referring to.

      “Beautiful,” I said walking over to him and looking at the elegant orchid he held cradled in his hand. It had five green, oval-shaped petals arranged around a large, white, frilly petal marked with crimson dashes.

      “I am certain your father would like to see it.”

      I felt surprised by his choice of words. “You refer to him as if he were still alive.”

      “Do you not believe that he is?”

      “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “Lizzie did her best to have him found, didn’t she? It is such a shame that the expedition was unsuccessful.”

      “And she never knew its outcome,” I replied.

      The expedition to find my father had taken place in 1880 and I suddenly realised that Lizzie had still been alive then.

      “On second thought, do you think she did?”

      Sebastian shrugged sadly. “We shall never know. Come and see the birds.”

      He led me around a large banana plant towards an ornate, white-framed aviary.

      “Here are my beauties,” he said. “Parakeets, lorikeets, cockatiels and canaries. There is a macaw in here too, do you see him? There is also a pair of white doves.”

      We watched the birds hop from branch to branch of a small tree, which was planted in a pot within the aviary. Swinging perches hung from the dome of the cage.

      “And you will also notice a collared dove in there. Mary found it in our garden, as the poor thing had been injured by a cat. She has been nursing it back to health again. After a busy day, I often come in here and watch the birds, and when the sun shines through the glass I fancy myself in an exotic location, such as India or Peru.”

      “What a lovely place to have within your home.”

      “See the red canary there? I call her Lizzie.”

      “How lovely.”

      I stood and watched the little bird hopping and turning her head in short, staccato movements. As I watched her, I wondered whether I should tell Sebastian that I had visited the place where Lizzie had been found on the night she was murdered. The sad heaviness of the place had remained with me.

      “How is the inspector doing?” asked Sebastian. “He seems a pleasant enough chap.”

      “He has a complicated job to do, but he seems to be tackling it well so far.”

      I turned away from the bird to look at Sebastian. His face was heavily shadowed in the dim light and his cheeks appeared gaunt.

      “Taylor’s the likeliest suspect, of course,” he said.

      “You think so?”

      “The marriage had soured long before the Princess Alice sank. You’ll read about all that in the diaries.”

      “Do you think Lizzie falsified her death to escape her marriage?”

      “It’s certainly a possibility, isn’t it? Taylor is a loathsome man.”

      “Perhaps so, but it doesn’t mean that he killed her.”

      “It makes him more likely to have done it, though, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t believe he knew she was still alive.”

      “None of us did. Perhaps he found out and killed her in a rage.”

      “I am sure it is far too early to speculate, Sebastian. Scotland Yard are doing the investigating and I am certain they will find out who did this in due course. I hope they also find out why she hid herself away from us all.”

      “Me too.” Sebastian turned to look at the birds once again and we stood there in silence, watching them chirrup and hop around their cage.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sebastian’s shoulders begin to shake and then he made a small chuckling noise as if he were laughing. I turned to him and was about to ask what he had found funny when I realised he wasn’t laughing.

      He was crying.

      His cheeks were wet with tears and a watery excretion trickled out of his nose into his moustache.

      “Sebastian?” I willed him to wipe his face with his handkerchief, but instead he stood there with his hands hanging limply at his sides, his shoulders shaking and his face wet and creased up.

      “Who did this to her?” he asked, his eyes gazing at me imploringly. Strands of spittle stretched between his lips and I took a step back, feeling repulsed.

      “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know, Sebastian. Do you have a clean handkerchief?”

      He looked up at the glass above our heads. I followed his gaze and could see our reflection in it. A look of anguish was fixed on Sebastian’s face, whereas I appeared slightly frightened.

      “Why?” he called up at the ceiling. “Why did they do it?”

      I became nervous that Mary Colehill or one of the children might enter the conservatory and find him in this state.

      “Sebastian, please calm yourself. It is extremely distressing, but you must remain in control of your emotions. I visited Highgate Cemetery and I saw the place where-“

      His face suddenly turned towards mine. “You went there? You saw where she died?”

      I nodded and swallowed nervously.

      “What was it like? What did you see?” His blue eyes were wide, wet and unblinking.

      “Nothing. There is nothing there to see. It is just the cemetery. The detective took me there to get a better understanding of what happened.”

      “Ohhhh!”

      His wail interrupted me and I began to retreat towards the banana plant.

      “Thank you very much for the dinner invitation, Sebastian. It is late and I must get home. Can I ask if you would be so kind as to lend me your carriage again? I can make other arrangements if that is preferable.”

      Sebastian stood with his back to me. His head was lowered and I felt relieved to see him wipe his face with his handkerchief.

      I waited in silence and then he spun round to face me with a grin fixed on his face as if he hadn’t been crying at all.

      “Absolutely, Penny. Of course. I will ask the groom to take you home. It is late. Thank you very much for your company this evening.”

      “Thank you for the invitation,” I replied.

      I tried to smile, but I felt as though I was forcing my face into a grimace.
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      I managed to read some of Lizzie’s 1878 diary before retiring for the night, but it was not easy to follow. Her handwriting was illegible in places and she had a habit of using abbreviations and nicknames. I wondered if her earlier diaries explained what some of the abbreviations stood for. It would take me some time to fully decipher what she had written. Her last entry on Monday 2nd September 1878 was brief:

      

      “The Nile better than yesterday, but F still rushing his lines. When lights came on the balcony was only half full. Lunch with D - told me I have choices, but I disagreed. Tired.”

      

      Having been assured by Sebastian that the diaries would help explain what had happened to Lizzie, I felt disappointed with what I had read so far. I knew that I would have to persevere.

      

      ‘Mystery Surrounds Actress’s Murder’ read the headline of Edgar’s article the following day. ‘Graveyard Killer Still at Large!’ yelled the headline of The Illustrated Londoner, with a picture of a shadowy figure standing next to a tomb holding a gun in his hand.

      There was little progress to report on Lizzie’s case, but public interest remained high. The Morning Express offices received more than two dozen letters each day from members of the public who believed they could solve the murder. I was sure it wouldn’t be long before one of the penny dreadfuls picked up the story and turned it into a sensationalist tale.

      

      Much of my day was spent on the Egypt story, but once I had met the deadline I decided to visit Lizzie’s grave before nightfall. After the fuss of the past few weeks I felt the need to pay my respects to her in a quiet and reflective manner, away from the news stories and the police investigations.

      I bought a bunch of lilies, which only left me enough money to travel third-class to Praed Street, and then from Paddington Station out to Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove.

      

      When I reached Kensal Green Cemetery, I felt relieved to see that the sleeping stone angel had been replaced on Lizzie’s tomb. I lay the lilies next to her, bowed my head and prayed that I would be able to do something to catch her killer.

      As I stood at the graveside and the fog around me darkened, I thought about the last words Lizzie had said to me as we drank our gin.

      “I am not sure why I chose this life. I suppose I had always liked the idea of wearing beautiful clothes and having my hair curled so fashionably. I suppose I wanted people to notice me. Perhaps I thought it would bring me happiness. But I realise now that I was only trying to escape myself. When people tell me they would love a life such as mine, I reply with the words of Shakespeare: ‘All that glitters is not gold.’ ”

      “The Merchant of Venice,” I said to the sleeping angel. “In the play those words are written on the scroll in the golden casket.” I had been unable to recall the name of the play the phrase came from when Lizzie had said those words to me; I had only remembered afterwards.

      I thought of Sebastian’s tears in the conservatory and shuddered. I hadn’t realised how deeply he had cared for Lizzie.

      Had Sebastian’s tears been those of grief? Or tears of remorse from a murderer?

      I had always liked Sebastian, but the incident in the conservatory had unnerved me. I couldn’t understand how he had managed to compose himself so quickly after such an outburst. I reasoned that he was an emotional, highly-charged man. He worked in the theatre, so perhaps he was predisposed to bouts of melodrama.

      Do please think more about the last time you saw her... What was her frame of mind?

      Inspector Blakely’s words ran through my head. There was no doubt that in the summer of 1878, Lizzie had been trapped in a marriage she had felt indifferent about and she had become tired of acting. The critical reviews that had followed the opening night of The Course of the Nile would have wounded her further. Perhaps she hadn’t planned her disappearance, but the opportunity to vanish after the sinking had been too good for her to miss. Her diaries would tell me, I felt sure of that. And once I had understood them I would pass them on to Inspector Blakely.

      

      I took the train back to Paddington station and then made my way to Praed Street, where I waited for an underground Metropolitan Railway train that would take me to Moorgate. It was ten minutes before eight, and when the train arrived it was busy. I managed to find a seat in third-class and flicked through Lizzie’s 1878 diary, looking for something which could help me understand her disappearance. July of that year sounded more interesting:

      

      “D has a plan, says he can save me. I trust D because I love him more than I have ever loved anyone.”

      

      I flicked back a few pages. Did Lizzie explain who D was at any point?

      I didn’t get a chance to find out.

      The roar in my ears was hot and deafening. Somehow, my seat disappeared and I felt a sudden lurch to the left. Someone’s elbow was in my chest and I was kicked by a pair of heavy boots. Everything went dark and there was a terrible crunching, shattering sound. I felt grit in my eyes and mouth, and then I realised I was lying down. Muffled groans and screams filled the air and I scrambled about, trying to get to my feet. There was a bitter stench of gunpowder.

      I had no idea what had happened, but I felt relieved that I seemed to have survived it.

      There were flames close by and someone was lying on the ground. I grabbed the person’s coat and tried to pull him away from the fire, fortunately he began to move and someone else managed to stamp out the flames. I tripped over something and realised it was the railway track. We were in the tunnel, and up ahead I could see the lights and platform of the next station. I could also see the rest of the train, but the carriage I had been travelling in was in pieces.

      The screams continued and there was also shouting. People had climbed down from the platform and were helping to drag us out of the tunnel.

      “Everyone out! It’s a bomb!”

      With a renewed sense of panic, I managed to scramble out of the tunnel into the smoke-filled station at Edgware Road.

      I climbed up onto the platform and looked back at the devastation which had been caused to the third-class carriage. The walls had either fallen in or been blown out; I couldn’t tell which. I saw twisted pieces of metal, splintered panels of wood and countless shards of broken glass from windows and lamps. The fragments crunched under my boots and I was jostled on all sides by people with dusty faces, ragged clothes and blood-stained faces and limbs.

      There was a burnt taste in my mouth and I saw a young boy pulling on the arm of a woman who was slumped over on the platform. I stumbled towards them to help and saw that the boy had a cut on one cheek. The woman he was holding on to began to sit up of her own accord, and I was relieved to see that she was conscious.

      “Let me help you up,” I offered.

      My voice sounded far away and the woman was too distressed to allow me near her.

      “We must get out of here,” I said. “There may be another.” I looked nervously at the dark mouth of the tunnel beyond the end of the train. Injured people were being dragged out, and hats, bags and umbrellas were scattered over the tracks among the pieces of train debris.

      The boy rubbed at his forehead, leaving a smear of blood mixed with dirt.

      I pleaded with the woman again. “We must get out of here. Let me help you.”

      She was young and was dressed in a dark cotton dress. Her red hair had fallen loose and there was a deep cut on one of her hands. She examined it and began to cry.

      The boy was also crying.

      “Come on,” I said, bending down and gripping the woman by the arm. “You must get to your feet and take your son away from here. It might not be safe.”

      I was terrified that another bomb would detonate and felt vulnerable standing here on the platform.

      The woman let me help her up. She looked at me with her dark eyes, her mouth hanging open as if she had no idea where she was.

      “Let’s go!” I said, guiding them towards the station’s exit. I realised my spectacles were covered in a layer of grime. I tried to wipe them with a gloved hand, but succeeded only in adding more dirt to the lenses.

      

      A large crowd had gathered on the street outside the station and several police officers were jostling people about and trying to take control of the situation.

      “Tabitha!”

      The woman I was with suddenly received a warm embrace from an equally dishevelled-looking woman, who I guessed was a travelling companion from whom she had become separated. Suddenly, the woman and the boy were whisked away into the crowd and I lost sight of them.

      I wiped my spectacles again and realised for the first time that my handbag was missing. It was somewhere in the bombed-out carriage in the tunnel. I looked at the hordes of bedraggled people stumbling out of the station entrance and knew that I stood no chance of getting back in there to retrieve my bag or Lizzie’s diaries.

      Were they even still in one piece?

      It was too dangerous to return.

      The diaries were gone.
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        * * *

      

      By nine o’clock that evening, I was sitting at my desk in the Morning Express news room. My hands shook as I peeled off my filthy gloves and my ears were still ringing from the explosion. Mr Sherman and the other staff gathered around me as I told them what I had seen.

      “Shouldn’t you be in hospital?” asked Edgar with a rare look of concern on his face.

      “I am fine.” Remarkably, I had only suffered minor cuts and bruises. I should have gone home and rested, but I had experienced a serious incident first hand and I was a news reporter. It was my duty to report on what had happened.

      “Another bomb was thrown from a train this evening between Charing Cross and Westminster Bridge,” said Mr Sherman. “Fortunately, there doesn’t appear to have been as much devastation as at Praed Street and Edgware Road. We shall get a second edition out as soon as possible tomorrow morning. Miss Green, do you think you could write down as much detail as you have before then?”

      “Of course, but I must fetch myself a drink first.”

      I could still feel grit in my mouth and taste the smoke. “I hope the little boy will be all right.”

      “I am sure that he will,” said Edgar. “It is fortunate that St Mary’s Hospital is so close to the incident.”

      “Potter,” barked Mr Sherman. “Get yourself to St Mary’s Hospital and find out the latest news on numbers killed and injured.”

      “I cannot get the screams out of my ears,” I said.

      “Those poor people,” Edgar said sympathetically.

      “It was the passengers in third-class who were blown up.” Mr Sherman placed a glass of sherry in front of me. “Thank you,” I said.

      I took a warming sip and wiped the grit from my teeth with my tongue.

      “I always keep a few spare bottles of sherry in my office for late nights,” said Mr Sherman with a rare smile. “This attack must be the work of the Fenians,” he continued. “There hasn’t been a dynamite attack in London since March, so we were probably due another. Would anyone else like a sherry?”

      There were nods from the colleagues standing around me.

      “Good, well I shall sort the drinks. Let’s get to work on the second edition.”
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      Perhaps it was due to the lack of sleep, but I could still feel myself shaking a little as I stood on the stepladder and retrieved a hefty, green, leather-bound volume from a shelf in the upper gallery of the reading room. I should have stayed at home to recover from the explosion, but I knew that if I took time off work Mr Sherman would give the railway bombing story to someone else.

      “Here, let me help you,” came a voice from nearby. I looked down in surprise.

      “Inspector Blakely!”

      He held up his hands to take the large book, so I passed it down to him.

      “The Short History of Ireland,” he read from the book’s cover. “I dread to think how heavy the long history of Ireland must be.”

      I climbed down from the stepladder. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Inspector. Do you have a reading card?”

      “I’m a detective; I can get into most places without the requisite cards and tickets.” His blue eyes sparkled and I thought he looked cheerier than during our previous two meetings at the cemeteries. He was wearing a navy, tweed suit under his overcoat and his usual bowler hat. “Terrible news about the explosion, and to think you were in the midst of it. How are you?”

      “I am well, thank you. A few aches and I still cannot hear properly, but that is all.”

      “It must have been extremely distressing.”

      “It was odd; I wasn’t really sure what was happening. I heard a terrible noise and then there was so much smoke and dust. I can’t say I saw a lot really, and I didn’t realise it was a bomb until I heard someone saying that it was. I am fine, thank you, Inspector.”

      “I am relieved to hear it, Miss Green. I visited the offices of the Morning Express and was told I would find you here.”

      “Do please call me Penny. My proper name is Penelope, but only my mother and sister call me that.”

      “And there is no need to address me as Inspector. James will suffice.”

      We both smiled, and I felt warmth in my face as I accustomed myself to the new familiarity between us.

      Thankfully, James broke the silence. “There are three hundred constables guarding the underground railway today, and I hear that the Home Secretary is to introduce an Explosive Substances Act, which will give us powers to arrest anyone planning an attack such as this. The finger is pointed at the Fenians, of course.”

      “Yes, I’m working on the story, which is why you are carrying that enormous book about Ireland under your arm.”

      “It is a miracle that no one was killed.”

      “It is indeed. More than thirty people were treated at St Mary’s Hospital, and only four remain there. I hope they make a good and swift recovery.”

      “Let’s hope that they do.”

      James leant against the brass railing of the gallery and I followed his gaze down to the people below, their heads bent over the long rows of desks, which radiated out from the circular clerks’ desk at the centre of the room.

      “Lizzie’s brothers,” I said. “They joined the Fenians, didn’t they? I wonder if they had any involvement in this.”

      James shrugged his shoulders. “It is difficult to tell yet, isn’t it?”

      “But there could be a Fenian link to Lizzie’s murder, I suppose?”

      “It requires investigating, that’s for sure. Hopefully my colleagues will identify who is behind the most recent bombing, and I will enquire as to whether any of the suspects have the name Mahoney.”

      “I had dinner with Sebastian Colehill two days ago and he gave me some of Lizzie’s diaries. He told me they would help explain her disappearance five years ago. I began to read them but didn’t get far before I lost them in the explosion.”

      “Oh dear, that is a shame. I must speak to Mr Colehill as a matter of urgency. He has read the diaries, you say?”

      “Yes, although he did say he would be going away for a few days. I should have asked where, but you will need to make enquiries. Perhaps his wife will be able to tell you how you can contact him.”

      “He’s gone away? That is an interesting development.”

      I watched James consider this and began to wonder whether Sebastian had planned his absence to avoid being questioned.

      “I will look into it,” he added.

      “I can’t believe the diaries are gone. Without them, we have little hope of finding out exactly what was happening in Lizzie’s life shortly before she supposedly drowned. I feel so foolish for losing them.”

      “You were in a bomb explosion! You mustn’t blame yourself.”

      “I should have kept them at home.”

      “Please don’t worry about the diaries any more. I will speak to Mr Colehill about them as soon as possible. In the meantime, I shall be visiting Joseph and Annie Taylor tomorrow. Would you still like to accompany me? I suppose you are quite busy with this story about the bomb.”

      A man sitting at one of the desks below looked up at us as if we were disturbing his work, and I realised our voices probably carried across the domed space.

      I lowered my voice. “I am busy, but I can find the time to accompany you. I would especially like to find out what Annie knows.”

      “And Taylor too. We don’t have a suspect yet, but a lot of suspicion hangs on him. Do you know the house at Mile End?”

      “Yes, I visited Lizzie there once.”

      Mr Taylor had built himself a large home behind The King Henry pub on Mile End Road. It was located on the spot where he had overwintered as a travelling showman.

      “I almost forgot,” said James, bending down and picking up a cloth bag which had been placed on the floor. “Potatoes and leeks.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, James.”

      “Let me carry these and the book down to your desk for you.”
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        * * *

      

      When I returned home that evening, there was a letter waiting for me on the hallway table. I didn’t recognise the handwriting on the envelope. I picked it up, climbed the stairs to my room and opened the little window to let Tiger in. I got the fire in the stove going and put the kettle on to boil.

      Then I sat down at my desk and opened the letter. I was surprised to see just a few words written on the paper, and they were written in an odd, childish hand. There was no sender’s name or address.

      

      Stay out of this. It has nothing to do with you. There will be trouble.

      

      I held the piece of paper in my hand and stared at it for a while.

      Had I read it properly? Was there some other explanation in the words that I hadn’t understood? Or was this actually, as I feared, a threat?

      My first thought was that it must have come from Mr Taylor as he had been so hostile towards me. If the letter was from him, he would not be pleased to see me on his doorstep with Inspector Blakely the following day.

      Who else could have sent it? Was the sender referring to my work on Lizzie’s case or the railway bombing story I was working on? Was it linked to the bomb?

      I doubted it was Mr Taylor, as he was a man who spoke his mind. If he wished me to stay out of this, I felt sure he would ask me directly rather than going to the trouble of sending me a letter.

      There will be trouble.

      What did the sender mean by that?

      It was a threat; only a mild one, but a threat nonetheless. I shivered. I checked the address on the envelope and everything was spelt correctly: my name and the street.

      This person knew me and knew where I lived.

      What struck me as odd was the way the sender had attempted to disguise his or her handwriting in the letter, and yet the envelope was written in what I assumed to be the author’s usual hand: elegant, sloping writing in black ink. The letter was written in the same black ink but the writing was clumsy, as if a child had written it. This mismatch in handwriting was clearly an oversight. The sender was trying to manipulate me but was capable of making an error.

      Perhaps it was someone’s idea of a joke.

      The envelope bore a stamp from the General Post Office in St Martins le Grand, so that gave me no further clue, other than that the sender had posted the letter in the centre of London.

      I felt hungry and tired, and my body ached.

      I ate half a can of sardines with bread and butter, and drank a cup of cocoa. Then I lay awake in my bed, too wary to settle down to sleep. Instead, I listened to the raindrops rattling against the windowpane while Tiger lay next to me, licking the remains of the sardines from her paws.
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      I met James outside The King Henry pub on the Mile End Road, as we had arranged. It was a crumbling weather-boarded building with a faded ale advertisement on one wall. A steady drizzle pattered onto my umbrella and an unpleasant stench wafted up from the filthy gutter at the side of the road.

      My ears still felt muffled from the dynamite blast and I found myself going about my daily business with a new sense of nervousness. I felt worried that another bomb might be detonated around about me at any moment.

      The Fenians were sure to strike again soon. The question was, where?

      

      James greeted me with a warm smile, which helped me briefly forget about the bomb and the threatening letter. I had put the letter in my handbag and planned to show it to him once we had spoken to Mr Taylor and Annie.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “I think so.”

      “I am not sure how best to say this,” said James as we passed the pub. “But I have perhaps shared a little too much of the case with you. There are certain rules about how the Yard works with the press and I may have transgressed a few of them.” He stopped and turned to me. “I can rely on your discretion, can’t I?”

      “Of course, James. I am here to help, not to write about the story. As you know, my colleague, Mr Fish, has the story, so you can trust me to keep everything confidential unless you instruct me otherwise.”

      “Thank you, Penny.”

      James smiled and we continued walking. “I felt certain I could trust you before I mentioned it. The Yard is extremely careful about the information it passes on to the press, for fear that an investigation could be compromised. So you and I are walking on eggshells.”

      “I will be careful, you have my word.”

      “Thank you for printing an appeal for information about the young man we saw at the cemetery. Y Division has found a witness who told them he saw a man of that description climbing over the fence of Highgate Cemetery on the night that Lizzie died.”

      “Really? It has to be him!”

      “It sounds like this man might have been involved. There could be a reasonable explanation for him being there, but it does sound suspicious.”

      “Did the witness have any more information about him?”

      “Sadly, no. However, I plan to speak to him myself just to be certain. Y Division is working on finding more witnesses.”

      We reached the rambling, dark-bricked house Mr Taylor had built for himself. Lizzie had lived here with him during their marriage and I wondered how she had ever managed to feel comfortable in this place. The building was a cluster of towers, turrets, chimneys and ornamental gables. There were many little arched windows with wrought-iron tracery and the porch was of an iron and glass construction with castings of various animals incorporated into it. A row of rusty railings ran along the front of the house, each topped with a spike.

      “Inspector Blakely!” came a call behind us.

      My heart sank as I turned to see Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette approach. He was chewing tobacco, as usual, and his pork pie hat was pushed back on his head, revealing a creased brow. He stopped and regarded us with his hands in his pockets. “Come to arrest Taylor, have we?”

      James’ face clouded. “No, I am just conducting my investigations.”

      “He must be the one who done it, though, don’t you think?” Tom pulled out a notebook and pencil.

      “Scotland Yard has nothing to say to the press at the present time.”

      “No? What’s she doing ‘ere then?” Tom pointed his pencil at me.

      “Miss Green was acquainted with the deceased actress and is assisting me with the investigation.”

      Tom Clifford wrote this down. “And what’s that mean exactly? What’s she actually doin’?”

      “She is doing what I have just told you. Now please excuse us.”

      “Bit unfair the Morning Express gets preferential treatment, ain’t it, Inspector? What about the other papers? If you don’t talk to us we’ll come up with our own stories, if you know what I mean.”

      James walked away from Tom towards Mr Taylor’s front door, and I followed.

      “Is it Taylor what done it, Inspector?” continued Tom. “Is that why you’re ‘ere?”

      

      A maid opened the door before we even had a chance to tug the bell pull. She showed us into a large, dingy hallway, where an enormous stuffed bear stared glassily at us with its teeth bared.

      Its presence sparked a memory of Lizzie complaining to me about her husband’s penchant for taxidermy and explaining how she had requested that the stuffed animals be confined to a storeroom. They had clearly reappeared over the past five years and now stared at us from various glass cases on the walls and tables.

      James and I followed the maid into the drawing room, which had an unpleasant, animal-like smell. Heavy brown curtains hung at the windows, and there were many framed bill posters from circus shows on the walls. My eyes fell upon a poster showing a slim, youthful Mr Taylor dressed in a scarlet jacket and brandishing a whip, alongside several prowling lions.

      The current Mr Taylor regarded us from the hearthrug, where he stood smoking a cigar. His ginger hair was neatly combed into a side parting and his mouth was hidden behind his large moustache. He wore a grey suit and the buttons on his waistcoat strained to hold it fastened.

      He greeted us and asked us to sit, but he didn’t offer us a drink. James almost tripped over the tiger skin rug before realising what it was.

      “Oh, hello! He’s a fine beast! Does he bite?” he said, examining the head of the animal, which was still attached to the skin. Its eyes were wide open and its teeth were sharp and white.

      “Only if you annoy me,” retorted Mr Taylor.

      James and I sat down side by side on a faded red velour settee, while the showman sat in an armchair next to a stuffed otter, which had a painted plaster fish between its jaws. Hung on the wall above the otter was a shotgun. I wondered if it was the gun which had been used to kill the poor otter.

      “His name’s Nero,” continued Mr Taylor, still looking at the tiger skin. “I only had him for three months before he kicked the bucket. Tropical animals are sensitive creatures. I bought four giraffes from Charles Jamrach last month and two of them died the day after I got ‘em.” He pulled out his pocket watch and looked at it. “Now, I don’t have a lot of time. I have to be at the amphitheatre for midday. What can I do for you, Inspector?” He gave me a long stare as he took a puff on his cigar.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to see us,” said James. “I know you are a very busy man.” Mr Taylor nodded. “I would like to update you on the investigation into the death of your late wife, and also to ask some further questions if I may?”

      “Yes, go on.”

      James told Mr Taylor about the search for Lizzie’s home and Mr Taylor listened patiently, nodding at intervals and puffing on his cigar. I noticed that his hands were small and his fingers were chubby. I glanced around the dowdy room and wondered where Annie was.

      “And who are your suspects?” asked the showman.

      “We don’t have any as yet. I am still trying to build up a picture of Lizzie’s life and was hoping that you could help me.”

      “And what is she doing here?” He pointed at me. “She’s a hack.”

      “Miss Green was a friend of Lizzie’s.”

      “So she says. I remember spending a vast amount of money on a futile expedition to find her father, that’s for sure.”

      I bit my tongue and decided to remain quiet so not to antagonise him and ruin James’ line of questioning.

      “Miss Green is assisting me with my enquiries.”

      “So she can write all about it in the newspaper.”

      “We have an agreement between us that only the information the Yard is happy to make public will be printed.”

      “I still don’t understand why she is here.”

      I felt distinctly uneasy. “If you think it would be easier for me to leave, I can do, Inspector,” I said.

      James gave me a look that urged me to remain patient. “Your presence is no problem at all Miss Green, please stay. We will not be here long, will we, Mr Taylor?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I would like to ask you how Lizzie was feeling shortly before the Princess Alice sank.”

      “That was five years ago!”

      “I realise that, but I am trying to understand why she would have chosen to hide somewhere for the last five years. Was she suffering from some form of distress? I understand the reviews of her performance in The Course of the Nile were far from top notch.”

      “They were damned awful, the poor girl.”

      “So she was unhappy?”

      “Of course she was!”

      “And may I ask how the relationship between you and your wife was at that time?”

      “No, you may not!”

      “Did she seem unhappy to you?”

      “Yes, she did. I just told you that.”

      “So I can make the assumption that there was some strain on your marriage, given that your wife was feeling unhappy?”

      “There was, yes. She was miserable.”

      “Was she miserable only about the reviews or was there something else that was causing her unhappiness?”

      “How would I know? There’s always something the matter with women, isn’t there? They’re rarely happy and they seem to think that it’s the job of every poor, confounded fellow to somehow deduce what the cause of the upset is.”

      “Would you say that your wife suffered from mood swings?”

      “Yes, she was like all wives! But every other wife would have come home after escaping from a sinking steamer. To have hidden away as she did baffles me beyond all measure. She should have come home, where her husband and daughter were waiting for her! To put us through that grief as she did...”

      He trailed off and took an extra-long puff on his cigar. He blew the smoke out of his nose in a drawn-out exhale and I watched it swirl down into a small cloud above Nero’s head.

      I wished I had found the opportunity to read Lizzie’s version of events in her diaries. I hadn’t realised how unhappy her marriage had been until this moment.

      “I will never understand how she could have done that to us. She left us. What was she thinking? She left us to mourn at her funeral and she never came back. She never returned to the family that loved her.”

      He stared at the fireplace and I could see that his eyes were moist.

      “When did you discover that your wife had hidden from you, Mr Taylor?”

      “When you arrived on my doorstep eleven days ago, Inspector!”

      “And you had no inkling before then?”

      “None! What are you suggesting here?” Mr Taylor leant forward in his chair and glared at James.

      “I am not suggesting anything, Mr Taylor. I am simply clarifying the facts.”

      “Clarifying the facts seems to suggest that you’re pinning this on me.”

      “I am not pinning anything on anyone, Mr Taylor, please be assured of that. I am a long way from finding a suspect.”

      “That’s because you’re sitting idly in my drawing room and are not out there looking for him.”

      “Can I ask you what you were doing on the night of the twentieth of October, Mr Taylor?”

      “There! I knew it!” Mr Taylor jabbed his cigar in James' direction. “You’re accusing me of murdering my wife, are you not, Inspector?”

      “No, I am not. This is a standard question, which I am putting to all of Mrs Taylor’s acquaintances. It is in your interests to be helpful to me, Mr Taylor.”

      “Is it? I was at the amphitheatre hosting a performance of Sinbad and then I returned here with Annie, just as I do every evening, Inspector. And if you need alibi witnesses you can find fifteen hundred of them who watched the performance!”

      He clearly thought this last comment a smart one. Having delivered it, he rested back in his chair to finish his cigar.

      “Thank you, Mr Taylor. I realise this is not easy for you, and I appreciate you taking the time to answer my questions. I wonder if I might speak to Annie now?”

      “No, you may not.”

      “Is she here this morning?”

      “She may or she may not be.”

      “Mr Taylor, I am trying to find your wife’s murderer. I would appreciate your help in this matter.”

      “And what could Annie possibly know of any of this?”

      “That’s what I would like to find out. Please may I speak to her?”

      “You may speak to her for one minute.” Mr Taylor held up a single podgy finger to emphasise his point before turning his head over his shoulder and roaring loudly, “Annie!”
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      Mr Taylor stared ahead of him and said nothing as we listened to the light footsteps on the stairs and then watched the petite form of Annie Taylor walk into the room. She wore a grey and cream striped cotton dress and her dark hair was neatly plaited and pinned to her head.

      James and I rose as she entered the room. She stood beside Nero’s tail and stared at us, unsmiling, her hands folded in front of her.

      “This is Inspector Blakely,” said Mr Taylor. “You recognise him, don’t you, Annie? And this woman’s a scribbler and claims to have been a friend of your mother’s. She accosted us the other evening at the stage door.”

      “Hello Annie,” I said. I smiled, hoping to put the girl at ease. To my surprise, she gave a slight smile in response.

      “May I request that I speak to Miss Taylor alone?” asked James. “Miss Green will act as chaperone.”

      “Never. Fire away with your questions, Inspector. You have one minute, remember?”

      I sighed quietly. Mr Taylor seemed keen to control the situation as much as he possibly could.

      “It is good to see you again, Miss Taylor,” said James. “I wonder if I can ask you a few questions about your mother.”

      The girl nodded in reply.

      “How old were you when the Princess Alice sank?”

      “I was fifteen, Inspector.”

      “And you were living with your mother and stepfather, Mr Taylor, at the time?”

      “Yes.”

      “It must have been a very distressing time when you thought your mother had lost her life in the sinking.”

      “It was.”

      “Recent events have shown that your mother was, in fact, still alive after the sinking of the steamer. It seems that she made a home somewhere and lived there in secret for five years. Did she make any attempt to contact you during those five years?”

      Annie shook her head and I watched her face closely to see whether I could detect any signs of a lie. I couldn’t believe that Lizzie would have kept herself hidden from her daughter. I understood why she might have wanted to get away from her husband, but surely not her own daughter.

      “And you are sure that you heard nothing from her at all?”

      “No, nothing.” She shook her head again and looked at the tiger skin with a glum expression.

      “Thank you, Miss Taylor. And can you tell me where you were on the night of the twentieth of October?”

      “There you go again!” shouted Mr Taylor. “Annie couldn’t possibly have murdered her own mother. What a preposterous question! She was performing in the show! She was with me for the entire evening!”

      James patiently waited for Mr Taylor to stop shouting.

      “Miss Taylor, can you please confirm where you were on the night of the twentieth of October?”

      “I have just told you!” yelled Mr Taylor.

      “For the sake of procedure, I would like to hear it from Miss Taylor.”

      “Damned confounded procedure!”

      “I was performing in Sinbad, Inspector, as I do every evening at the present time.”

      “Thank you, Miss Taylor. And when did you hear of your mother’s death?”

      “The first or the second time, Inspector?”

      “The second.”

      “It was when you came here to tell us.”

      “Thank you, Annie.”

      “You have had more than your minute,” said Mr Taylor, looking at his pocket watch. “Time for you to leave, Inspector, and I don’t want any of this conversation reported in the newspapers, Miss Green. If it is, there will be trouble.”

      There will be trouble.

      My heart flipped. Mr Taylor had used the same four words written at the end of the mysterious letter I had received just the previous day.
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      “I have no idea why Lizzie married Mr Taylor,” I said as we walked along Mile End Road, looking out for an omnibus to take us back into town. The rain pattered onto our umbrellas once again and I was thankful that Tom Clifford seemed to have melted away. “He’s a rather bad-tempered gentleman.”

      “I suppose Lizzie’s death has come as a shock to him. Some of his anger is probably related to the discovery that she left him and hid herself away.”

      “And that is why he must have killed her.”

      James stopped and looked at me. “You think he did it?”

      “He must have.”

      “His manner is too confrontational and blustering for a guilty man. I think he would be more acquiescent and eager to help if he had done it. He would have done anything he could to deflect attention away from himself. He admitted the marriage was unhappy. Do you think he would have been so honest if he had murdered his wife?”

      “Perhaps he is bluffing. Acquiescence is out of character for Mr Taylor. Perhaps he thinks an element of honesty and acting in his usual manner is more likely to deflect attention.” I pulled the envelope out of my handbag. “Look, he wrote me this letter.”

      I handed it to James and he gave me a puzzled frown. “Mr Taylor wrote you a letter? Why would he do that?”

      “Open it and see. I shall hold your umbrella for you.”

      I sheltered James with his umbrella and watched as he opened the envelope and pulled out the letter. His frown deepened even further as he read it.

      “When did you receive this?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “And why do you say that Taylor sent it to you?”

      “Because of those last four words: There will be trouble. Didn’t you hear him say the exact same thing as we left? He told me not to print our conversation with him in the newspaper or there would be trouble. That’s exactly what it says in the letter.”

      James pushed his lower lip out in thought. “This is a curious letter, indeed.” He examined the envelope. “The author has written the note with his left hand, but addressed the envelope with his right.”

      “How do you know which hand was used?”

      “Look at the note. You can see from the ink strokes that the author pushed the pen along the paper from the left. He went to the trouble of disguising his writing and then used what I suspect is his usual handwriting on the envelope, which is a slip-up. He probably realised what he had done after it was posted. And it was sent from St Martins le Grand, I see.”

      “This needs to be compared with a sample of Taylor’s handwriting,” I suggested.

      “That would be one way to ascertain whether it is him or not. But even if it was found to be him, what would that tell us? That he is a grumpier man than we first realised?”

      “Maybe we should return and confront him with it.”

      “Let’s leave it for the moment, but please keep it somewhere safe. It might be useful to us, or it might not. You’re not worried about the threat, are you? The majority of people who send these miserable missives have no intention of acting on them; they simply wish to frighten the recipient. You’re not frightened, are you?”

      “No,” I said, trying to appear braver than I felt. “I know it’s someone playing a trick of some sort. But I should like to find out who it is.”

      “I am sure that we will.”

      James handed the letter back to me and we continued on in the rain. A dishevelled woman offered us watercress and her wares looked so soggy and limp, and her clothing was so soaked through, that I bought a sorry-looking bunch from her out of pity.

      “So is Taylor a suspect?” I asked.

      “We need to know where he was at midnight on the twentieth. He says he was at his performance, but he would have had time afterwards to get to Highgate by midnight. We only have his word for it, so we need an alibi witness. If he had discovered that Lizzie was still alive and was hiding from him, that could have angered him. That is a possible motive for murdering her.”

      “A strong motive. Do you think that Annie was telling the truth?”

      “It is difficult to tell. If her mother had made contact with her after her supposed drowning, it would have been difficult for Annie to keep the secret from Mr Taylor. He seems rather protective of her and I understand that she has been a performer in his show for about ten years now. Working and living with him would have left her little time to see her mother without him suspecting something.”

      “I wish I knew whether he and Annie were telling the truth.”

      “That is the challenge with detective work; you never know for sure. And now I must find Mr Colehill and ask him about Lizzie’s mood shortly before the sinking of the Princess Alice. If he can confirm that she was unhappy, I think it is safe to assume that she chose to pretend that she had died in order to escape the cause of her unhappiness: whether it was the downturn in her career, her marriage or both. The problem we face is that Mr Colehill is currently missing.”
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      Sir,

      I am sending you my thoughts on the frightful death of the acclaimed actress Lizzie Dixie. I consider myself a Christian man, with two feet firmly planted on the ground. However, I can only surmise that the unfortunate woman’s death was caused by a supernatural force. Occurring, as it did, in the witching hour, and among the vaults of the dead, surely points to this hypothesis.

      I once considered myself an agnostic with regard to the spirit world, but a phantasmagoric incident I experienced during my time of service in the Afghan Campaign has altered my mind on the matter.

      Therefore, I fear that the murderer shall never be caught, for it is likely that Scotland Yard lacks the ability to arrest a malevolent spirit. Our best hope is that the demon has returned to the pit of Hades, from whence it came.

      Yours,

      Captain Thomas Rees-Dundas

      

      I placed Captain Rees-Dundas’ letter on my desk in the news room and began to read the next.

      “We are receiving two dozen letters a day about the case,” said Edgar, with his hands in his pockets and rocking on the balls of his feet beside my chair. “The public is hungry for news and we need to give them something. What’s the latest from the young inspector?”

      I looked up at him, taking in his heavy jaw and small eyes. “Not much that we can print at the moment.”

      “Why not? Does he have a suspect yet?”

      “Not yet. He has interviewed Mr Taylor and Annie Taylor, but we cannot report on that.”

      “It has to be Taylor. He found out she wasn’t dead and murdered her in a fit of passion.”

      “Rare though it is, I find myself agreeing with you. But why would he do such a thing at midnight in Highgate Cemetery? What would either of them be doing there?”

      “He arranged to meet her there.”

      “Why would she voluntarily meet him if she had been hiding from him?”

      Edgar shrugged his shoulders. “Taylor would have worked something out, I am sure of it. The problem I have is that there is a great deal of gossip and rumour out there and I wish to publish some facts. Now, is the schoolboy inspector treating Mr Taylor as a suspect or not?”

      “He thinks Mr Taylor has a possible motive.”

      “So he is a suspect?”

      “Not officially.”

      “That means he is, however?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “So what am I supposed to write about?”

      “The inquest?”

      Edgar groaned. “I’ve slept through much of it so far. We have been given the exclusive rights on this story and we cannot write about any of it. What is Blakely up to, exactly? You haven’t been distracting him, have you?”

      “Why should I do that?”

      Edgar looked me up and down. “Not every detective has a woman on his arm during the course of his investigations.”

      “I am not on his arm!” I felt anger rising inside me but took a deep breath and calmed myself. “Lizzie was a friend of mine.”

      “Of course.”

      The news room door slammed and Mr Sherman strode in.

      “Miss Green, where have you got to with the railway bombings story?”

      I put down the pile of letters. “I am almost done. The latest from New York is that O’Donovan Rossa is claiming responsibility for the bombs, although Scotland Yard thinks it more likely that it was the independent work of the Clan na Gael Society.”

      “That sounds rather typical of O’Donovan Rossa’s ego,” said Mr Sherman. “So your article is finished?”

      “Almost.”

      He checked his pocket watch. “I need it in one hour.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “She is refusing to give me anything on the Lizzie Dixie story,” Edgar piped up.

      “Is that so?” Mr Sherman eyed me questioningly from beneath his bushy eyebrows.

      “There is not much we can go public with at the present time,” I explained.

      “There must be something. Have you seen how many letters we are receiving each day on the matter?”

      “I have been reading them.”

      “Blakely’s dragging his heels,” said Edgar. “The people want a suspect. And they want him captured.”

      “Absolutely,” said Mr Sherman, scowling at me as if I were somehow responsible.

      “We cannot come up with a convenient suspect just because the public demands it,” I replied. “This is a newspaper and we report on real life. If the people want sensationalist stories, they can read the penny dreadfuls.”

      “That doesn’t help me much, does it?” said Edgar. “I’ve been given one of the biggest murder stories we’ve had in London for years and very little to report on it.”

      Mr Sherman scowled even more deeply.

      “The bombings are another big story,” I said. “Why not give Edgar the Fenian story, Mr Sherman, and I will take Lizzie’s?”

      “No, Lizzie’s story is mine,” said Edgar.

      “But you are writing about it only with second-hand knowledge,” I said. “You are relying on me to pass on the information.”

      “Is that not what we agreed?” said Mr Sherman. “You help the Yard and Edgar does the write-ups.”

      “He needs to get out there,” I said. “He needs to meet regularly with Inspector Blakely to discuss the case and he needs to be talking to people.”

      “I do talk to people!”

      “Talking to other hacks in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese doesn’t count.” The moment I said this I regretted it, but I couldn’t help feeling angered by Edgar’s laziness.

      “That’s enough, Miss Green!” said the editor. “I will not have you casting aspersions on your colleagues. Go and get your story finished. I want it on my desk in thirty minutes’ time.”

      “I thought I had an hour?”

      “Not any longer. Get on with it. And next time you meet with Inspector Blakely, Edgar must accompany you.”

      “Edgar comes with us?” I felt my shoulders slump. The thought of spending any more time with Edgar was horrifying. I had grown accustomed to the dynamic of working alone with James. It wouldn’t be the same with Edgar hanging around. I felt certain he would ruin it all.

      Edgar grinned at me and I scowled in return.
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      I met Eliza at the British Museum the following morning. She was waiting for me in the portico when I arrived, wearing a smart green woollen jacket over a matching dress.

      “Penelope! You look tired. Are you eating enough? There is no excuse not to now that you have a salary again.”

      I gave Eliza a weary smile and told her that I was well and eating as I should. She tried to reply but began coughing instead.

      “I should have ridden my bicycle here,” she said, thumping her chest. “The smoke and soot on the underground railway seems worse every time. But I took the train to make a statement to those dynamite bombers that they cannot disrupt our daily lives! When were you planning to tell me that you had been blown up? I had to read your report in the newspaper to find it out!”

      “There was nothing to tell; I was unharmed.”

      “I do worry about the job you are doing.”

      “It was nothing to do with my job! I just happened to be on that train.”

      “Well I think it is all rather terrifying. I don’t know where the Irish plan to plant their dynamite next. It is quite a worry. We should give them home rule and be done with it.”

      I gave my sister a small purse of coins and she looked at it in surprise.

      “You do not need to repay me yet.”

      “I dislike having debts hanging over my head. I have paid my landlady everything I owe her, so it is right that I pay you now. Thank you for helping me buy a new pair of boots.”

      It was the last day we would see our father’s botanical drawings and plant specimens before they were moved to the new natural history department of the British Museum in South Kensington.

      Eliza and I climbed the staircase to the upper floor and walked through the galleries of the zoological collection to reach the botanical section. The stuffed animals in the cases lining the Mammalia Salon reminded me of the poor dead creatures in Taylor’s home and I felt a shiver as I thought of the man.

      “Have they caught Lizzie Dixie’s murderer yet?” asked Eliza, as if she had read my thoughts.

      “No, it is a complicated case.”

      “Who do you think did it?”

      “I don’t know. I am realising now that more than one person had a motive. There is her husband, but then some of her brothers are Fenians, so there could be a political motive.”

      Eliza paused by a case of weasels and ferrets. “Well I do hope you’re being careful. You know how Mother worries. Whatever you do, don’t tell her you were bombed. She would raise an army to drag you back to Derbyshire!”

      We walked into the next salon. “Here we are,” she said. “Look, half the room has already been emptied.”

      A small man with a wide moustache and kid gloves glanced up at us as he slowly placed some pressed plant specimens into a packing case.

      “The Greens?” he asked us.

      “I used to be,” replied Eliza. “I’m Billington-Grieg now, but Penelope is a spinster and very much still a Green. Will you be packing my father’s plants and drawings today?”

      “I will indeed,” replied the man.

      “You will be careful with them, won’t you? They are all we have left.”

      Eliza’s voice began to choke and I rested my hand reassuringly on her shoulder. We had never talked in detail about our father’s disappearance. I think we had both reached the conclusion that he was no longer alive, but the thought of admitting that to one another was far too distressing. I had stopped believing that he would return, but I still held a very small measure of hope that one day he might.

      “I will be careful, Mrs Billington-Grieg.”

      I looked at the arrangement of drawings and pressed orchids in the case.

      “If it hadn’t been for Lizzie we should never have seen these,” I said.

      Father’s sketchbook had been discovered by the rescue expedition in a hut which he and his guide had used shortly before they vanished. It had contained sketches and watercolours of orchids, and three of the most complete drawings had been removed from the sketchbook and put on display in the museum. They had been roughly drawn in pencil, then washed over with watercolour before my father had added finer details in black ink. Each time I looked at these pictures I imagined him with his sketchbook on his lap, his straw Panama hat on his head and his tongue protruding slightly with concentration as he worked.

      “The expedition may not have found your father, but it did find these marvellous drawings of the Scuticaria,” said the man with the wide moustache. “You must be very proud of him.”

      “I am,” I replied with a warm sensation in my chest.

      

      I took my leave of Eliza once we had returned to the main entrance of the museum.

      “I have to work in the reading room,” I told her, mindful of a few more paragraphs I needed to write about the railway bombings.

      “What about lunch? The Holborn Restaurant offers a wonderful Ladies’ Shopping Menu with the choice of a hot or cold luncheon. Can I not tempt you?”

      “I have a deadline.”

      “Of course.” Eliza rolled her eyes. “Well you must come to the next meeting of the West London Women’s Society. It is high time that we received some coverage in your newspaper.”

      “I would be delighted to. Just let me know the date of the meeting and where it is to be held.”

      “We take turns to host and the next meeting will be held at the Colehills’ home. It is a rather marvellous place in Cadogan Square.”

      My stomach flipped as I thought of Sebastian’s dramatic breakdown in the conservatory.

      “I know it,” I said.

      “You have been there?” asked Eliza, deflated that I was not as impressed as she had hoped.

      “I have, and Mary Colehill spoke most enthusiastically of you and the society when I dined with her and Sebastian.”

      “Did she indeed?” Eliza smiled broadly. “Well that is another thing you have neglected to tell me. A rather flattering thing to hear though. We are meeting on Wednesday at three o’clock and will be joined by a speaker on dress reform.”

      Eliza glanced towards the doors of the reading room. “You will find time for lunch, won’t you? You are terribly thin and pale.”

      “I will see you at the meeting, Ellie.” I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and hurried away.
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      That evening I made myself some cocoa and sat at my writing desk looking out of the window. It was an unusually clear night and I had extinguished my paraffin lamp so that my room was in darkness and I could see the stars in the sky. I could just make out the three twinkling stars of Orion’s Belt; I remembered my father pointing them out to me. On nights such as this, I felt it would be nice to have someone by my side to look at the stars with.

      Tiger sat on my desk next to the volumes of The Works of Shakespeare Lizzie had given to me. Lights twinkled from the trains trundling in and out of Moorgate station, and now and again a plume of steam and smoke rose up into the night sky. Here and there I saw lights in windows and I wondered what was happening in those rooms. It would have made sense to draw the curtain across the window as a cold draught was blowing in through the gaps in the frame, but I couldn’t close the curtains against the stars. They twinkled and shone at me and I wondered what secrets lay up there in the night sky.

      A sharp rap at the door brought me back to my senses. I turned on my lamp and opened the door to find Mrs Garnett standing there.

      “A gentleman is here to see you.” Her lips were pursed tight and the whites of her eyes gleamed in the gloom. “I don’t usually permit gentlemen to enter the house at this hour, but he tells me he is a detective.”

      “James?” I heard the panic in my voice and knew that something must be wrong.

      “He tells me his name is Inspector Blakely. Perhaps he plans to arrest you!”

      I ignored her and went to gather up my jacket, hat, scarf, gloves and handbag.

      “Please tell the inspector I will be with him shortly.”

      

      James was waiting in the hallway wearing a dark overcoat and the familiar bowler hat. He looked up and smiled at me as I scurried down the stairs, but his expression quickly became serious again.

      Mrs Garnett stood close by, watching with interest.

      “I am so sorry to disturb you, Penny. Would you like to come with me to St Thomas’ Hospital? I have a cab waiting outside.”

      “What has happened?”

      “It’s Annie Taylor. She has been shot.”

      “Shot?” My legs almost gave way beneath me and I grabbed the bannister post to steady myself.

      “Who’s been shot?” asked Mrs Garnett. “Your sister?”

      “No, Mrs Garnett. I shall explain on my return.”

      “We must go,” said James.

      I followed him out of the house.

      “How is she? Who shot her? When?” My heart pounded in my chest.

      “We don’t know,” he replied as we stepped out onto the dark street. “But she was shot during this evening’s performance.”

      “At the amphitheatre?” I paused for a moment and pictured Annie standing on the back of a horse, cantering around the arena in her flowing pink chiffon and sequins. “She was performing at the time?”

      “Yes.”

      I pictured Annie falling from the horse like a dead weight. I imagined the screams and the panic the shots would have caused.

      “And no one else has been hurt?”

      “Not seriously. A few people were injured in the scramble to escape the building, but it is a miracle that no one was seriously hurt or trampled.”

      “Poor Annie! How is she?”

      “We must go and see.”

      I climbed into the dark interior of the cab.

      “And no one knows who fired the shots?”

      “No yet.”

      James climbed in next to me and closed the waist-high doors in front of us. “There was a lot of pandemonium, as you can imagine, and because there were so many people it will be a struggle to locate all the witnesses. But we will do our best. There are officers there from Lambeth L Division as well as the Yard. We need to find out who saw what before people drift off home and we lose our chance to speak to them. Let’s go driver!”

      The cab moved off.

      “It must be the same person who shot Lizzie, don’t you think?”

      “It is certainly possible.”

      “Why would anyone want to harm Lizzie and her daughter? I don’t understand it.”

      “Neither do I. We cannot be certain that the two shootings are connected.”

      “But they have to be, don’t they? What are the chances of them not being?”

      

      The cab trundled along and I noticed that the poor horse in front of us was walking with a slight limp. Most of the shops on Queen Victoria Street were in darkness, but lights were glimmering from the pubs and churches. My face was cold in the night air, so I pulled up my scarf to cover my mouth and nose.

      “I cannot understand why we didn’t turn off for Southwark Bridge a few hundred yards back,” said James. “It would have been quicker to take the route south of the river. This cab is taking us the long way round.”

      “I feel sorry for the limping horse.”

      James turned to me, his face dimly illuminated by the lights from the street. “I suppose our prolonged journey gives me time to update you on another development. Y Division has discovered Lizzie’s home in Highgate.”

      I felt my jaw hang open.

      “Lizzie’s home?”

      “It is little more than two rented rooms at the top of a house on the high street. It is very unassuming; the sort of place you would walk past without giving it a moment’s thought. In fact, I have done just that on a number of occasions.”

      My mouth felt dry. “What is inside it? Have you been there? Has Y Division uncovered any clues?”

      “Not yet. I plan to visit tomorrow.”

      “Was she living with anyone else?”

      “No one else has been discovered at the property yet, so she may have been living alone. Y Division is speaking to the landlord.”

      “She must have disguised herself to live on a busy high street and not be recognised.”

      “She may well have done. But don’t forget that everybody believed she was dead. So even if someone had noticed a resemblance to Lizzie Dixie, they would have given it only a passing thought. Their senses would have told them that there was no chance it was her.”

      “I’m pleased the Highgate police have found out where she was living. I believe that will be a big help to us.”

      

      The cab lumbered over Westminster Bridge and I saw the sprawling lights of St Thomas’ Hospital glimmering across the river from the Palace of Westminster. We disembarked outside the enormous hospital on Lambeth Palace Road and walked through the main gate to the colonnaded entrance.

      After making some enquiries, we located Annie’s ward on the third storey.

      “She cannot receive visitors at the present time,” said a nurse standing guard at the door of the ward. She wore a high-collared, navy blue dress, a white hat and a long white apron.

      “I am a detective and I have to catch the person who injured her,” pleaded James. “I appreciate that she is badly wounded; however, it is of the utmost importance that I find out all she knows so that I can get back out there and find the person who did this. Annie knows me. She knows both of us. We spoke to her just a few days ago because we are investigating her mother’s death. You do know that her mother was Lizzie Dixie?”

      I could see that James had convinced the nurse. She nodded solemnly and allowed us to pass. “Just a very short visit, please Inspector.”

      The ward was long, with two rows of iron bedsteads. I estimated that there were a dozen or so on either side. Each wall was lined with arched, curtained windows, and a strong, medicinal smell hung in the air. The floor was so clean that it sparkled in the light of several gas lamps hanging from the ceiling on long chains. All the patients were women, and I saw a small huddle of people standing around one of the beds halfway down the ward to our right.

      “No gentlemen allowed, please sir.” A nurse planted her hand firmly on James’ chest and pushed him back towards the door.

      “But I am a detective!” he remonstrated. “I have just been permitted to enter!”

      “Not now, sir. The patient needs to rest. I have already turned away the Lambeth police.”

      James looked at me, his eyes urging me to continue towards Annie’s bed. I left him arguing with the nurse and walked on ahead.

      

      Joseph Taylor was easily recognisable at Annie’s bedside with his fox-red hair. Two nurses stood beside him. I felt my pace slow as I thought about how little I wished to speak to him again.

      He was a murderer, surely?

      Or was he?

      I noticed how tenderly he held Annie’s hand as she rested on two plump white pillows. I didn’t know Annie well, and I wasn’t sure that she wanted me there, but it was a relief to see that she was comfortable enough to be sitting up in bed.

      “Hello,” I ventured, my voice wavering as I spoke. “What terrible news, Mr Taylor. I have just heard.”

      “I suppose you will be writing about this in your newspaper tomorrow!”

      His eyes glared at me from beneath his red eyebrows. The two nurses stared at me too.

      “Is she a news reporter?” one of them asked.

      “Yes, she is, and she is constantly hanging around like a bad smell.”

      “Please could you leave the ward, madam?”

      One of the nurses took my arm and tried to lead me away. I stood my ground, concerned that James’ attempts to find out what had happened to Annie were being thwarted at every turn.

      “The inspector needs to speak with Annie,” I said to Mr Taylor.

      “Not now he doesn’t,” replied the showman staring at the entrance to the ward, where James still stood remonstrating with the nurse who had detained him.

      “But we need to find out what happened,” I said.

      “Annie was shot. That’s what happened! We are darned lucky that the amphitheatre is merely spitting distance from here. She needed urgent attention, and thankfully she received it.”

      “Madam, can you please leave?”

      I looked back at James, then at Mr Taylor, wondering what I could do to persuade the group to let us remain here.

      “She can stay,” said a weak voice.

      I turned to see Annie looking up at me, her dark hair clouded around her pale face.

      “Is she a friend?” asked the nurse.

      “She was a friend of my mother’s.”

      Mr Taylor made a derisory snorting noise.

      The nurse removed her hand from my arm. “In which case, just a few moments please, madam. Miss Taylor must rest.”

      She and the other nurse left Annie’s bedside. I walked towards Annie and saw that her shoulder was heavily bandaged.

      “None of this goes into your newspaper!” fumed Mr Taylor.

      “The story is already out there,” I said, “and it is important for the public to know the facts about what happened at your show this evening. There were many people there, and they will all be giving friends and neighbours their accounts. It is my job to tell people what really happened instead of allowing rumour and gossip to spread. I will not write anything of my meeting here with Annie this evening, I can assure you of that.”

      Mr Taylor grunted in reply.

      “It is your shoulder that was injured?” I asked Annie, looking at the heavy bandaging.

      “It isn’t too bad. The bullet just caught it, but nothing has lodged there. I have hurt myself more from falling off the horse.” She tried to lift her head from her pillow. “My neck... and my back. They hurt.”

      “Don’t move, Annie,” said Mr Taylor. “Just stay as you are.”

      “You didn’t see who did it, I suppose?”

      “How could she?” hollered Mr Taylor. “She was standing on a galloping horse!”

      “You were lucky not to have been more injured than you are,” I said, thinking of her poor mother dying of her gunshot wounds in Highgate Cemetery.

      Someone must also have wanted Annie dead. But why?

      “I will be all right.” Annie smiled weakly. Her eyes remained on mine, as if she wanted to say something more but couldn’t.

      There was a silence between us and I could hear the voices of James and the nurse at the far end of the ward.

      “Would you like to speak to Inspector Blakely?” I asked Annie.

      “Perhaps Joseph should first. Why don’t you go and see him, Joseph, and find out what he wants?”

      “I suppose he might be of some help if we’re to catch the lunatic who did this to you,” said Mr Taylor with a sigh. “Mind what you tell this woman; she’s a member of the scribbling race.”

      He pointed his forefinger at Annie and then at me before walking off in James' direction.

      I looked back at Annie and she stared at me expectantly.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, unsure of what else to say.

      “I saw her,” she whispered.

      “Saw her?” I leaned in closer so that I could hear her.

      Annie looked nervously past me to where Mr Taylor and James stood.

      “I am sorry I lied,” she continued in a whisper. “I felt so bad about it, because I know you are trying to find out what happened to my mother.” She gulped as if trying to swallow back tears. “I saw her. We used to meet.”

      “You knew your mother was still alive?”

      Annie nodded.
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      “But Joseph didn’t know she had survived the Princess Alice.” Annie whispered so quietly that I could barely hear her. “He thought she was dead.”

      I nodded and smiled, pleased that Lizzie had not deserted her daughter.

      “When did you last see her?” I asked quietly.

      “Three weeks ago.” Annie’s eyes began to fill with tears, and I knew this was a risky subject to discuss. Mr Taylor would surely return and wonder what I had done to upset her.

      “How was she?” I still struggled to comprehend that Lizzie had been alive so recently. Despite the tragedy of her death, I felt happy that she and Annie had continued their relationship.

      “She was well. She seemed happy.” Annie smiled through her tears.

      “That’s good to hear. And where did you meet?”

      “Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. We always met there and no one ever suspected.”

      Meeting in such a public place seemed risky to me. “Do you know for sure that no one suspected your mother was still alive? Could someone have seen you and recognised your mother?”

      Annie shook her head. “I don’t think so. She disguised herself very well.”

      “Did she mention any trouble she was experiencing? An argument or someone she had fallen out with?”

      Annie didn’t reply; instead, she looked up the ward and I turned to see Mr Taylor and James approaching us.

      “The Inspector would like to ask you some questions, Annie,” said Mr Taylor. “I’ve told him to be quick and to get back out there and look for the man who committed this despicable act.”

      “How are you, Annie?” asked James. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “One moment I was on my horse, Moonbeam – we were cantering – and the next moment I fell. It was only when I was lying on the ground that I realised my shoulder felt as though it was on fire. Even then I didn’t know I had been shot. It happened too quickly for me to put my hands out. I hurt my head and my neck.”

      “Did you see the gunman, Mr Taylor?”

      The showman shook his head glumly. “No, the shots came from somewhere in the crowd. I have no idea where; there was complete chaos as soon as the shots rang out. Everyone wanted to get out of there.”

      “Why would someone do this?” I said, mystified. “Why would someone hurt Annie?” The dour expressions on the faces of James and Mr Taylor told me they shared my sentiments. “Is the man who did this the same man who shot Lizzie?”

      James looked at me. “It’s a possibility.”

      “He wanted to kill me!” said Annie. “Just like he killed my mother!”

      “Now, now, we don’t know that,” said Mr Taylor, gently resting a hand on her shoulder. “Please don’t worry, Annie. I will protect you.”

      He gave her his handkerchief to dry her eyes and I felt sure then that he couldn’t have murdered Lizzie. He was bad tempered, but he also seemed kind-hearted.

      Unless this was a clever deception?

      “Will he try to shoot me again?” asked Annie.

      “Of course not,” said Mr Taylor.

      “You are in a safe place now,” said James. “They will look after you here and you will recover quickly, I feel sure of it.”

      I noticed that James did not answer her question.

      I felt worried for Annie. She looked so small and vulnerable lying in her hospital bed, and I felt certain that the same person was behind her shooting and that of her mother. I wanted to suggest that she was moved to a hospital out in the countryside, far away from London where the attacker couldn’t find her again. But I decided not to voice my idea for fear of alarming the girl further.

      “L Division are doing everything they possibly can to find the assailant,” said James. “And the Yard will help them. We will not rest until he’s found, you have my word.”

      

      “Poor Annie,” said James as we descended the stairs on our way out of the hospital.

      “She’s in danger now, isn’t she? That man intended to kill her. She is terrified and so would I be.”

      “We must be looking for the same man who shot Lizzie.”

      “I don’t understand why he would do this. What has Annie done wrong?”

      “She is Lizzie’s daughter, and perhaps that is all the reason he needs.”

      “What if he tries again?”

      “We’ll have to catch him before he does.”

      I hadn’t seen James look worried until now.

      

      We walked out onto Lambeth Palace Road and stood by the railings under a gas lamp so that we would be visible to passing hansom cabs. I told James what Annie had whispered to me about meeting her mother.

      “I had a feeling she would confide in you!” I could hear the glee in his voice. “This is extremely useful information indeed. I wonder, though, if Annie’s knowledge that her mother was still alive led to her being targeted.”

      “It’s difficult to say. If only we could find that man who was watching us in the cemetery. I think he may be the answer to all of this.”

      “He might well be, but experience tells me we should be wary of following only one line of enquiry. With that in mind, I would like to ask you to accompany me to dinner.”

      “Really?” My voice was shrill with surprise and I cleared my throat in embarrassment. “For the purposes of this investigation.”

      I felt my cheeks grow hot and I was pleased that James was unable to see my face clearly in the gas light. “Of course.”

      “Have you heard of Le Croquembouche on Great George Street in Westminster?”

      “Yes, the restaurant has quite a reputation, I hear.”

      “I would like to dine there this Friday, but I am more likely to blend in with the clientele if I have a lady to accompany me. You would be of great assistance, of course. Le Croquembouche, as you are likely aware, is where the politicians take their mistresses, courtesans and just about anyone who isn’t their own wife. It is the type of place Lizzie may have frequented. The two men at her funeral – Sir Edmund Erskine and Hugh Dowdeswell – were politicians. I need to begin investigating the courtesan work Lizzie did.”

      “You are hoping to see the two MPs there?”

      “Yes, and I am also hoping that we may be able to speak to one or two of the women and find out what they knew about Lizzie and her relationships with these men.”

      “Do you think they would be willing to talk to us?”

      “They have to; time is against us now. If Lizzie’s murderer also attacked Annie, we need to stop him before he attacks again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here we have it,” said Mr Sherman with pride, “a Remington Standard Two.”

      We stood around Miss Welton’s desk and admired the shiny new machine with its rows of round, lettered keys. We watched as Miss Welton wound a sheet of paper around the roller at the top.

      “Now then, Miss Welton, you show ‘em,” said Mr Sherman.

      Enjoying her moment in the limelight, Miss Welton sat at the desk and adjusted her skirts before rubbing her palms together and stretching out her fingers in preparation.

      “Well, are you going to type something?” asked Edgar.

      Miss Welton scowled at him before holding both hands out over the keys and taking in a sharp breath. “What shall I type, Mr Sherman?”

      “Anything you like, my dear.”

      “Right. So.”

      With a firm push of her forefingers, Miss Welton depressed the keys and narrow metal pegs sprang up towards the paper and then down again. We stood and watched as she searched for each letter before pushing the key down.

      “Just one letter at a time?” asked Frederick Potter. “This is rather laborious.”

      “I have heard that in America people are using these machines very quickly,” said Mr Sherman. “They call it typewriting.”

      “But the letters aren’t even in alphabetical order,” said Edgar, leaning over and inspecting the rows of keys.

      “They have been arranged so that the most commonly used letters are most easily reached.”

      “So why is the letter A so far over on the left? Surely it should be in the middle?”

      Miss Welton appeared a little red and flustered with the conversation going on around her as she tried to concentrate.

      “That will do, Miss Welton, that will do,” said Mr Sherman. “Now show ‘em what you have typewritten.”

      Miss Welton wound up the piece of paper so we could read it:

      

      Ryle Britania. Britannia rile the wwaves

      

      “Excellent, Miss Welton, excellent. And thank you for the demonstration. What do you think, gentlemen?”

      “I don’t think much of the machine’s grammar,” said Edgar.

      “It has potential,” I said.

      “Our hands are perfectly suited for writing,” said Frederick. “Why use a machine?”

      “For the uniformity of the script,” replied Mr Sherman. “It would save me eye strain trying to decipher your handwriting, Potter, which reads as though a drunken spider with ink-soaked legs has staggered across the page.”

      “But if we were to use this machine, we would never make the deadline!” said Edgar.

      “Perhaps when Miss Welton is a little more proficient she could typewrite our articles for us,” suggested Frederick.

      “That isn’t a bad idea,” replied Mr Sherman, although I noticed Miss Welton’s mouth tighten. “Keep practising, Miss Welton, and I think we may yet revolutionise our way of working.”

      

      I walked back to my desk and Edgar followed behind me to continue a conversation we had begun earlier.

      “So you have already written some paragraphs on Annie Taylor’s shooting?”

      “I was with her last night, and Mr Taylor and Inspector Blakely were also there, so I was able to get all the information first hand.”

      “But I have the Lizzie story. And I am supposed to be accompanying you when you meet the schoolboy inspector.”

      “Yes, but this isn’t the Lizzie story; it’s about the shooting last night at Astley’s Amphitheatre. Annie simply happens to be Lizzie’s daughter, and James just happened to be close to where I live when he heard the news. He knocked on my door as I was the nearest news reporter.”

      I had invented this last reason and I could tell that Edgar suspected as much.

      “So what else am I supposed to write about? I can state that Lizzie’s home has been found, but am not allowed to say where?”

      “No, because it would attract unwanted attention and the police are busy trying to carry out their investigations at the property.”

      “But I can say that it is in Highgate?”

      “If you must.”

      “If I must?” replied Edgar with a frown. “We tell the people what’s happening, remember? I can say that it’s in Highgate if I want to and that it is in the vicinity of the high street.”

      “No. Mentioning the high street is too specific.”

      “But it’s part of the story! Everyone wants to read of how the actress falsified her own death and then lived in an unassuming abode for five years, which people walked past every day with no inkling that she was there! Even the neighbours had no idea who she was.”

      “You can still print that; it is a good story. Just don’t mention anything to do with the high street.”

      “But people want to read about a location they know and can identify with. It’s not far from where the trams run. People want to know these things!”

      “And do you plan to control the crowds when they descend on the place and hinder the police from doing their job?”

      “What rot. The problem with that schoolboy inspector is that he’s too damned protective about this story. There is hardly anything to report on from one day to the next! And I have almost given up on the hope that a suspect will be named. I think I’ll get myself up to Highgate and have a look at this place myself.”

      “I should also like to visit it.”

      I wondered what clues about Lizzie’s life lay in the house.

      “But I’m on the story.” Edgar pushed his hands into his pockets and fixed his small eyes on me.

      I knew that I would be in trouble with Mr Sherman if I didn’t invite Edgar to the dinner at Le Croquembouche. James and I would be there for the purpose of the investigation, so Edgar would have to be there now that the editor had decided he must accompany us.

      I glanced at Edgar and tried to form the words I needed to ask him to join us. He was the last person I wanted to be there.

      “Are you free on Friday evening?” I asked, the words reluctantly spilling out.

      “What? Friday?” Edgar’s eyes opened wide.

      “Inspector Blakely and I are dining at Le Croquembouche.”

      “You’re having dinner? You want me there?”

      “It’s part of the investigation.”

      “Oh, I see.” Edgar breathed out with relief. “Yes, I am free.”

      “Another argument?” asked Mr Sherman, striding towards us.

      “No, we were just arranging dinner,” I said.

      “Were you now?” Mr Sherman raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Well, well, what a turnaround. What have you got for me on the railway bombings, Miss Green?”

      “Two men are still being treated for their injuries at St Mary’s Hospital, and the Chief Inspector of Explosives, Colonel Majendie, is examining the damaged carriages, which have been taken to a depot at Neasden.”

      “Good.”

      “My article is almost finished. I will give it to you before I leave to report on the West London Women’s Society this afternoon.”

      “Now that’s more like it,” said Edgar. “A women’s society. Women’s matters. That is what you should be concentrating on.”

      “The West London Women’s Society is keen for some coverage in the Morning Express,” I continued, looking at Mr Sherman and ignoring Edgar. “Perhaps we could include a few paragraphs in the Saturday features?”

      Mr Sherman grunted in reply. “I don’t think our readers are too concerned with women’s matters. Make sure you get your article on the railway bombings handed in to me before you go anywhere.”
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      I arrived at the Colehills’ home shortly after three o’clock. I tugged the bell pull and wondered whether Sebastian had returned from his trip away. I estimated it had been a week since he had left.

      The maid led me into the drawing room, from whence the chatter of lively voices came. I stepped into the room and saw that it was filled with colourful, well-dressed ladies perched elegantly on settees and occasional chairs.

      “Penelope!” Eliza rose out of her chair and came to greet me. She wore a purple woollen jacket over an oddly baggy purple skirt.

      “Miss Green, welcome.” I turned to see Mary Colehill at my side, greeting me with a wide smile. She wore an attractive burgundy and cream striped bustle day dress trimmed with lace. Her face was powdered and her neat hair was pinned with ribbons and bows. “You and your sister look very much alike,” she added.

      “Do you think so? Eliza is much taller.”

      “But there is a strong resemblance in your features. I have seen a portrait of your father at your sister’s home and I now see his likeness in you. Do please come and sit down.”

      Eliza introduced me to the group. “This is my sister, Penelope. She was exploded by the railway bomb last week! Can you believe she is still in one piece?”

      There was a collective gasp, followed by enquiries after my health. Having reassured them that I was well and that my ears were almost recovered, Eliza told me everyone’s name.

      “You have met Mrs Lennox before, have you not? And this is Mrs Ferguson.”

      I nodded and smiled, desperately trying to remember who was who. My eye was drawn to the picture of the ziggurat on the wall and I thought of Sebastian once again.

      Would he be angry when he found out that Lizzie’s diaries had been destroyed?

      “My sister is a writer on the Morning Express,” announced Eliza, eliciting a murmur of approval. “She is to feature the West London Women’s Society in that acclaimed newspaper. Isn’t that wonderful? You are aware, I am sure, that it is a national paper.”

      I smiled weakly and hoped that Mr Sherman would finally agree to include a paragraph about the society. I feared that Eliza was hoping for a column on the front page.

      Mrs Henrietta Henderson of the Rational Dress Society was introduced and she addressed us from the hearth rug. I took out my notebook and pencil in readiness to make notes and to show enthusiasm for the subject.

      Mrs Henderson was in her forties and had an eagle-like appearance about her brow and nose. Her grey hair was brushed firmly back from her face and pinned into place with little decoration. Her blue jacket and skirts were of a similar design to Eliza’s, and when she invited my sister to stand next to her to demonstrate their clothing I saw that their skirts were divided, so that in fact they both wore a pair of extremely baggy trousers.

      “You will observe,” said Mrs Henderson, waving her arms and lifting her knees energetically, “the freedom of movement which such apparel offers. The heavy, long skirts to which we are so accustomed interfere with our natural locomotion. Imagine if men were forced to wear such garments! Would they tolerate them? Of course not. A divided skirt requires no petticoat and therefore the amount of material required to be carried about the waist is lessened.”

      “I agree with the sentiment behind dress reform,” said Mrs Lennox, who had a small feathered hat perched on her head, “but can a divided skirt ever look as elegant as a dress? I hope you will not be offended, Mrs Henderson, if I opine that your divided skirt is neither an item of fashion nor beauty?”

      A discussion ensued about the aesthetics of practical clothing and I made notes and found myself agreeing with much of what Mrs Henderson said.

      

      Afternoon tea was served during a discussion about corsetry.

      “My dear friend, Mrs Nettleship, has created an evening dress which requires no corset at all,” said Mrs Henderson.

      Gasps of surprise mingled with the chink of china teacups.

      “But surely only for a woman with a good figure?” queried Mary Colehill.

      “I will never go without my corset,” said Mrs Lennox. “There is much hullaballoo about the dangers of tight lacing, but most women only lace to reduce their waists by an inch or so. I cannot see anything dangerous in that.”

      I glanced at Mary Colehill’s wasp waist and she caught my eye, so I quickly looked away.

      “Tight lacing does not respect a woman’s natural form,” said Mrs Henderson. “However, if a woman wishes to lace, then it is her choice to do so. Dress reform merely provides women with an alternative.”

      “French shoes are dangerous,” said Mrs Ferguson. “My niece broke her ankle after falling off a pair of high-heeled French shoes.”

      “Any high-heeled shoe interferes with a woman’s mobility,” said Eliza.

      “I like shoes with high heels,” said Mary Colehill, smiling apologetically. “And I lace tightly because I enjoy the support it offers and my husband admires my small waist. While I am respectful of dress reform, I cannot see it as something that I would embrace. I think women’s clothes are very pretty and comfortable these days. Can you imagine having to wear hoop petticoats as our poor mothers did? It is important to remind ourselves of the progress we have made.”

      “I worry that dress reform will render all our clothes ugly,” said Mrs Lennox.

      While Eliza put up a new defence for the divided skirt, my mind began to drift to thoughts of Annie and the identity of the man who had followed us in the cemetery. If he was the same man seen at Highgate Cemetery, we needed to hear of a sighting of him at Astley’s Amphitheatre on the night Annie was shot. If that could be confirmed, we would surely know who the killer was. The real difficulty would be in catching him.

      My attention returned to the room when I realised the topic of conversation had changed to Lizzie.

      “She was a woman of loose morals, of course,” said Mrs Lennox. “It is an established fact that such women have little regard for their personal safety.”

      “I heard she was a courtesan,” added another woman.

      “Many actresses are,” said Mrs Ferguson. “And I read in The Holborn Gazette that she had secretly been in prison for the past five years. Her death was faked to cover up the shame.”

      It seemed Tom Clifford had resorted to making up stories, as he had threatened.

      “And once you are a courtesan, you are simply inviting all men to treat you in a certain manner,” said Mrs Lennox. “A violent death is not something a normal woman need worry about.”

      “On the contrary, Lizzie was quite normal,” I said. I felt all eyes in the room on me, so I cleared my throat and continued. “Her childhood was poverty-stricken and she became an actress when Mr Colehill, Mary’s husband, discovered her talent.”

      The women’s gaze shifted to Mary, who smiled uncomfortably.

      “His intentions were honourable, of course,” I added with a smile in Mary’s direction. “And he helped Lizzie realise her dreams. It was later in her life that she realised being a successful actress could not bring her happiness. And she made decisions which she later came to regret. Can’t the same be said for all of us?”

      There was silence as some drained their teacups and others found things to inspect on the cuffs of their sleeves.

      “Yes, Penelope, absolutely,” said Eliza loudly. “I think we can all agree that it is a tragic event, and I am sure I speak for all of us when I say that the culprit must be found immediately, for he is clearly a dangerous man.”

      There were noises of approval from everyone except Mrs Lennox, who gave me a hostile stare.

      Eliza got to her feet to conclude the meeting. “Thank you to Mrs Henderson for her enlightening talk, and thank you to all of you for the lively discussion today. This is what I adore about the society; every woman here has her own opinion and is not afraid to offer it. Can you imagine what a difference there would be if men were present? The conversation would be dominated by their interests and we would simply have to nod politely at one another while they got on with it. When do you think the article will be published in the Morning Express, Penelope?”

      “I will confirm a date with Mr Sherman.”

      “Thank you.”

      I had told Eliza what she wanted to hear, but I felt guilty about not being entirely truthful. I had yet to convince Mr Sherman to publish the article.

      

      Before I left, I thanked Mary Colehill for hosting the meeting.

      “Is Sebastian still away?” I asked.

      “Yes, he is in Glasgow working at the Royal Princess’s Theatre. I expect him home very soon.”

      It seemed that Sebastian had a valid reason for being absent.

      “I am sure you will be pleased to have him home again when he returns. If you are planning to write to him, it may be worth mentioning that Inspector Blakely would like to speak to him on his return. He is speaking to everyone who knew Lizzie Dixie, of course.”

      “Of course,” Mary smiled. “I suppose it is to be expected. Sebastian has been very saddened by her death.”

      “They knew each other for a long time.”

      “Yes, they did.” Mary smiled. “It has been lovely to see you again, Miss Green, and I look forward to reading the article about the society.”

      I found myself leaving through the front door at the same time as Mrs Lennox.

      “I hope you don’t think I was disagreeing with you earlier,” I said.

      “But you were, weren’t you?” she replied. She had sharp grey eyes and the feathers on her hat quivered as she spoke.

      “I did not mean to cause any offence. I do find I get a little upset about Lizzie’s death. I knew her quite well.”

      “Did you, indeed?” said Mrs Lennox. “Well so did I.”

      I felt stunned by the remark as I watched her march down the steps towards a waiting carriage.
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      James was already waiting for me when I arrived at Le Croquembouche on the Friday evening. I had done my best to appear well-dressed, wearing the style of clothing Mrs Henderson avoided: a tight corset beneath a red silk bustle dress trimmed with gold fringing. The heeled satin shoes I wore had been in my possession for many years but had rarely been worn, and I had bought some silk flowers and bows for my hair. I had pinned them around a small velvet hat, which was fixed at a fashionably precarious angle.

      James wore a smart, dark evening suit and I was amused to see that his tie was red silk, like my dress.

      “Good evening, Penny. You look resplendent!” He raised his hat and grinned.

      “Do you think we will pass for a wealthy man and his mistress?” I asked, but the moment I had said it I felt embarrassed.

      “Absolutely,” he replied. “You had better take my arm so that we look the part.”

      I was startled by the sound of running footsteps, and a tall figure loped out of the darkness.

      “Sorry I’m late,” said Edgar. He smelt of beer, as if he had just stepped out of the pub.

      James gave me a quizzical glance.

      “Mr Sherman has said that Edgar must accompany us because he is working on Lizzie’s story,” I explained.

      “How good to have you with us this evening, Mr Fish,” said James. “I will ask the waiters to set the table for three.”

      

      Le Croquembouche had an elaborate frontage with carved-stone ivy leaves clambering around the Doric columns that stood either side of the door. Large green and gold striped awnings hung across the curtained windows and a row of gas lamps flickered along the facade. The window boxes were crammed full of colourful chrysanthemums and clumps of trailing ivy.

      A footman dressed in a red tailcoat opened the door for us, and we stepped into the warm bustle of the restaurant. It was smaller than I had imagined and most of the tables were taken. A strong scent of perfume mingled with the tobacco smoke and I cursed inwardly as my spectacles misted over.

      My ears were filled with the rumble of lively conversation and laughter. A waiter took my jacket from me and we were shown to a small, intimate table at one side of the room. Through the mist on my lenses I could see a white tablecloth, a vase with a rose in it and an array of shining silver cutlery.

      At James’ instruction, an extra place setting was laid out for Edgar and the three of us managed to fit around the table, elbow to elbow.

      As we sat down, I removed my glasses and placed them next to my soup spoon. I self-consciously rubbed at the small ridge they always left at the top of my nose.

      “You look like a different person without your gig-lamps,” said Edgar.

      I noticed that James was staring at me in surprise.

      “An improvement? Or should I put them back on?”

      “No, don’t put them back on. We can pretend we’re with a different woman this evening, can’t we, Inspector?” Edgar laughed loudly.

      “Call me James,” he replied quietly.

      “Do you think Penny looks better without her glasses, James?”

      “I wouldn’t like to say so, as that might make Penny feel as though she shouldn’t wear them, and obviously she must do so because she needs them.”

      “I do. I can scarcely see a thing without them.”

      “There you go, you see, so you must wear them. But not wearing them from time to time is also agreeable.”

      James seemed flustered with his words and I began to wish that I hadn’t removed my spectacles at all.

      I pretended to study the menu while glancing over it to look at my fellow diners. I could just about make out the blur of their faces. Most of the men appeared older than their female companions.

      “Do you think all the men in here are politicians?” I asked.

      “A fair few, I should say,” said James. “Do you see a velvet curtain behind me?”

      I squinted over his shoulder.

      “Yes, what is behind there?”

      “The private dining booths for people who do not wish to be seen. Or should I say, do not wish to be seen in the company of the people they are with.”

      “How do you know that? Have you ever been behind there?”

      “No! But I have been told about it.”

      Edgar chuckled and lit his pipe. “I expect all sorts of shenanigans go on behind that curtain. I wouldn’t mind having a peek.” He laughed again, this time so loudly and gutturally that I noticed a lady looking over at our table. Edgar picked up his menu. “Let’s choose some grub.”

      The waiter took our order and I wondered how I would be able to eat anything having laced my corset so tightly to fit into my dress.

      “Are you expecting Sir Edmund tonight?” James asked the waiter casually, as if the politician were an old friend of his.

      The waiter shrugged nonchalantly and left our table. A moment later, the oily-haired maître d’hôtel appeared. “You enquired about Sir Edmund Erskine, sir?” he asked in a heavy French accent.

      “Yes, that’s right. I wondered whether you were expecting him here this evening.”

      “And who is asking?”

      “James Blakely. I am a friend of his. I bumped into him recently and he told me he would be dining at this esteemed establishment within the next week or two, so I thought I would look him up.”

      “Very good, sir. I will pass on your message when I next see him.” The man bowed and left our table.

      “Well, I thought it was worth a shot,” said James.

      “I like your style,” said Edgar. “Ask and it shall be given. Knock and the door shall be opened. What are you going to say to him if he’s here, old chap?”

      “I will buy him some drinks to loosen his tongue and find out what his connection to Lizzie might be. In the meantime, let’s keep an eye on who else is dining here. I think it would be useful to speak to some of the women, if possible. Lizzie must have known one or two of them. I am not sure how we can manage to speak to them, though. You might need to help me in that regard, Penny.”

      “I can help too,” said Edgar, straightening his tie. “I’ve spotted a gal over there who knows my sister. I’ll go and speak to her after the soup.”

      

      During our course of turtle soup, I told James that Sebastian would hopefully be returning soon.

      “Good, it is rather urgent that I speak with him. It is useful that you have found out where he is, because if he doesn’t return very soon we will have to get some men up there to visit him. It is a long way to travel.”

      “The journey takes a day from Euston Station,” said Edgar.

      “It is looking rather likely that I will have to book a ticket and take the train.”

      “What do you need to talk to him about?” asked Edgar.

      “James needs to find out what Lizzie’s diaries said. I lost them in the explosion.”

      “And a little more than that,” said James. “Y Division have discovered some new information.”

      “What?”

      “The constables questioning Lizzie’s neighbours in Highgate have discovered that there was a regular visitor to the house.”

      “Who?”

      “A gentleman who visited often and stayed overnight in some instances. He has been described as a wealthy man with his own carriage – a brougham – at his disposal. Apparently, the carriage was seen to stop further along the road so that it was not clear which house the man was visiting. This appears to have been an attempt to keep his visits secret. He also appears to have taken pains to conceal his identity by wearing a dark and sizeable Ulster overcoat; however, the constables have ascertained that this mysterious gentleman was a tall, slender man with dark whiskers. And he often wore a top hat.”
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      “Sebastian Colehill,” I said slowly. “He has a brougham and he is tall with dark whiskers.”

      “We cannot confirm that he is the gentleman in question, but he certainly fits the description.”

      “He knew that Lizzie was still alive!”

      “What a cad,” said Edgar.

      “We don’t know for certain that he and the mysterious man are one and the same. You can see why it is rather urgent that I question him.”

      “But the chap is not the murderer, is he?” asked Edgar. “Surely it’s Taylor?”

      “If only it were that simple. Remember that we are visiting this restaurant for a reason. We are here to investigate whether the person who killed Lizzie came from the world of politics. These men sitting around about us have a voracious appetite for power and all that goes with it, and they don’t mind who they trample on to get what they want.” James raised an eyebrow to emphasise his point.

      “So you don’t think it’s Colehill or Taylor?” asked Edgar. “Instead, you think the murderer is one of these high cockalorums sitting around us?”

      “Keep your voice down,” I hissed.

      Edgar placed his serviette on the table next to his empty soup bowl. “I don’t mean to offend, Inspector, but I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. Taylor should have been arrested a week ago. I don’t understand why you choose to lead a merry dance around the entire thing. Excuse me while I go and say hello to my sister’s friend.”

      

      I felt pleased that Edgar had left the table for the time being, but his absence brought with it a ticklish sense of intimacy between myself and James. It occurred to me that the waiters would assume we were a couple and the thought made me uneasy. There was only a short distance between us at the table; presumably an intentional ploy to keep customers’ conversations discreet. It was perfect for detective work, but I felt abashed at the physical closeness.

      “It seems Sebastian lied to us,” I said, after taking a large sip of wine. “When I spoke to him at the theatre about Lizzie’s death he pretended he had no idea that she had still been alive!”

      “We don’t know for sure that he was Lizzie’s visitor.”

      “But it has to be him, doesn’t it? I think it would be unusual for another man who looked like Sebastian and had the same carriage to be visiting Lizzie.”

      “I agree that it is likely to have been him. And he may have lied, but perhaps he gave you Lizzie’s diaries to explain the truth. I dare say her life must have become quite complicated for her to pretend that she had drowned. She may have written down her reasons and perhaps he thought it best you learnt what really happened in her own words.”

      “It is possible. He probably assumes that I understand everything now. My biggest regret will always be the loss of those diaries.”

      “All is not lost if I can speak to the man. I only hope that he is in Glasgow as his wife says he is. If he has run away we are in trouble.”

      “And what of the investigation into Annie’s shooting? I can’t help but worry about her.”

      “St Thomas’s Hospital is probably a good place for her to be for the time being; she will be safe there. Inspector Lloyd from the Yard is working on the shooting with L Division. They are still tracking down and interviewing all the people who were present that night. It’s incredible when you think that so many people were there and yet so few seem able to help in identifying the man who fired the shots. He has managed to hide in plain sight by virtue of the sheer number of people in the place at the time.”

      “Perhaps Sebastian is closer than we think. Perhaps he shot Annie. If everyone is led to believe that he is in Glasgow, no one would suspect him, would they? He could have killed Lizzie and shot her daughter.”

      “We will find out in due course.”

      “Do you think so? At the moment it feels quite impossible that we will ever discover the truth.”

      “The truth always reveals itself in the end.”

      The waiter brought the next course of turbot in lobster sauce to the table.

      “We talk about the investigation so much,” said James, “that we seem to find little time to talk about anything else. What do you do when you’re not writing?”

      “Not a great deal. Writing takes up much of my time. I suppose I read a lot, both for pleasure and for work.”

      “Have you always been bookish?” asked James as we began to eat.

      “Yes,” I said proudly. “I have. Bookish with a sense of adventure, just like my father.”

      “Bookish and a sense of adventure? Do the two go hand in hand? I am intrigued!”

      “Perhaps I am making it out to be more exciting than it is. I like the adventure of investigating a story. It introduces me to a whole host of people and places that I would never otherwise encounter.”

      “Such as Lizzie Dixie’s dressing room?”

      “Exactly.”

      “What is the most interesting place you have visited in the course of your adventures?”

      “Venice.”

      “You have travelled to Venice?”

      “Yes. I undertook my own version of the Grand Tour about ten years ago. How about you? Have you done a good deal of travelling?”

      “Oh, I haven’t yet left the British Isles. I once visited an aunt in Dover and she told me she could see France on a clear day from her top floor window. That is the closest foreign connection I have. I suppose I have seen a great many interesting places here in London as a result of my work.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Some of the rookeries have to be seen to be believed.”

      “I have visited a few for the purpose of my news reporting.”

      “When you contrast the sheer misery of those infernal slums with a place such as the restaurant we are sitting in now, it strikes me that there is a great deal of inequality in our world.”

      “I agree. Sadly, there is.”

      “Cotelettes de mouton à la Provençale,” announced the waiter as he presented us with our next course.

      “Now that is an extremely fancy way of saying mutton chops, don’t you think?” said James after the waiter had left.

      I laughed. “Do you think we should tell Edgar that his food is on the table? He missed the last course.”

      I put on my spectacles in a bid to locate him among the diners.

      “He’s sitting in the corner over there,” said James. “He looks rather engrossed.”

      I looked over to where James was pointing and saw Edgar talking animatedly to a woman with golden hair.

      “Shall we fetch him or leave him?”

      “I think we should leave him,” said James. “He might be undertaking some investigative work.”

      We exchanged a glance and laughed. James loosened his tie.

      “I suppose that when you are not doing police work you are tending your grandfather’s vegetables?” I asked, taking off my glasses again.

      “Yes, I do, although less so during the winter months. During the coldest spells of weather, I play chess with him. I am rather partial to the game, as is my sister.”

      “I have never played chess before.”

      “Never played it? Then I must teach you!”

      “I should like that.”

      The light from the candle on our table danced in James’ eyes and gave them a warm glow. I smiled and busied myself with my meal.

      

      The mutton was followed by a sirloin of beef and York ham. As I sipped at a glass of claret. my corset began to feel distinctly uncomfortable.

      “We have to speak to some of the ladies here,” said James. “It would be useful to find out whether any of them were acquainted with Lizzie.”

      “But how could we speak to them? They are all with their companions.”

      “Perhaps we should approach any woman who leaves on her own.”

      “That might cause her alarm. Besides, are any of these women likely to leave alone? I assumed their arrangements would be for the night.”

      “I am not sure,” said James. “I don’t know much about how these arrangements work.”

      “Perhaps Edgar’s sister’s friend knew Lizzie.”

      “Let’s ask her to ask him.”

      “You mean ask him to ask her.”

      “No, the other way around.”

      “No, it’s not. The claret has gone to your head.”

      “You’re right, it has. I don’t think I should be carrying out investigations while drinking wine. I am sure you would agree, however, that, at the current time, this investigation is turning out to be rather pleasant.” He raised his glass and grinned.

      I raised my glass in reply. “It certainly is.”

      I hoped fervently that Edgar wouldn’t return to our table and ruin our conversation.

      After a dessert of beignets aux pommes and Queen of Puddings, I rested my serviette on the table, feeling certain that I would be unable to eat again for at least a week.

      In the blurred background behind James, I noticed that the velvet curtain had been pushed to one side as a man walked out towards us. I could not see him clearly, but I could tell that he was wearing a dinner suit. He had grey hair either side of his balding head and thick grey whiskers. As he drew nearer, he stumbled slightly and I guessed that he was inebriated. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t think why.

      “I can’t say we are doing very well in talking to the customers here,” said James. “I thought it would be a little easier than it has been.”

      “Mr James Blakely?” slurred the drunken man. He had reached our table and stood staring down at James, who leapt awkwardly out of his seat.

      “Sir Edmund. What a surprise!”

      “Blakely. Where do I know that name from? Your face is familiar.”

      “Detective Inspector James Blakely.”

      “Detective Inspector?”

      “I saw you at Lizzie Dixie’s funeral.”

      “Lizzie’s funeral...” he repeated as he retrieved a cigar tin from the inside pocket of his jacket. He swayed slightly as he did so.

      “Of course! Lizzie! Yes, her funeral. Damn shame.” He took a cigar out of the tin and fumbled about for a painstakingly long time as he tried to return the tin to its pocket.

      “Now, when was that now? Just last week, was it not? First thing in the morning. They had to dig that poor gal out of there before they put Lizzie in. Damn shame. Hang on...” Sir Edmund stood staring at James and swayed slightly as he pointed his cigar at him. “You’re the police, aren’t you?”

      I held my breath, waiting for the mood to turn hostile.

      “That is correct,” said James proudly.

      “Detective. Yes! So you know Cullen? He is chief inspector now, is he not?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Damn fine fellow, Cullen. Damn fine. I need a match.”

      He searched his pockets and turned to look at me as he swayed again. “Good evening, madam.”

      “Good evening, Sir Edmund,” I replied.

      “You with her?” The cigar was pointed at me, but he addressed James.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Listen, young fellow, I’m finding it ever so tiring standing up. How about you come and join me out the back?”

      “We would not wish to intrude, Sir Edmund.”

      “Come on.” Sir Edmund gave James a hefty slap on the shoulder. “I know you’re the police, but any friend of Cullen’s is a friend of mine. Come along! You can bring her as well.”

      He began to stagger back towards the curtain and James grinned at me.

      “This is too good an opportunity to miss,” he said. “We might find out something useful.”

      I nodded as I picked up my spectacles and handbag. James carried our drinks and we followed in Sir Edmund’s wobbly footsteps.
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      Behind the curtain was a dim, wood-panelled corridor containing a row of curtained booths. I could hear muted voices, both male and female. A loud peal of feminine laughter startled me.

      “Where is she?” I heard Sir Edmund say in the corridor ahead of me. “Which one’s she in? My apologies, old chap, I thought she was in there. Oh, here she is. Were you hiding from me, Lola?”

      Nervously, I followed Sir Edmund and James into a booth. I was concerned that Sir Edmund would realise I was a reporter and not James’ companion at all.

      And what would Lola make of me when she saw me? I wondered. She would surely realise that I was not a courtesan with my spectacles firmly gripped in my hand.

      There was no time to dwell on this as I was swiftly shown to a seat in the elaborately decorated alcove. On one side was a mirrored wall and a velvet chaise longue, upon which a languid-eyed woman with beads plaited into her dark hair was reclining. She wore a low-cut, beaded bodice and long black silk gloves, which reached to her elbows. Her lips were stained a dark red, and, although she stared at me, her manner did not strike me as unfriendly.

      Next to her was a man who looked about thirty. He was dressed in a dark suit and had a well-waxed blond moustache and a receding chin.

      “Hugh!” said Sir Edmund. “I have found some friends!”

      He slumped onto the chaise longue between Lola and the man I now recognised as the MP, Hugh Dowdeswell. James and I sat on chairs either side of a glass-topped occasional table, which was home to a lamp with a fringed shade.

      Hugh puffed on a cigar and regarded us with a suspicious look. Lola had a drink in her hand and the table next to her was covered with empty glasses. Sir Edmund had finally found a match and managed to light his cigar.

      “You don’t mind if I smoke, do you?”

      James and I shook our heads.

      “Hugh’s already smokin’,” said Lola.

      “And?”

      “There’s no need to ask to smoke if someone’s already smokin’.”

      “Is that correct etiquette, Hugh?” asked Sir Edmund. “If you’re smoking there’s no need for me to ask if anyone minds me smoking?”

      “Well, it would make sense that you needn’t ask,” said Hugh.

      Lola picked up a clay pipe from among the empty glasses and filled the pipe with tobacco from a small tin. Sir Edmund held out a match for her.

      “This is James,” said Sir Edmund. “He is an inspector, but we needn’t worry about that as he works with my good friend Chief Inspector Basil Cullen. And this is his companion.” He looked at me. “I don’t recall your name, madam.”

      “Beth,” I replied.

      From the corner of my eye I saw James give me a quick glance, as if he wondered why I was lying. I wanted to tell him that I was terrified of being found out.

      “Pretty name. My daughter is called Beth,” said Sir Edmund. “And this is Lola. She often keeps me company, don’t you, Lola?”

      The woman nodded and smiled as she placed the pipe between her dark lips.

      “And this is Hugh.” Sir Edmund gave his friend a gentle punch on the shoulder. “He’s a capital fellow.”

      Hugh smiled with one side of his mouth while Sir Edmund stumbled up from his seat, pulled the curtain to one side and shouted out: “Two bottles of champagne in here!”

      Then he returned to the chaise longue and sat down heavily.

      “We were saying that I last saw you at Lizzie’s funeral,” said James.

      “Were we?” replied Sir Edmund. “That’s right, I remember now.” He took a long puff on his cigar. “Damn shame.”

      “Did you know her well?” asked James.

      “Very well. She was a damn fine gal, wasn’t she, Lola?”

      “You knew her as well?” asked James.

      Lola nodded.

      “And Hugh was fond of old Lizzie, weren’t you, Hugh?”

      Hugh puffed on his cigar and stared at James as if he objected to the inspector’s presence.

      “Beth here,” James emphasised my name as if struggling to remind himself of it, “also knew Lizzie.”

      “Did you now?” Sir Edmund asked me. “A fine actress, she was.”

      “It was quite a shock to find out that she was still alive, was it not, Sir Edmund?” asked James.

      “Damn shock!” replied the politician. “I thought the gal had drowned, and that was a terrible shock in itself.”

      “And to think someone’s gone an’ murdered 'er,” said Lola, her forehead furrowed.

      “I cannot think why anyone would do such a thing,” said Sir Edmund.

      “Lizzie led a complicated life,” ventured James. “She had relationships with a number of people. Do you think someone might have wanted to have her silenced? Do you think that is a risk when you are a courtesan?” He addressed this question to Lola, giving Sir Edmund a cursory glance as he did so.

      Lola raised her eyebrows and the lines on her forehead deepened. “Nah, I’ve never been in danger meself.” She sucked deeply on the pipe and puffed a billow of smoke out into the centre of the room.

      “But what about Lizzie?”

      “I dunno ‘bout Lizzie.”

      “But courtesans are required to be discreet?”

      “Of course.”

      Sir Edmund had been swaying absent-mindedly while smoking his cigar, but he suddenly looked over at James as if he had only just realised what he was talking about.

      Hugh continued to watch the young inspector.

      “If a courtesan was indiscreet, what do you think would happen to her?” James asked Lola.

      “I dunno. She wouldn’t go round talkin’ in the first place, so it wouldn’t ‘appen.” Lola scowled. “Do you think that’s what’s 'appened to Lizzie?”

      “What happened to her?” asked Sir Edmund.

      “That Lizzie might of talked and got murdered for it. That’s never ‘appened, as it?”

      “Never.”

      Hugh leant forward with his elbows on his knees and stared at James. “Just what exactly are you up to here, Inspector?” His voice was low and syrupy. “My friend, Sir Edmund, said you were nothing to worry about, but you’re asking questions.”

      “Hang on there. What’s he doing?” asked Sir Edmund, raising his voice.

      “Nothing,” said James.

      Sir Edmund screwed up his face in bewilderment.

      “James is simply trying to understand the motive behind Lizzie’s murder,” I said. “It seems so senseless.”

      “I don’t want any detective business in here!” slurred Sir Edmund. “I’m off-duty and so are you, young sir. Meanwhile, these lovely gals are very much on duty.”

      He leant towards Lola and slung an arm across her shoulders, then he looked questioningly at the distance between James and myself.

      “Where did you find this one, then?” Sir Edmund asked James, pointing his cigar at me once again.

      “She is a friend of a friend.”

      James coughed and I smiled benignly, hoping that Sir Edmund and Hugh would believe us.

      

      A waiter arrived with two bottles of champagne and four glasses on a silver tray. I did not relish the thought of the bubbly liquid swilling around in my over-indulged stomach.

      “Thank you, good man. Pour it out, pour it out!” said Sir Edmund. Then he turned back to James. “A friend of a friend, you say? So you are friends?”

      “Of sorts,” said James. “I couldn’t trouble you for a cigar, could I, Sir Edmund?”

      “Of course!” The politician stood up and fumbled about for his cigar tin once again.

      Hugh stubbed out his cigar and took a glass of champagne from the waiter. He struck me as decidedly more sober than Sir Edmund, and there was something about his calm demeanour which I found unnerving.

      “Damn fine gal, Lizzie. Highly thought of,” said Sir Edmund. “Very highly thought of, especially with the high panjandrums.” He gave James a wink.

      “Is that so?”

      “Even the Grand Old Man took a shine to her.”

      James’ face remained impassive and I made sure that mine matched his. The Grand Old Man Sir Edmund referred to was Gladstone, the Prime Minister. Rumours had abounded in Fleet Street for some time that he visited prostitutes, but nothing had ever been proven. I took a sip of champagne and the bubbles fizzed uncomfortably in my chest.

      “When was that, then?” asked James casually as Sir Edmund handed him a cigar.

      “Edmund,” said Hugh. “There is no need to talk about any of this.”

      “It was before she was drowned,” continued Sir Edmund, ignoring his friend. “Or before we thought she was drowned. I don’t know when that was. Three years ago? Ten years ago? I can’t remember now. I can’t find my matches, old chap.”

      “Here.” Lola handed them to him.

      “You didn’t hear it from me about the Grand Old Man,” continued Sir Edmund. “He is loyal to Catherine, so far as the public is concerned. More than forty years they’ve been married.”

      “He has a reputation to protect,” said James. “If what you say is true, he must worry about people talking.”

      “He doesn’t,” said Hugh coldly.

      “Hugh should know. He is related to the Grand Old Man by marriage on his mother’s side. And no one will ever talk,” added Sir Edmund. “They wouldn’t dare.”

      “Why? What would happen to them?” asked James.

      Lola looked at James anxiously, realising what he was trying to coerce Sir Edmund into admitting.

      “I don’t know.” Sir Edmund took a gulp of champagne. “They would be silenced one way or another, I suppose.”

      “Nothing would happen,” said Hugh, glowering. “No one would be silenced. You are asking leading questions, Inspector. And I suspect you are trying to put words into Sir Edmund’s mouth.”

      “I wouldn’t let him dare do such a thing!” said Sir Edmund. “Put words into my mouth? What a nonsense. Anyway, forget about all that business. Did you know that Lola here has partied with the Prince of Wales? It’s no secret what that man gets up to. How I envy him!” Sir Edmund chuckled. “Although when I was last in Paris I did manage to get to Le Chabanais. Have you ever been there?”

      James shook his head.

      “If there is one thing Paris does well, it’s brothels.” Sir Edmund laughed again. “Rupert!” he cried out as a young man’s head appeared from behind the curtain.

      “Are you talking about Le Chabanais again, Sir Edmund?”

      “I certainly am, old chap. Come in, come in.”

      He stood up and a young, thin, well-dressed man and a blonde woman in a purple and gold patterned dress stepped into the booth. There was barely room for all seven of us and the alcove was permeated with a sickly-sweet perfume.

      “Detective Inspector James... what is it again?” asked Sir Edmund.

      “Blakely.”

      “A detective?” asked Rupert.

      “Not to worry, old fellow. He knows Cullen and he’s off duty, and he’s turning out to be a fairly decent sort of chap.”

      “Is that so?” said Hugh.

      “This is his companion,” continued Sir Edmund. “I can’t seem to recall her name.”

      “Beth,” said Hugh, glaring at me.

      “This is Rupert Cornwallis-Deedes,” announced Sir Edmund. “He mashes all the girls. His father is an old friend of mine and a bit of a masher too. And who’s this thunderingly fine gal?”

      “Kitty,” replied the blonde girl with a grin.

      “Simply divine. Now, take a seat, won’t you both?” Rupert and Kitty sat on the chaise longue while Sir Edmund remained standing in the centre of the small room. “Now there’s nowhere for my good self to sit! Damn it! Lola’s lap will have to do.”

      Sir Edmund fell back drunkenly on top of Lola and, with the exception of Hugh, everyone seated on the chaise longue laughed.

      I glanced at James and grimaced. He smiled uncomfortably in response.

      “Now, this is cosy,” said Sir Edmund. “All I need do now is rest my feet up like so.”

      He lifted up his legs so that his body reclined backwards and rested across the laps of Lola, Hugh, Rupert and Kitty.

      “Hold on to me! I don’t want to fall off!”

      There was more laughter and Sir Edmund puffed on the stump of his cigar before examining the tip. “Damn thing’s gone out.” He threw it onto the floor. “Kitty, darling, would you care to remove my spats?”

      “Of course, Sir Edmund.”

      “And while you’re at, it you can remove my shoes too. A chap needs to be comfortable.”

      I gave James a frantic glance and he cleared his throat.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Sir Edmund. It is time for us to leave.”

      James got to his feet and I followed suit.

      One of Sir Edmund’s shoes was already off, revealing a red silk sock with a large hole, through which a toe was protruding.

      “Must you? So soon? The evening has only just begun! You’re going to miss all the fun. Could you massage my feet, please, Kitty? There’s a gal.” Sir Edmund give a deep sigh of pleasure as Kitty began kneading his toes. I felt my overfull stomach lurch beneath my corset and could taste the lobster sauce again.

      “Thank you, Sir Edmund. Goodbye!” I said quickly as I headed for the curtain.

      

      “Why did Lizzie ever have anything to do with that man?” I asked James as we journeyed back to Milton Street in a cab. “He is so repugnant.”

      “Money, I suppose. Why would anyone spend time with him? He has to pay for company as no one would offer it voluntarily.”

      I laughed.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better now, thank you. It was the toe massage that finished me off.”

      I was relieved that I hadn’t been ill. The horrible lurch in my stomach had made me dash out of the restaurant, to the great concern of the waiters. In the darkness of the street, I had managed to loosen my bodice and corset, and, after a few breaths of outside air, I had begun to recover.

      “It is quite a revelation that Lizzie became so well connected,” said James. “Did you know about Gladstone?”

      “No, she never mentioned him to me. I knew that he had watched her perform at the opening night of Lady Audley’s Secret, but I knew of no connection other than that. We only have Sir Edmund’s word for it, though.”

      “That is true. But this has me wondering. If she had a liaison with Gladstone and then did or said something indiscreet, perhaps that put her life in danger. Perhaps that was why she went into hiding.”

      I stared at the dark, misty road ahead. “I don’t think you can bring the Prime Minister into this. It is completely improbable.”

      “If not him, then possibly someone else,” said James. “There could be any number of men at Westminster who were worried about an indiscretion they had committed with Lizzie.”

      “But why should she be indiscreet?”

      “Perhaps someone treated her unfairly. Perhaps there was something she did not agree with.”

      “But if she had broken her vow of secrecy, she would never have been able to work again.”

      “Exactly, and that might be why she chose to disappear.”

      The theory seemed solid enough.

      “You think that perhaps she got into a situation she couldn’t see a way out of?”

      “Undoubtedly! Why else would she disappear? And she may also have been fearful. Perhaps Taylor found out. Gladstone is a deeply religious man and has been married for a long time,” continued James. “He has several children who are doing well for themselves. You and I both know that rumours about him have been circulating for a good while, but if the public ever found out the truth that would be a different matter. It might be that Gladstone has nothing to do with it, but he may have other men who look after these things for him. Perhaps they take matters into their own hands without his knowledge. If a courtesan happened to be indiscreet and needed to be silenced, there are people out there who would deal with such a matter.”

      “It is a horrible thought. I wish there was no possibility of it being true.”

      “As do I, but we cannot ignore it.”
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      “I think a few paragraphs on the West London Women’s Society would fit rather well on the features page of the Saturday edition.”

      I had decided to put the idea to Mr Sherman again as he sat at his desk scribbling on proofs. He stopped and frowned at me.

      “And what exactly does the West London Women’s Society do? Don’t tell me, it’s another group of irritable women requesting suffrage.”

      “Not exactly, no.”

      “Good. Hopefully women will soon realise that politics is not suited to the fairer sex. There is good reason for the House of Commons to exclude female parliamentary reporters. They simply don’t have the heads for it.”

      “I cannot think of anything less interesting than being a parliamentary reporter, Mr Sherman.”

      “Exactly! There you go, you see! You don’t have the head for it.”

      “Oh, I have the head for it, all right, but I would rather work on the stories the public is actually interested in. The West London Women’s Society does believe in campaigning for women’s suffrage.”

      Mr Sherman groaned and Frederick Potter joined us.

      “I call for remark that it is impossible to give women the vote unless they fight in wars,” said Frederick. “How can they be expected to have a recognised opinion on war if they never fight?”

      “Not all men fight,” I replied. “Some are too old or infirm, yet they can still vote. Have you ever fought in a war?”

      “That’s not my point,” replied Frederick haughtily. “Women don’t fight, but they are the wives, mothers, daughters and sisters of men who do. And as women associate war with the loss of their men, they have a biased opinion upon the matter. Ergo, women are not suitable to vote. Allowing them to do so would be an act of folly.”

      “But women pay taxes,” I said. “If they pay taxes to the government, should they not have a say on how the government spends their money?”

      “That is enough!” said Mr Sherman, raising a hand to calm us. “This argument can run for eternity if it is permitted to do so. What else is this women’s society working on, Miss Green?”

      “Dress reform.”

      “Even worse!”

      “My sister rides a bicycle, Mr Sherman.” Frederick sniggered and walked off.

      “Now don’t get me started on bicycle riders!” He wagged a finger at me. “One of them steered his contraption directly into the omnibus I was travelling on last week. It was a miracle no one was hurt and it caused a cursed hullaballoo on Oxford Street, I can tell you.”

      “Don’t you think that some of our readers might be bicycle riders themselves and therefore interested in the practical clothing which is required for riding a bicycle?”

      “A handful of them might be, but not enough to warrant a paragraph in the Saturday features.”

      “Some members of the West London Women’s Society are now wearing divided skirts...”

      “That’s enough.” Mr Sherman held up a hand to stop me. “We had all this a number of years ago with bloomers; those frightful, oversized undergarments from America. I thought they had been long forgotten. Please don’t tell me they are the height of fashion now.”

      “Not bloomers, Mr Sherman. Divided skirts.”

      “Miss Green, may I remind you that our deadline is looming and we haven’t yet finalised the edition for tomorrow morning. I am certain that our fine proprietor, Mr Conway, will not want to see features on bicycles and bloomers, or votes for women, in his newspaper.”

      “Shouldn’t the Morning Express reflect changing public opinion?”

      “Yes, it should, but not the opinion of a few bored housewives in the suburbs. Miss Green, I need a paragraph on the plans for the Suez Canal before the day is out. Do you think you could manage that for me?”

      I nodded and left the editor’s office, aware that I would not make any further progress that day. It would do nothing to stop me trying again, however. I wondered how I could phrase my words more effectively so that I didn’t mention angles that instantly put him off.

      

      I passed Miss Welton’s desk and noticed that she had neatly typewritten on several pieces of paper. I picked one up.

      “It seems you are mastering the art well.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “I should like to learn myself. Typewriting looks so much better than handwriting, doesn’t it?”

      “It does; I am very pleased with it. I can show you how to do it, if you like?”

      “I would be very grateful if you could. Thank you, Miss Welton.”

      “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.” I turned to see Edgar swaggering towards me with his hands in his pockets. I hadn’t seen him since the dinner at Le Croquembouche the previous Friday and I did not like the smug smile on his face.

      I placed the piece of paper back on Miss Welton’s desk.

      “What is it, Mr Fish?”

      “Tut, tut, tut.”

      I felt my right fist clench.

      “What are you trying to tell me, Edgar?”

      “The schoolboy inspector’s off the case!” he said with a grin.

      “Inspector Blakely, you mean?”

      “Yes, your friend, the inspector.”

      “Off the case? What are you saying?” My eyes searched his irritating face for meaning.

      “He’s off the case. He was removed over the weekend.” Edgar took his hands out of his pockets and walked back to the news room. I followed him.

      “So who is assigned to it now?” My heart felt heavy in my chest.

      “Cullen,” he replied, sitting down in his chair and removing the pencil from behind his ear. “Finally, the case will be pulled out of the fire!”

      I had disliked Chief Inspector Cullen ever since the wrongful conviction in the Doughty Street case.

      “But Inspector Blakely was making good progress. I don’t understand!”

      “No, he was not.” Edgar laughed scornfully. “He had no suspect when Taylor should have been arrested as soon as it happened.”

      “Taylor may not have done it. Inspector Blakely needs evidence before he can arrest a suspect.”

      “He has evidence! What more does he need?”

      “It is not enough.”

      “Anyway, Cullen will decide what to do next. I feel relieved that the investigation is in safe hands now.”

      I couldn’t quite comprehend what I was hearing. It made no sense to have James removed from the case. I wondered how he would be feeling at this moment. After all his hard work, he probably felt quite devastated.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “Cullen can’t just remove him for not having arrested anyone yet.”

      “No, but I think we both know that it is about something more than that, don’t we?” Edgar leaned back and fixed me with his small, glinting eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I couldn’t for the life of me fathom what he was talking about.

      “A certain beano with Sir Edmund Erskine?” He smiled.

      I felt my stomach turn at the reminder.

      “Plying an honourable gentleman with drink and attempting to force a confession about Lizzie Dixie from him?”

      “That did not happen!”

      “That’s what Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell claimed when they made an official complaint to Scotland Yard about the schoolboy inspector’s behaviour. If Blakely’s father hadn’t been a chief superintendent, he would have been given the old heave-ho.”

      “Sir Edmund and Mr Dowdeswell are lying!”

      Edgar gave a derisory snort. “Sir Edmund Erskine, a man of the establishment who has been the Member of Parliament for Dorset for more than thirty years, and his esteemed colleague are both lying?”

      “It wasn’t the way they described it. Sir Edmund invited us to have a drink with him and we talked a little, but Sir Edmund was already half-seas-over before that happened. Hugh said very little. I think Sir Edmund is embarrassed that we witnessed his drunken behaviour and is trying to exact some form of revenge. Sir Edmund was mistaken, as is Cullen. By removing Inspector Blakely from the case, he is making a huge blunder!”

      Edgar shrugged. “Go and tell him that yourself if that is your sentiment.”

      “I shall!”

      I turned and walked away, and as I did so I heard Edgar make a comment to Frederick about women and their short tempers. I wanted to walk back and tell him in a loud voice what I thought of his rude, lazy attitude and his condescending demeanour. Instead, I took a deep breath and was ashamed to feel tears pricking my eyes. My throat felt tight as I collected up my handbag, hat, coat and umbrella and left the news room.

      

      I strode along Fleet Street in the rain, passed the Royal Courts of Justice, St Clement Danes church and then into the narrow thoroughfare of Wych Street, with its old, timbered buildings and shop bay windows piled up with books. Although it was only mid-afternoon, the street felt dingy under the leaden November sky. I pulled the high collar of my jacket up around my neck and wished I hadn’t left my scarf at home that morning.

      I had planned to go to the reading room, but I felt the need to walk until every last drop of anger had left my body. I felt incensed that Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell had lied.

      Had Sir Edmund woken the morning after our evening together and realised he had said too much about his relationships with courtesans and about Lizzie’s connection with Gladstone? He had probably felt ashamed and acted on it.

      Perhaps the answer to Lizzie’s murder lay somewhere in Westminster, I conjectured. By having James removed from the case and installing his friend Cullen in his place, Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell were simply protecting themselves and their friends. If Lizzie had been killed by someone because of her connections with politicians, and perhaps even the Prime Minister, there would be no chance of her murder being properly investigated.

      I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached. I wanted to shout; I wanted to strike someone. I glared at a man who happened to walk a little too close to me in the street and noticed him shrink away from the furious expression on my face.

      No one could help Lizzie now. James was no longer allowed to work on the case. Annie lay injured in hospital, and Taylor and Colehill seemed intent on protecting themselves. Who was to find out what had happened to her?

      I paused by the columned facade of the Olympic Theatre, where Lizzie had performed in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and felt the anger begin to drain from me. Once again, tears sprung into my eyes.

      Perhaps I had no right to do anything for Lizzie. Perhaps I should have heeded the warnings in the anonymous letter writer and from Sebastian. I wasn’t a detective. I wasn’t even assigned to report on Lizzie’s story. Perhaps she hadn’t even considered me a friend?

      But I thought of Lizzie in her tomb beneath the sleeping angel, and of her daughter in her hospital bed, and I felt a strong sense of injustice that these two women had been attacked. The opportunity to find the culprit was slipping away. Worse still, attempts could potentially be made to cover up what had happened.

      Instead of turning right up Drury Lane and heading towards the British Museum, I turned left and walked down to The Strand. From there, I would hail an omnibus to Westminster.
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      I wasn’t surprised that Chief Inspector Cullen kept me waiting at Scotland Yard. I perched on a wooden chair in a drab, chilly, smoky office, which was busy with police officers working at desks and striding in and out of the room with piles of books and papers.

      Perhaps Cullen was hoping that if I were left alone long enough I would make my departure, but I was determined to wait as long as it took to see him. I wasn’t going to allow Lizzie’s case to lapse. I leafed through some new notes I had made about the railway bombings and drafted a few rough paragraphs in my notebook.

      “Miss Green.”

      Inspector Cullen stood over me, his thick grey moustache twitching impatiently beneath his bulbous nose. He stared down at me through his silver-rimmed spectacles and I smiled to see whether his manner would soften. It didn’t.

      “Inspector Cullen,” I said cheerily as I got to my feet. “Thank you for seeing me at such short notice. I realise you are extremely busy.”

      “Indeed,” he replied, marching off towards a large desk in the far corner of the room. I noticed it was in prime position beside a little stove, which was trying its hardest to provide the room with some heat.

      Cullen gestured for me to sit in a chair as he seated himself behind the large desk. He laced his thick fingers together and rested his hands on his desk. His suit was made from a dark wool and his waistcoat boasted a smart line of shiny gold buttons. His face and narrow eyes gave nothing away; no doubt a skill he had developed during his many years of detective work.

      “It is some time since we last met,” I said. “A year perhaps?”

      “I believe so.”

      It was unlikely that he had forgiven me for the article I had written defending the man he had ensured was hanged for the Doughty Street murders.

      Cullen checked his pocket watch, signalling that I was already taking up too much of his valuable time. “How can I help you, Miss Green?”

      “I am concerned that Inspector Blakely has been removed from the Lizzie Dixie case. I had been working with him on it.”

      “Yes, I am aware. I ensured that you could return to your job to do exactly that.”

      “Thank you. I am surprised that Inspector Blakely is no longer on the case as he was doing a good deal of excellent work and Lizzie was a friend of mine. I am concerned that, by removing him, the case may be jeopardised. It is most urgent that the young man who followed us in the cemetery is found and that Sebastian Colehill is questioned about his relationship with Lizzie.”

      “You see this next to me, Miss Green?” Cullen slapped his large hand onto a pile of papers on his desk. “This is what we, at Scotland Yard, call a case file. Every note, interview and piece of evidence Inspector Blakely has collected during the course of his thorough investigations has been compiled into one file. We are required to create such a file for each case and it proves itself exceptionally valuable when a case passes from one officer to another, which, I can assure you, Miss Green, is a regular occurrence. We are very sure of our procedures here at the Metropolitan Police, so there is no cause for concern.” He laced his fingers together again and stared at me. “Is there anything else?”

      “Do you still require my help with this case?”

      “If Inspector Blakely has done his job properly, which I am certain that he has, all of your assistance has been documented in here.” He tapped the case file again. “If I have need of your help again, Miss Green, please rest assured that I shall contact you, courtesy of Mr Sherman, at the offices of the Morning Express.”

      I sat back in the chair, feeling disarmed by Cullen’s patronising manner.

      “Sir Edmund,” I ventured. “I heard that he and Mr Dowdeswell complained to you. What they said is not true.”

      “How do you know what they said?” Cullen’s forehead was furrowed.

      “I heard they had alleged that Inspector Blakely and I gave Sir Edmund too much to drink and then tried to extract information from him, but that is not at all what happened.”

      “Water under the bridge, Miss Green.” He waved a hand in the air dismissively. “Water under the bridge.”

      “I do not want James – I mean Inspector Blakely – to have been removed from Lizzie’s case unjustly.”

      Cullen’s eyes narrowed. “There is nothing unjust about how this case is being managed.”

      “That is reassuring.”

      Cullen got up from his chair and walked around the edge of his desk towards me. He lowered his voice as he perched on the edge of the desk and looked down at me.

      “You are a news reporter, Miss Green, and I wasn’t born yesterday. I know you are here to get something more from me.”

      “No, I wished only to correct any misunderstanding about what happened between Inspector Blakely and Sir Edmund.”

      “Inspector Blakely does not require your mothering, Miss Green; the chap is more than capable of standing up for himself. And may I take this moment to add that your working relationship is closer than that which is normally expected between an inspector and a news reporter. It is no great shame that Inspector Blakely is no longer working on the case. If you want to know the real reason why I have taken it over, I can tell you now that I think you already know it.”

      I assumed a puzzled expression.

      “The connection with Westminster. I believe Sir Edmund may have let slip just how involved Lizzie was with the man at the top. This requires careful handling, and I don’t want Inspector Blakely biting off more than he can chew. I am protecting him.”

      “And will you also be protecting Sir Edmund and Mr Dowdeswell?”

      Cullen looked startled, as if he had been stung by a wasp. “What are you implying?” he hissed.

      “If Lizzie was murdered by someone at Westminster, will it be properly investigated?”

      “How dare you question my integrity?” A small piece of spittle shot out of his mouth.

      “I wasn’t questioning it, Inspector Cullen, I merely wish to ensure that Lizzie’s murder is thoroughly investigated, no matter who is guilty of it.”

      “Oh, it will be, I can assure you of that.” Cullen rose from his temporary seat on the desk and walked back round to his chair. “Because if there was any risk that it wasn’t, you will take pains to write about it in your newspaper. Am I right?”

      I smiled. “Yes, Inspector Cullen. That is correct.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain hammered down on my umbrella as I walked across the puddle-filled courtyard of Scotland Yard. My conversation with Inspector Cullen had done nothing to reassure me that there would be a fair investigation into Lizzie’s case, but I felt better having let him know that I would be keeping a close eye on its progress. I wracked my brains to ascertain whether there was anything else I could do to ensure that Lizzie’s murderer and Annie’s attacker would be found. I did not relish the thought of leaving it all in Cullen’s hands.

      “Penny?”

      I looked up to see James standing in front of me. He was with a tall, long-nosed colleague. Both wore dark coats and held large umbrellas.

      “James!” I smiled broadly. “I heard you had been removed from the case, so I came to see Inspector Cullen to find out what is to happen next.”

      “Did he tell you much?”

      “Not really.”

      “He likes to play his cards close to his chest.”

      “And he and I don’t have a good history,” I added. “I am so sorry to hear that you have been moved after everything you have done on the case. It felt as though we were making progress, albeit it not as quickly as some would have liked.”

      He held my gaze and his lips moved almost imperceptibly, as if there were something he would have said had his colleague not been standing beside him. “It is commonplace in the police force,” he said with a shrug. “I have other cases to work on, and I know that Inspector Cullen will call on me if there is anything he needs help with, as I am sure he will do with you.”

      “Yes, he said he would.”

      “Good.”

      We looked at each other for a moment longer and I made a move to leave, not knowing what else to say.

      “I will continue to take a keen interest in the case, of course,” said James.

      “As will I,” I replied.

      “I am certain that it won’t be long before we work together again, Miss Green.”

      James raised his hat and smiled, so I said goodbye to him before continuing my walk across the wet courtyard with a heavy sensation in my chest.

      “Miss Green!” Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette ran up to me. He had no umbrella and his hat looked soggy. The sight of him made me feel even more glum.

      “Are you following Inspector Blakely?” I asked.

      “I was until he told me he was no longer on the case. What are you up to?”

      “I’m working.”

      “As am I, Miss Green. But what are you specifically doing here?”

      “I don’t have to tell you, do I?”

      Tom gave an empty laugh. “No, I don’t suppose you do, Miss Green. What’s the latest on the case now that Blakely’s off it?”

      “Only Cullen knows. You’ll have to ask him yourself. Did you write a story about Lizzie being in prison for five years?”

      “Yes. I heard from a source that’s where she was.”

      “Who?”

      “I never give my sources away, Miss Green.”

      “Of course. Good day to you, Mr Clifford.” I stepped past him.

      “Should I speak to Cullen, then?”

      “You can try.”
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      It had been almost a week since Annie’s shooting and I had heard nothing more about her condition. I assumed she was still in hospital and thought of her lying alone in the hospital bed.

      Was Mr Taylor her only visitor?

      I bought her some chocolate creams and made my way to St Thomas’ Hospital in the early evening, timing my visit so that Mr Taylor would be at Astley’s Amphitheatre, which had reopened a few days previously.

      I didn’t know what I would do if I bumped into Mr Taylor. It would have been more sensible for me to stay away, but I felt the need to look out for Annie. With little progress in finding the person who had shot her, I worried that the police would forget about her. I couldn’t deny that I was interested in hearing more from her about the meetings with her mother, but only if she volunteered the information. I couldn’t visit her as a news reporter asking questions on this occasion; I had to visit only as a friend.

      

      I found Annie sitting up in bed with a cream woollen shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her dark hair was well brushed and hung down at one side of her head like a curtain. There was colour in her face, her blue eyes were bright and she looked well, even if she appeared a little gaunt. It was a relief to see that she had no other visitors and I felt happier still when she smiled at me. Her shoulder was still heavily bandaged.

      “Do you mind me visiting you?” I asked. “I won’t stay long, but if you would rather not speak to me, I would understand.”

      “Why should I mind?” asked Annie. “Please sit down.” She gestured towards the wooden chair at the side of the bed.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better, thank you, though I don’t think I’ll be able to perform for a while. It will be some time before I get full movement and strength back in my arm. And my neck and back are still painful.”

      “You will manage it eventually.”

      “I hope so. I worry that Joseph will find another performer who will be good enough to replace me permanently.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “I shouldn’t be so sure.”

      “He cares about you.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Yes, I am sure of it. He is protective of you, I can tell.”

      “Caring and being protective are not necessarily the same thing.”

      I nodded. “That is true. But he loved your mother very much and therefore I am sure that he cares for you somewhere deep within his heart.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Have the police made any progress in finding out who did this to you?”

      “Not that I know of. Inspector Lloyd has visited me twice and asked me all manner of questions. I don’t have a great deal to tell him, though. I was unaware of exactly what happened. I think he is trying to speak to everyone in the audience, but that will take some time.”

      “Do you think the person who shot you could have been the same person who took your mother’s life?”

      “I don’t know.” Her lower lip wobbled slightly, so I was mindful to take greater care about the questions I asked her.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I don’t know either. It is possible, though. It’s important that they catch him as soon as they can. I just wish there was more that I could do.”

      “The police are doing their best.”

      “I am sure they are.”

      A nurse came over and straightened the bedclothes, as if she were trying to listen in on our conversation. It occurred to me that Mr Taylor might have asked the hospital staff to keep an eye on Annie’s visitors.

      The nurse left again.

      “I cannot understand it,” said Annie. “Who would want to hurt us both?”

      “That is what we need to find out. I think I’m beginning to understand why your mother pretended she had drowned on the Princess Alice. But surely she didn’t have to hide away like that. Could she not have just retired from acting?”

      “She wanted to get away from Joseph. Their marriage had been an unhappy one for a long time.”

      “She could have just left him. Women don’t have to stay in unhappy marriages these days.”

      “The thought of a divorce was too much for her. Being so well-known, she felt she would not have been able to do such a thing. The public had become so accustomed to seeing her and Joseph in their carriage pulled by zebras. Everything about their relationship was a big show.”

      “That is to be expected, I suppose, when you put a showman and an actress together.”

      “They enjoyed putting on the show, didn’t they?” said Annie, her face brightening. “They were rather glamorous for a time, weren’t they?”

      “They were indeed! Their shows, appearances and parties filled many column inches.”

      Annie smiled to herself. “I felt quite proud sitting in the landau with them as we rode around town with everyone staring at the zebras. Those days were fun.”

      “It was rather drastic of your mother to pretend she had drowned on the Princess Alice. Misleading her own family like that must have taken some doing.”

      “Joseph was devastated, as was I.” Annie’s eyes became damp. “And when I received a note from her a few weeks after her supposed death, I wasn’t sure what to think.”

      “She sent you a note? I’m surprised you managed to keep it a secret; it must have been extremely distressing.”

      “I don’t think I had fully accepted her death by then, so reading a note from her felt as though my dreams had been answered. And when I saw her at Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, it was incredible.” Annie smiled at the memory. “I remember Mother had cut and dyed her hair an odd brown colour, and she wore some extremely drab, dark clothes, quite unlike anything I had ever seen her wear before. I remember thinking she looked very strange.” Annie laughed. “But no one recognised her!”

      “Did you ever visit her at her home?”

      “No, I never went there. She told me she lived in north London and that was all I knew. We met each month and we walked together, rain or shine. When it was very cold the walk was a little shorter than usual, but she always kept our meetings, and so did I. I wish we could have had a normal relationship like other mothers and daughters.”

      “And was she happy, do you think?”

      “It is difficult to tell. She was proud of me, I know that. She told me she had disguised herself one evening and come to see me perform, and I feel very happy that she did that. She knew what I had become.”

      “Do you think she regretted hiding?”

      “No, I think it was what she wanted. She never showed any desire to act again; I think she felt her time was over. I don’t know what she did with her days, but I know that she was fond of reading the newspapers because she liked to keep up with what was going on in the world. And books. She read a lot of books. I think she was leading a very quiet life, and perhaps she was content with that.”

      “Annie, do you mind if I ask you a question about your father?”

      “My father?” Her expression grew wary.

      “Do you mind talking about him?”

      “I suppose not. I don’t really know him.”

      “But you know who he is? Did your mother tell you?”

      “Yes.”

      Annie didn’t seem to want to tell me, so I made a guess at someone I had been thinking about for a few days. “Is your father Sebastian Colehill?”

      “I don’t know him as well as I know Joseph.” She pulled the shawl tighter around her shoulders.

      “It seems he knew that your mother was still alive.”

      “Did he?”

      “He hasn’t admitted it yet. In fact, he’s reportedly in Glasgow at the moment and the police are keen to talk to him. Did you ever see him and your mother together while she was hiding?”

      “No, never. Mother didn’t really talk about him to me.”

      “Did she care for him?”

      “It is difficult to tell. She kept that side of her life private. I don’t know whether she loved my father or not.”

      “When did she first tell you about him?”

      “I don’t know. I have always known that my father worked in the theatre and I remember meeting him when Mother was in various performances. He never spoke to me about being my father, but she had explained that he was, so that was all I needed to know, I suppose. He has always been friendly towards me, but not too close because he is married with a family, and I’m quite sure they don’t know about me.”

      “I am sure they don’t.”

      I found myself harbouring a new animosity towards Lizzie and Sebastian. Why had they had a love affair when he was married with a family?

      I thought of the delightful Colehill children practising their French with me and singing songs. I imagined the sadness they would harbour if they ever discovered their father’s affair or learned that they had a half-sister.

      I considered the evenings backstage with Lizzie and Sebastian in a different way now. The fleeting glances and touches had been between two lovers trying to conceal their affair. Naively, I had assumed they had enjoyed a close working relationship and nothing more.

      Annie stifled a yawn and I realised our conversation had probably tired her. I reached out and gently held her hand, which was resting on top of the bedclothes. “Thank you, Annie. It means a great deal to me that you have spoken so honestly about your mother. I want to find out who did this terrible thing to her and to you, and I won’t rest until I do so.”

      “Thank you. I think the police are doing their best.”

      “They may be, but I intend to keep a close eye on them, even if it is not my place to do so. Your mother deserves to rest in peace. She was kind to me and I want to return that kindness, and that also means looking out for you. Your stepfather is not the most affectionate of people, is he?”

      Annie smiled. “He isn’t, but he’s not a bad man. I tell him that if he wasn’t so rude people might like him a little better. But when he takes centre stage in his shows, that’s when he becomes someone else. I think it is those moments he saves himself for. I have grown quite fond of him over the years, and he’s as close to a father as I’ll ever have. All this business has upset him dreadfully and, unfortunately, he conducts himself rather rudely at times like this. If you ever got to know him better you would find out that he is not such a bad man, after all. He has always been fair to me considering that I am not even his daughter. And he has had to raise me as though I am. I feel indebted to him.”

      Perhaps I had thought rather harshly of Taylor, I conjectured.

      I made a note to myself to think better thoughts of him the next time we met.

      “When you are feeling better we must talk again and I will tell you my memories of your mother and what I remember of you when you were younger. I remember you had a nanny called Mrs Rathbone.”

      “I remember her!” Annie laughed. “She was a strict lady, but she taught me a lot.”

      A nurse strode over to us. “You do know that visiting time has finished?”

      “Let me know when you are discharged from here, won’t you?” I said to Annie.

      She nodded in reply as I leant over and gave her a quick embrace. She felt so small and vulnerable in my arms.

      As I walked away from Annie’s bed, I prayed that she would stay safe. My biggest fear was that the person who had shot her would try to harm her again. I couldn’t imagine Taylor or Colehill harming her. Like Cullen, my thoughts were turning to Westminster.
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      I returned home the following evening to find The History of Pendennis by Thackeray waiting for me on the hallway table.

      “The detective left it here for you,” said Mrs Garnett, regarding me with her arms folded.

      I felt disappointed to have missed James.

      “Thank you. I am looking forward to reading it, although I have heard that it is not as good as Vanity Fair.”

      “It’s not,” said Mrs Garnett, “and I prefer Charles Dickens. I wouldn’t bother with Pendennis.”

      “I shall try it all the same, thank you, Mrs Garnett.”

      “I wouldn’t waste your time. Read David Copperfield instead.”

      “I have read it, thank you.”

      I picked up James’ book and tucked it inside my handbag.

      

      Later the same evening, after a meal of leek and potato soup, I sat by the stove in my lodgings and began to read The History of Pendennis. Tiger dozed on my lap and I had only reached the letter from Arthur Pendennis to his uncle about his engagement when my eyelids began to feel heavy. I slept briefly, but was suddenly startled by loud voices downstairs.

      I removed Tiger from my lap, walked over to my door, opened it and listened. I heard Mrs Garnett’s voice and a gruff male voice, followed by a stomping sound on the stairs.

      “Excuse me, sir!” said Mrs Garnett.

      I listened to the footsteps striding quickly up the first two flights of stairs. I assumed they would stop there and that the man would visit one of the rooms below mine. But, to my horror, I heard the footsteps continue on the wooden stairs which led up to my room.

      “You have no right to march into my house in this manner!” called out Mrs Garnett.

      I quickly scampered back into my room, quietly closing and locking the door. Then I sat in my chair and listened nervously.

      All was briefly quiet before a loud hammering noise sounded on my door.

      My skin prickled and I could feel myself trembling.

      “Who is it?” I called out in the most carefree voice I could muster.

      Was it the person who had sent me the threatening letter?

      “Sebastian Colehill,” came the reply.

      My hands gripped the arms of my chair and I remained rooted to the seat.

      He had returned.

      “Hello, Mr Colehill.”

      “Open the door!”

      “Mr Colehill!” came Mrs Garnett’s voice. She had clearly caught up with him on the stairs.

      I had not encountered Sebastian in a temper before and I felt afraid.

      Surely he couldn’t cause me any harm with Mrs Garnett present. He would probably shout, but I could cope with that. Keeping my door closed was likely to enrage him further.

      I walked over to my door and opened it.

      “Sebastian! What a surprise! How was Glasgow?”

      I grinned widely in an attempt to diffuse his mood. He glared at me. The carnation in his buttonhole was wilting and his whiskers looked unusually unkempt.

      “Sebastian, what is the matter?”

      “Stop standing in the doorway as if butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth and ask me to come in.”

      I didn’t like the way his tall, dark frame loomed over me or how his cold, blue eyes pierced mine. I felt my knees weaken.

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?” asked Mrs Garnett. “Do you know this man? Would you like me to call for help?”

      “I know him. Thank you, Mrs Garnett, for your concern. I shall leave my door open.”

      Mrs Garnett nodded and remained where she was, her dark eyes wide with concern. As I moved to allow Sebastian into my room, Tiger dashed under my bed.

      I offered Sebastian my chair, but he stood in the centre of the room with the top of his hat almost touching the rafters. I thought of his home and how modest my lodgings must seem in comparison.

      “Would you like a drink?” I asked.

      “No thank you.”

      “How can I help?”

      “Help? What a strange offer. I had a visit today from the police.”

      “Really?” I tried to force my face into an expression of surprise.

      Sebastian glanced over at my writing desk and his eyes narrowed. He glared at my pen and paper as if they somehow posed a threat to him.

      “Chief Inspector Cullen came to see me because someone has been spreading dreadful rumours that I was seen at the house in which Lizzie apparently hid!”

      I felt reassured that Cullen was continuing the investigation from where James had left off, but I wasn’t sure why Sebastian was accosting me about it.

      “I am not aware of any rumours, Sebastian.”

      “No? Then what are you aware of?”

      I took a breath and tried not to show him how frightened I was.

      “All I heard was that Lizzie’s home had been discovered in Highgate and that neighbours had said she had been visited by a man matching your description.”

      His eyes narrowed further.

      “Many men look like you, of course, so it does not mean that you were the visitor. Inspector Cullen is simply following up on the information he received.”

      “That’s what you call it, is it? Following up? You do realise this means I will be treated as a suspect?”

      “You won’t at all. I am certain the inspector will be speaking to several other men as well.”

      “Have you any idea how upset my wife is?”

      “I can imagine it must be very distressing for her.”

      “I told Cullen that he should have read the diaries and then he would have a full understanding of my relationship with Lizzie without coming to my home and speaking to me as though I were a criminal. Did you not pass the diaries to the police?”

      My heart thudded heavily in my chest and I slowly shook my head.

      “No, they were lost.”

      “Lost? How?” He took a step closer to me.

      “They were destroyed in the bomb explosion on the underground railway,” I stuttered. “I had been to the cemetery to visit Lizzie and I was reading her diaries on the train, and then the explosion happened and I lost my handbag and everything in it. I’m so sorry, Sebastian, I can’t tell you how much I wish I had kept those diaries safe. Every day I am filled with regret that I lost them.” I felt my voice begin to crack.

      Sebastian rubbed his brow and sighed. I watched him cautiously and held my breath.

      Was he a violent man? Would he harm me?

      “That is a shame. A great shame,” he said quietly. “But it’s not your fault, it was an accident. At least you were unharmed.”

      I began to breathe again. “Thank you for being so understanding. I realise those diaries must have meant a lot to you.”

      “Yes, they did. But not so much that I was unwilling to lend them to you and the police. I felt they would do the explaining for me. I knew the police would come calling as soon as I was informed of her death and the last thing I wanted was for them to visit the house.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “I don’t want any of this finding its way into the Morning Express, is that clear?” He raised his finger to emphasise the warning.

      “It won’t, I can assure you of that. I tried to read the diaries before I lost them, but there was a lot in them which didn’t make sense to me. Lizzie referred to someone with the initial D, do you know who that is?”

      “Not without being able to read them again and sadly I can no longer do so. I remain confused about your role in all of this. I hear you have been visiting Annie.”

      “Yes, I am worried about her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because someone tried to kill her! And I am frightened that they will try again.”

      “They would be foolish to attempt it.”

      “They would, but I still worry for Annie’s safety.”

      “Leave the worrying to me. In fact, it is probably best if you stay out of this altogether. You claim you were Lizzie’s friend, and you even persuaded her to pay for an expedition to find your father in South America.”

      “I didn’t persuade her, she offered!”

      “You hung around in her dressing room after her performances.”

      “She invited me!”

      “It was no friendship. You are a hack.” He gestured towards the writing desk. “You are interested only in your next story.”

      “That is simply not true!”

      Sebastian took a step towards me and I instinctively cowered.

      I had to fight back.

      “Tell me why you lied to me!” I exclaimed.

      “I lied to you?”

      “Yes, you knew that Lizzie had not drowned on the Princess Alice.”

      “And why should I admit that to a news reporter?”

      “When I visited you at your theatre, I visited as a friend of Lizzie’s. I felt shocked and concerned by the news of her death and I wanted to speak to the people she knew and cared about. It was a way of coping with my grief. I didn’t visit you in pursuit of a story.”

      “No?” I shook my head. “You call yourself a friend of Lizzie’s, but you barely knew her at all,” he snarled. “Do you think she ever considered you a friend?”

      “She paid for the expedition to find my father.”

      “With Taylor’s money. She did that to help bring an eminent plant hunter home. There was no need for you to read any kindness into it. I can’t trust you and the only reason you have been following that detective around like a faithful dog is to find something to write about. I invited you to my home for dinner as a friend, but I realise now how foolish I have been.”

      “This is a misunderstanding, Sebastian. I do not wish to write malicious stories about you or anyone else. My job is to report on what is happening, and I am desperate to find out who did this to Lizzie. And to Annie. I remember Annie as a little girl and it is terribly upsetting to think that someone could be so cruel to her. She has lost her mother and now someone has attacked her. She could have been killed! We need to stop these people and I want to help. Lizzie helped me and now I want to do something for her. I want to find out who killed her and why.”

      He sighed.

      “You knew she was still alive,” I said quietly.

      Sebastian nodded.

      “And Annie also knew,” I continued.

      His eyes searched my face, as if he was trying to decipher how much I knew about Annie.

      “Did she? Well, I wouldn’t know about that.”

      “Who do you think shot Annie?”

      “I have no idea. You think I did it?”

      “No, of course not. Why would you? Annie is your daughter, is she not?”

      A long pause ensued.

      “Yes, she is,” Sebastian said finally. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. “Like you, I cannot understand why anyone would wish to harm her.”

      “You could help by telling the police everything you know. Cullen is keen to understand what Lizzie has been doing these past five years.”

      “I will cooperate with them, I would be foolish not to. But my wife now knows that I have not been truthful with her, and if my children find out, or any of my colleagues or the public...”

      “The police will be discreet. And so shall I.”

      “As long as I have your assurance on that, I will rest a little easier.” He refolded his handkerchief and returned it to his jacket pocket.

      “We want the same thing, Sebastian. We both want to find the person who shot Lizzie and Annie. Can we trust each other?”

      “We can try.”
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      As I descended the stairs the following morning and walked across Mrs Garnett’s hallway, an envelope on the table caught my eye. I walked over to it and realised, with my heart thudding heavily, that it was addressed to me.

      My name and address were written in black ink, but the letters were scrawled awkwardly, as if someone had used their weaker hand to write.

      It had to be another letter from the anonymous sender. And this time he had remembered to disguise his writing on the envelope.

      I picked up the letter and examined the postmark to see that this one had also been posted at the General Post Office in St Martin’s le Grand.

      I used Mrs Garnett’s engraved silver letter opener to slice along the top of the envelope, then I pulled out the letter and opened it to see that it was similar to the previous one.

      

      You ignored the last warning. Keep looking behind you.

      

      I instinctively turned and looked at the carpeted staircase behind me. Obviously, there was no one there, and I felt foolish for doing so. But the hairs on the back of my neck prickled unpleasantly.

      As I had supposedly ignored the last warning, did the sender plan to carry out his threat? Was he actually going to do something to me, or had it merely been written to frighten me?

      If the letter was intended to frighten me, it had worked. I had thought that Taylor had written the first letter, but I was beginning to doubt that now. It might only have been a coincidence that he had used the same phrase: There will be trouble.

      I didn’t want to believe that Sebastian Colehill had sent it to me.

      Perhaps it was Cullen, I surmised.

      I had upset someone but was struggling to think who it might be.

      I folded the letter, placed it back in its envelope and tucked it into my handbag.

      “An interesting letter for you this morning, Miss Green?” asked Mrs Garnett as she carried a mop and bucket into the hallway.

      “Of sorts.” I could feel myself trembling.

      “And how is your sister? She hasn’t brought her bicycle here recently.”

      “She is well, thank you, Mrs Garnett. In fact, I am meeting her for lunch today.”

      “Do send her my regards. Is she still wearing trousers under her dresses?”

      “She is wearing divided skirts now.”

      Mrs Garnett stared at me and sucked in her bottom lip. “A divided skirt? What is that?”

      “I can ask her to visit and give you a demonstration.”

      “No, there is no need.” She squeezed out the mop and began to clean the tiled floor. “No need at all. You two sisters are off your chumps.”
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        * * *

      

      “When will Mr Sherman publish your article on the Society?” Eliza asked while we dined in the Refreshment Room at St Pancras Station.

      She was due to travel by train that afternoon to visit our newly betrothed cousin, Agatha, in St Albans and had asked me to join her for lunch.

      We sat at a small, round table by the steamed-up window. Eliza was proudly wearing her divided skirt with a matching tweed jacket. I chewed on a mouthful of ham and pickled cucumber as I slowly considered how best to reply to her.

      “He is taking his time,” added Eliza as she shovelled a forkful of beetroot into her mouth.

      “He needs a little more convincing.”

      “I thought you had already convinced him?”

      “I have almost convinced him.”

      “Either you have or you haven’t, surely?” Eliza scowled.

      “Mr Sherman isn’t that straightforward.”

      “I am sure he isn’t.” She sighed. “Perhaps I should give up on the Morning Express. I have a good friend at The Pall Mall Gazette. I wonder if he could help instead.”

      “I will be able to convince the editor,” I said, offended that she would so quickly consider an alternative newspaper. “Just give me a little while longer. He is quite traditional and is always worried about what the proprietor will say. And I must be honest with you, Ellie, I have had to spend a great deal of time on the underground railway bombing story. I haven’t made the society’s news a priority.”

      “You’re busy, I understand.” She attacked a tough piece of boiled beef with her knife and fork. “I read that two of the bombing suspects have been named.”

      “Yes, the news from Dublin is that a reward is being offered in return for information on the whereabouts of John McCafferty and William O’Riordan.”

      “Both criminals, I presume.”

      “McCafferty organised the raid on Chester Castle to seize the arms stored there. It failed because of an informant.”

      “How are these people allowed to roam free, wreaking havoc in such a manner?”

      “If the police knew where they were, they wouldn’t be.” I thought of Lizzie’s brothers and wondered if they had played any part in the conspiracy. I hadn’t heard the surname Mahoney mentioned as yet.

      “If they had been locked up the first time they wouldn’t be out there now causing more trouble. Why would bombing the underground railway make anyone sympathetic to their cause? I feel terribly sorry for the famine the Irish endured, but this isn’t the proper way to respond, is it? And as for the Americans, they simply encourage it!”

      “A million people died during the famine.”

      “I know, I know. It was a dreadful time, and we did very little to help. Ireland is part of the United Kingdom and we allowed it to happen. Can you imagine if something that terrible had happened in Surrey?”

      “It wouldn’t.”

      “Exactly. It wouldn’t. We wouldn’t allow it, and yet we allowed it to happen in Ireland.”

      “This is why the Irish are angry,” I said.

      “So you are defending them?”

      “I don’t agree with the bombing campaign, but I understand their anger and their desire for independence from a country that has let them down.”

      “We could talk about the Irish question all day.” Eliza paused from her boiled beef to sip her tea.

      “One of the women in your society,” I said, “Mrs Lennox, I think her name is. The woman with the feathered hat. She told me she knew Lizzie Dixie.”

      “Did she?”

      “Do you know how she knew her?”

      “No idea, I’m afraid.”

      I sighed. “Perhaps she is married to a politician?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “There seems to be a Westminster connection to Lizzie’s death,” I whispered.

      Eliza paused with her cup halfway to her mouth. “Really?”

      “But please keep that fact to yourself. In the meantime, I would be grateful if you could find out what Mrs Lennox’s husband does.”

      “I don’t think he’s a politician, but I will find out.”

      “Thank you, Ellie.”

      “I’ve heard that most people suspect Mr Taylor.”

      “I don’t think it was him. I visited Annie Taylor in hospital a few days ago and she speaks highly of him, despite acknowledging that he can be bad-tempered. If he was capable of murdering his wife, I think she would have picked up on something.”

      “So who then?”

      “I don’t know. There are various other possibilities, but I cannot talk about them in a public place.”

      I glanced around us and saw that the only person within earshot was an elderly lady eating a slice of cake with a fork. Talking about Lizzie’s case saddened me. I missed being involved in the investigation, and had also found myself missing James.

      “Keep on at Mr Sherman, won’t you?” said Eliza, laying down her knife and fork. “I know you have other work to do, but this really is very important. Every piece of coverage we can get in the press makes a difference. It is another step forward in making our case for women’s rights. It is quite a national movement now. I am surprised that Mr Sherman cannot see how newsworthy this is.”

      “He is a man in a man’s world. Women’s rights are not very important to him.”

      “And you are a woman in a man’s world. You have the opportunity to make something happen.”

      I took a sip of tea and felt guilty that I hadn’t done more to help Eliza. The society wasn’t just a hare-brained idea of hers. I knew that people could not continue to ignore the issues of women’s rights. I had been so distracted by Lizzie’s case and my day-to-day work that I hadn’t given proper thought to how I could help my sister. It was people such as Eliza and their relentless campaigning that made a difference.

      “I will get something published in the Morning Express, I promise. I will harangue Mr Sherman until he gives in.”

      “Thank you.”

      

      Eliza and I said our goodbyes and she left by the door that led into the station while I walked through the door that took me out onto the street. We had agreed to meet next at the new Natural History Museum, where Father’s work would soon be on display. I felt excited about seeing it.

      

      A brisk, cold wind blew up Euston Road. I tied my scarf tighter and walked alongside the curve of the Midland Grand Hotel. Built a decade previously, the exquisite hotel was an elaborate, five-storey, red-brick building with hundreds of arched windows. Its tall chimneys and gothic pinnacles soared up into the fog, where they seemed to inhabit another world, like a fairy tale castle. I tried to peer in through its windows as I thought about the next article I had to write about the railway bombings. Then a familiar figure passed me: I recognised at once the broad-shouldered form of Inspector Cullen. His thick grey moustache was prominent between his black top hat and black ulster overcoat. But he didn’t see me. I stopped and stared as he disappeared into the main entrance of the hotel.

      I continued walking and prepared to cross Euston Road, but as I waited for a gap in the traffic I couldn’t stop thinking about Inspector Cullen.

      Perhaps he was following up some new information on Lizzie’s case. If he was, then he was unlikely to tell me about it.

      I had the distinct impression that he was planning to keep me at arm’s length. If I wanted to find out what he was up to, I would need to see for myself, and I was certain that there would be little harm in venturing into the hotel to see whether he was still in the entrance hall. If he saw me, I could pretend to him that my visit was purely coincidental.

      Which it almost was.

      I turned and quickly followed the detective through the elaborate stone arch and up the steps to a revolving door. Once through the door, I found myself in the entrance hall, with gilded arches supported by pink stone columns. People bustled around me and a porter pushed a trolley with suitcases on it.

      There was no sign of the inspector.

      I walked on into a curved corridor with an intricately tiled floor and red and gold patterned wainscoting. I could hear the chink of cutlery and china from further down the corridor and wondered whether Inspector Cullen was meeting someone here for lunch. I followed the noise and passed the impressive main staircase, which was flanked by stone columns.

      I found the restaurant beyond a glass door and peered inside. It was busy with diners and well-lit, with a row of windows along one side and a large chandelier in the centre of the room. Green and gold flocked wallpaper covered the walls and large oil paintings hung from the picture rail in heavy gilt frames.

      Waiters busied about among the tables and I could see that a number of wealthy people sat there wearing gold jewellery and fashionable clothes. Some of the ladies had elaborate hairstyles and stylish little hats decorated with ruffles, bows, feathers and flowers.

      There was a man walking away from me, escorted by a waiter, and I could tell by his gait that it was Inspector Cullen, newly relieved of his overcoat and top hat. He approached a table that was occupied by two other men.

      One had a balding head and thick grey whiskers and the other was younger with a blond moustache. Just the sight of them made me think of lobster sauce.

      Sir Edmund Erskine and Hugh Dowdeswell.

      What were they planning to discuss? They would surely discuss Lizzie. Was the inspector questioning them, or were they meeting to plan a cover-up?

      I watched them at their table and wished I could get close enough to overhear.

      

      A scuffed footstep on the floor tiles behind me caught my attention. I turned around just in time to see a young man walking away from me. I got the impression that he didn’t want to be seen.

      I hadn’t caught sight of his face, but I thought I had caught a glimpse of a pale moustache. His suit was dark and he wore a tweed cap. I recalled a snatch of conversation with James on the rainy Mile End Road.

      Slight build, tweed cap and dark clothing.

      It was the description of the man who had been seen climbing over the fence of Highgate Cemetery on the night that Lizzie died. The man who had followed us in Kensal Green Cemetery.

      The man who was walking away from me now fitted that same description.
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      “Excuse me!” I called out to the young man.

      If he stopped and wondered what I wanted, I could pretend that I had mistaken him for someone else. But he didn’t stop. Instead, his pace quickened and this roused my suspicions further.

      I followed him.

      The man disappeared among a group of people gathered at the foot of the main staircase. I made my way to the curved corridor, assuming that he would leave via the main entrance. But just as I passed the staircase, a movement caught my eye and I glanced up to see the feet of someone progressing quickly up the stairs.

      He had wanted me to think he had left the hotel, but he hadn’t been quick enough.

      I swiftly turned and bumped into a woman, to whom I apologised before making my way up the first part of the staircase, which divided into two elegantly curved staircases beneath an arched window. One led to the left and the other to the right. I was sure the man had taken the staircase to the right, so I lifted my skirts and ran up the flight of stairs as quickly as I could. Once I reached the top, I realised the two staircases converged onto another landing and then divided again to curve round to the next floor.

      Where had the man gone?

      Three stone archways behind me led to three different corridors on this floor and the walls were decorated with red and gold fleur-de-lis. I heard a noise above me and decided to ascend another flight of stairs. This time I took the staircase on the left. As I climbed, I looked over to the other staircase just in time to see the dark, slender figure reach the top of the stairs.

      “Wait!” I called over to the man. “I need to talk to you! Did you send me the letters?”

      I reached the next storey, puffing with exertion. I wanted to take deeper breaths but my corset was too tight.

      The man was running up to the next storey, I was sure of it.

      Why was he running away? What was he trying to hide?

      I ran up the next flight of stairs and felt my heavy skirts and petticoats weighing me down. For the first time, I wished I was wearing the practical divided skirt and shoes, as modelled by Mrs Henderson.

      Up above me, the ceiling rose into elegant painted vaults, like the interior of a grand church.

      I caught sight of the man at the top of the staircase running through one of the stone archways.

      I couldn’t let him get away. Not now.

      With all the strength I could muster, I launched myself up the last flight of stairs as quickly as possible. My handbag thudded against my legs and my face was hot and damp with perspiration. I could feel my spectacles slipping off my nose.

      I ran through the same archway as the man had, and saw him running along a carpeted corridor lit with small lamps. I continued my pursuit and almost bumped into a maid emerging from a room with a chamber pot. She appeared alarmed to see me bowling towards her.

      “Is something the matter, ma’am?”

      “We need to stop that man,” I said breathlessly as I ran past her.

      “Is he a thief?” she called after me.

      “I don’t know!” I called back. “But he is something!”

      As I ran on, I realised how foolish my words must have sounded.

      

      He turned right at the end of the corridor and I puffed after him. There was a door at the end of it, which he ran through. I followed.

      Where could he possibly be going?

      As we turned into another corridor, the man glanced to his right and stopped dead, as if he had suddenly noticed something. Then he moved to his right and disappeared, as if he had stepped through an invisible door.

      I heard a metallic, wrenching sound and then a slam. As I got to the place where I had last seen him, I saw that he had got into a lift and, with a shaky, rumbling sound, it was heading downwards.

      I had heard about lifts and ascending rooms, but had never encountered one before now. It was an iron cage set in the centre of a stairwell with a great, thick cable attached to its roof. As it rumbled downwards, I could just about see the man inside. I ran down the staircase and called out for the lift to stop, but I wasn’t sure if the contraption was capable of stopping on demand. With the loud whirring and clanking noise the lift made, it was unlikely that its occupant would hear me.

      I tried to keep up with the lift, but it was moving faster than me. I was at risk of stumbling and falling down the stairs. The lift shuddered to a jolting halt just below me. With a sense of relief, I leapt down the last few steps and turned the corner to the lift entrance, but to my annoyance I heard the machinery whirr into motion again and the lift began to ascend.

      “Stop!” I called out, but I knew there was little use in crying out.

      I ran back up the stairs again. My legs ached and I felt light-headed from my shallow breathing. I watched with despair as the lift rose above me.

      I heard the lift stop again and scrambled up the last few stairs to reach it, but I knew I would not get there in time.

      I reached the top stair and stumbled, twisting my ankle as I tried to reach the lift.

      “Are you all right?” asked a concerned lady with a small dog under her arm as I flung myself around the corner towards the lift door.

      “Yes,” I replied, gasping for air. I turned to look inside the lift, but it was empty. The concertina lattice door was pulled open and there was a mirror inside the lift which offered only a reflection of my red, perspiring face. I spun round to look about me, but there was no sign of the man.

      “The man,” I said to the woman with the dog. “Did you see where he went?”

      “What man?” she asked.

      It made no sense for him to have vanished in such a way.

      I admitted defeat and made my way back down the stairs, mopping my face with my handkerchief.

      

      I found myself at the end of a corridor on the ground floor. I strode along it, my heels clicking against the tiled floor. I passed a number of doorways, hoping to find my way to the restaurant, where I could tell Inspector Cullen about the man who had run away from me. It was likely that the man was still in the building and there was a good chance that he could be found.

      I eventually found myself back where the chase had started, by the restaurant. I opened the glass door and stepped inside to be greeted by the hum and chatter of diners and the smell of roasted meat. A waiter in a fitted black jacket, bow tie and white waist apron approached me and I asked him to take me to Inspector Cullen, pointing to the table he was sitting at with Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell. As we approached them, the men paused from their conversation and frowned at me.

      “Miss Green.” Cullen stood up immediately and Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell followed suit.

      “What the deuce are you doing here?” asked Cullen. “Whatever has happened? You look as though you have just run across London.”

      “There is a man here whom we need to apprehend. It is the same man who was seen climbing over the fence of Highgate Cemetery the night Lizzie died. Dark suit, tweed cap. I have just been chasing him, but he got away, I think he could still be in the hotel if we are quick enough. Come, Inspector, let’s find him so you can make the arrest.”

      “Hold your horses,” replied Cullen. “I have no idea what you are talking about. Which man?”

      “You will find his details in the case file. He was seen on the night Lizzie died. Climbing over the fence.”

      “Yes, yes, you said that. But I still don’t understand what you are doing here.”

      “It’s Beth, isn’t it?” said Sir Edmund.

      “Miss Penny Green,” Cullen corrected him. “A scribbler on the Morning Express.”

      “A news reporter?” said Sir Edmund. “Well that makes everything as clear as mud. I knew there was something not quite right about you the other evening. Trying to work undercover again, are you? Just what exactly are you trying to do, woman? Can’t a man dine in peace?”

      “We need to arrest this man! Please, Inspector, will you come with me?”

      “Arrest him on what grounds? For bearing a resemblance to a man seen climbing over a fence in Highgate a month ago? Do you realise how many men there must be in London with dark suits and tweed caps?”

      “It’s not just his clothing that has aroused my suspicion; it is the way he was behaving.”

      “Give the man a break,” said Sir Edmund. “I think I would be quick to run myself if you began chasing me.”

      “He is acting suspiciously.”

      “And so are you,” fumed Sir Edward. “Now please excuse me, my mussels are getting cold.”

      He sat down in his place again and tucked a serviette into his collar. Hugh Dowdeswell also sat down, staring at me in a manner which made my blood run cold.

      I appealed to Cullen. “Please, Inspector, he looks just like the man who was seen on the night of Lizzie’s murder. And when we attended her funeral in Kensal Green Cemetery we saw a man matching his description there and he ran away.”

      I could feel my conviction waning as Inspector Cullen fixed me with his narrow, steely eyes.

      Perhaps I had been mistaken. Perhaps I was losing my mind.

      “Where did you last see this man?”

      “He got out of the lift on the second floor.”

      “So the lift operator must have seen him?”

      “I don’t remember seeing a lift operator.”

      “I would sit down yourself, Basil. I am grieved to say that your lemon sole won’t keep its heat,” said Sir Edmund. “The woman is clearly deluded. She’s trouble. You need to speak to Sherman at the Morning Express about her.”

      “I already have,” sighed Inspector Cullen.

      

      A search of the Midland Grand Hotel yielded nothing. Maids, bell boys and porters were asked to search each floor and staircase, while the lift operator had been discovered talking to a maid in the laundry room instead of being on duty. He knew nothing of the man in the lift. Inspector Cullen was bad-tempered with me for ruining his lunch and wasting his time.
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        * * *

      

      I took a train from King’s Cross to Ludgate Hill Station and walked along foggy Fleet Street, feeling embarrassed and somewhat ashamed about the whole episode.

      But I also felt angry. I was certain that Cullen could not understand the relevance of the man who had run away from me. If he had read James’ case notes he would have realised that the man seen climbing over the fence of Highgate Cemetery around the time of Lizzie’s death was a crucial witness.

      What had the man been doing at the hotel, and why had he run away?

      These were important questions; questions which couldn’t be answered.

      Perhaps the man had wanted to see someone in the restaurant: perhaps Sir Edmund, Hugh Dowdeswell or Inspector Cullen. Perhaps he had a keen interest in the case, which might explain why he had been hanging about in Kensal Green Cemetery.

      Perhaps the young man had been hired by Sir Edmund or Hugh Dowdeswell to shoot Lizzie.

      Wild theories occupied my mind and I couldn’t begin to make sense of which were the most feasible, if any at all.

      I felt the need to speak to James. He was the only person I could think of who might help me understand what was happening. As soon as I arrived at the Morning Express offices, I went to the telegraph room and sent a telegram to Scotland Yard asking him to meet me the following evening.
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      My thoughts were so consumed with the chase around the hotel the previous day that I didn’t listen properly to the newspaper boy as he cried out the morning headlines.

      “Mr Joseph Taylor arrested for murder!”

      I had already passed him before I realised the meaning of his words.

      “What did you say?” I stopped and asked.

      The boy had a grubby face and wore a faded necktie and a patched-up jacket fastened with string. He thrust a copy of The Star at me.

      “Mr Joseph Taylor arrested for murder!”

      “Lizzie Dixie’s murder?” I asked.

      He nodded at the paper in his out-thrust hand, so I gave him a ha’penny and took it.

      I stopped to read:

      

      Mr Joseph Taylor, the famous showman, has been arrested on suspicion of being involved in the murder of his wife, Lizzie Dixie (Mrs Taylor). Mr Taylor was apprehended on Thursday at his home in Mile End, London...

      

      I didn’t stop to read any more.

      This was a mistake.

      Or a cover-up.

      I rolled the newspaper under my arm and marched to the Morning Express offices to find out what Edgar knew about this latest development.

      

      “I said it was him all along, didn’t I?” Edgar had his feet on his desk and a pipe in his mouth.

      “But it can’t have been him! I visited Mr Taylor with Inspector Blakely and he told us that he was performing in the show that night.”

      “He may have been. But Lizzie was murdered at midnight, remember? The show had finished long before then.”

      I thought of how fondly Annie had spoken of her stepfather when I had visited her in the hospital. I didn’t like Taylor, but I struggled to believe that he could be a murderer.

      “He pulled the wool over the schoolboy inspector’s eyes, that’s for sure. Blakely should never have discounted him from the investigation.”

      “He didn’t discount him, he was still gathering evidence. He was working steadfastly before Cullen removed him from the case.”

      “Working on it too slowly.”

      “So what information does Cullen have on Taylor?”

      “A new witness has been found who says he saw Taylor near Highgate Cemetery on the night Lizzie died.”

      “That’s all he has?”

      “I’d say it was a good start, wouldn’t you?”

      “How does he know the witness is reliable? Someone could be making it up.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He could have been asked to pretend that he saw Taylor in Highgate that night.”

      “A cover-up?”

      “Yes, Lizzie had connections with Westminster. With powerful men.”

      “Lizzie was known for her connections.” Edgar wiggled his eyebrows and grinned.

      “Someone with power may have wanted her silenced and, to divert attention from what he did, he could have paid someone to say he witnessed Taylor close to the scene. That is probably all he had to do. And a close friendship with the detectives investigating the case also helps.”

      “You are implying that a politician murdered Lizzie, paid someone to frame Taylor and is currying favour with Scotland Yard to avoid any repercussions?”

      “Yes.”

      Edgar laughed. “You should write fiction, Miss Green.”

      I felt my teeth clench. “This is not a laughing matter, Edgar.”

      “No, you’re right. It is not.” He removed his feet from the desk and sat up straight in his chair. “And your theory might have been a possibility if Taylor hadn’t admitted to it.”

      “Admitted to what?”

      “To being in Highgate the night that Lizzie died. That blows your cover-up idea out of the water, doesn’t it?”

      “Taylor says he was in Highgate when Lizzie died?” I felt as though I had been knocked sideways by Edgar’s words.

      “Yes! So the witness isn’t even needed now. Taylor fully admits that he was there.”

      “But he doesn’t admit to her murder?”

      “No, but it is only a matter of time, isn’t it? They’ll get it out of him. He will be taken to Bow Street Magistrates’ Court this morning. Cullen should have been on this case from the start, shouldn’t he? Then we needn’t have wasted so much time.”

      

      I couldn’t muster the energy to argue with Edgar any further. I walked over to my desk and sat down.

      Then a thought occurred to me.

      “What about Annie?” I called over to Edgar. “Even if Taylor shot his wife, he would never do that to her daughter! And besides, he couldn’t have done it. He was in the same performance as her at the time!”

      Edgar shrugged. “Someone different. Inspector Lloyd is working on that case.” He pulled the pencil out from behind his ear and began to work. “Busy day today. Heard about the murder in Wandsworth?” I shook my head. “The body of a man has been found under the floorboards in a house in Red Lion Street, next to the brewery. The husband and wife who live there are missing. I will need to get down there shortly.”

      I sat at my desk with my fists clenched, thinking about Taylor, the anonymous letters and the young man I had chased around the hotel.

      It seemed that Lizzie’s murder case was solved and Cullen would take all the credit. He had made the case seem so simple, but I believed there was far more to it. My problem was finding the evidence.
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      James was waiting for me beneath a gas lamp outside the Museum Tavern that evening. The sight of him cheered me, as if I were meeting an old friend.

      “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you!” I said breathlessly as I hurried up to him. “So much has happened!”

      “Taylor?” he said with a wry smile.

      “Yes, and there’s more.”

      “Goodness, let’s sit somewhere warm then.”

      He pushed open the tavern’s swing door for me and we stepped into the warmth and pipe smoke, just as we had on the evening we first met.

      

      We sat with our drinks at a table close to the fireplace. James wore a grey suit and removed his jacket to reveal rolled-up shirt sleeves. There was something less boyish about him now. Perhaps he had always had the faint lines beside his eyes, but there was more definition around his cheekbones, as if he had lost some of the boyish plumpness in his cheeks.

      He noticed me eyeing him as he folded his jacket and placed it on the bench next to him. I quickly occupied myself with my sherry, embarrassed that he had seen me looking.

      “Has Cullen told you much?” I asked.

      “Not a great deal.” He took a gulp of his stout. “Taylor is rather obviously the big surprise. And I hear Colehill has returned.”

      “He visited me and was angry at me for losing the diaries.”

      “Is that so? How unreasonable. I hope you weren’t too frightened by him.” James looked concerned.

      “Not really. He seemed understanding once I explained what had happened. I think he was more bothered about his wife discovering that he had been visiting Lizzie.”

      “It sounds as though he could be in a peck of troubles there.”

      “And had you guessed that he is Annie’s father?”

      “I hadn’t, but to hear you say so does not surprise me now that we know he was Lizzie’s visitor at her home. The relationship between them must have endured for a number of years.”

      “He says he will comply with the police.”

      “Very wise. He has quite a bit of tidying up to do now. I understand that Taylor has admitted to being in Highgate the night that Lizzie died. I was unable to extract that information from him, wasn’t I?”

      “You would have discovered it soon enough if you hadn’t been taken off the case.”

      “I like to think I would have done. But who knows? Perhaps I wouldn’t. Inspector Cullen is a good detective.”

      “And so are you.”

      “I have a lot to learn yet.” He took another large gulp of his drink and I noticed only half of it remained when he placed his glass down on the table. I hoped he wasn’t feeling inadequate because he hadn’t uncovered the evidence against Taylor himself.

      “You laid the groundwork for Cullen. He showed me the case file you left him. He didn’t manage this all by himself.”

      “Perhaps not, and thank you for trying to make me feel better. The question is, do you think Taylor did it?”

      “No, I do not.” I told him about my visit to Annie and how she had spoken charitably of her stepfather.

      “He could still be a murderer, even if Annie likes him,” said James.

      “But how do we explain Annie’s shooting? I have always been convinced that the same person who shot Lizzie also shot Annie. Taylor would never have done such a thing.”

      “So if he didn’t, then who did?”

      “Perhaps Sir Edmund or Hugh Dowdeswell hired someone.”

      I told James about the young man I had chased around the Midland Grand Hotel and he listened intently. “It has to be the same man, doesn’t it?” I said. “The one who was seen climbing into Highgate Cemetery and the one who was watching us in Kensal Green Cemetery.”

      “The description is certainly the same.”

      “I think this man could have been hired to kill Lizzie and Annie. Cullen doesn’t seem to think this man is important, unless he already knows what happened and is helping Sir Edmund and Hugh cover something up.”

      “I cannot imagine Cullen being involved in a cover-up.”

      “But he is friends with Sir Edmund!”

      “I will ask Inspector Lloyd if he has a description of the man who shot Annie yet. If it turns out to be similar to the man you chased, you might be on to something.”

      “If Westminster is behind this, it makes sense that Annie would be targeted because she might have known about Lizzie’s work and clients. Perhaps they found out that Annie was meeting with her mother regularly. Perhaps the two women knew something they shouldn’t have.”

      A story began to build in my head of what or who could be at work in all this.

      Lizzie had been the paid companion of rich and powerful men. Perhaps her supposed drowning on the Princess Alice had been a reassurance to them that their secrets had died with her. To discover that she was still alive and meeting with her daughter could have been a grave cause for concern.

      “I think the same person has to be behind Lizzie’s murder and the attack on Annie. A revolver was used in both cases. Taylor couldn’t have done it.”

      “Even if you are right, Taylor needs to provide an innocent explanation as to what he was doing in Highgate.”

      “He must have somehow discovered that Lizzie was still alive. I wonder if he found out that Sebastian was visiting her.”

      “Hopefully we will know more once Cullen has interviewed him further. However, if he did murder Lizzie he will be extremely cagey on many subjects as he won’t want to incriminate himself.”

      “It could be the end for Astley’s Amphitheatre! And poor Annie. She wouldn’t have been expecting this at all. How awful for her. I must visit her again and find out how she is.”

      “You need to be careful.”

      “Now you have reminded me, I received another letter.”

      I took the letter out of my bag and handed it to James. He read the envelope and then the letter inside it.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “It is difficult to know whether this threat should be taken seriously or not. I wish I could identify the handwriting on the envelope from the first letter you received. Do you still have it?”

      I nodded.

      “It could be from Taylor, Colehill, Sir Edmund, Hugh Dowdeswell or someone else connected with them. Don’t take it personally. They all have reputations to protect and they are rightly suspicious of hacks; even nice hacks like you.”

      I smiled at the vague compliment. “I don’t know whether I should be worried.”

      “I could pass it to Cullen and ask him to look into it.”

      “No, that shouldn’t be necessary. I can’t see him making it a priority. He doesn’t have a great deal of time for me.”

      James handed the letter back to me. “I’ll see if I can get hold of handwriting samples from each of the men. Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell should be quite straightforward as politicians write many letters.”

      “You are busy enough as it is, James. Don’t worry yourself about this.”

      “I should like to work on it; I like a challenge.”

      “Cullen seems determined to pin this on Taylor. Do we know if he has considered Sebastian at all?”

      “I think he should, but Taylor’s admission seems to rule anyone else out.”

      “Even if Sebastian shot Lizzie, he wouldn’t harm Annie, would he?”

      “I know it sounds improbable to you, but these things do happen. Fathers sometimes lose their minds and murder their families. It is difficult to understand why some men do such things, but it is not unheard of.”

      “Perhaps he grew frightened about people finding out about the affair.”

      “That is a possibility.”

      “And among all this, there is the young man at the hotel. He has to be involved, but I cannot work out how. If only we were able to find out who he is and speak to him.”

      James sipped his drink thoughtfully. “It’s a thorny situation, isn’t it? And with Cullen in charge we have our hands tied. I’m not even supposed to be working on this.”

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you to meet me here. You have other work to concern yourself with now.”

      “Don’t apologise, Penny. Having worked on the case, I remain extremely interested in its every turn.”

      “Have you found much time for your grandfather’s garden recently?”

      “A little; however, there isn’t much to do now. There are a few leeks still in the ground, but I think chess playing season is upon us.”

      “Don’t forget you were going to teach me how to play.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” He grinned and finished off his stout.

      “Would you like another drink?” I asked.

      “I would be delighted to, but I must go.” He checked his pocket watch. “The future Mrs Blakely is paying me a visit this evening and I am already late.” He stood up and put on his jacket.

      I felt a little stunned by his words.

      “The future Mrs Blakely?” I asked, my throat tightening. “I haven’t heard you mention her before.”

      “Have I not? Well, she won’t be pleased if I am late.”

      I picked up my sherry glass but noticed that it was already empty. I told myself there was no reason why there shouldn’t be a future Mrs Blakely. James was the right age for marriage and perhaps I should have been more surprised that he wasn’t married already. But even as I told myself this, I felt disappointed at discovering her existence.

      I stared at the woodgrain in the polished table and wondered what the future Mrs Blakely looked like. She probably had a pretty nose and a well-turned ankle.

      “It’s dark and cold out there,” said James. “Would you like me to hail you a cab? I probably have enough time.”

      I tried to ignore the despondency that had descended over me and made an effort to speak cheerfully. “Thank you, James, there is no need. I have decided to stay and drink another sherry.”
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      “It is surely one of the most beautiful buildings in London.” I stared up at the facade of the British Museum’s new Natural History department. I had passed through South Kensington many times and seen this building under construction but had never stood so close to the finished article before.

      “It is a wonder, isn’t it?” said Eliza. “I feel proud that Father’s collection will be on display here.”

      “So do I.”

      The sun glinted on the grey granite and cream stone brickwork. We walked up the steps to the main entrance, which had an archway elaborate enough to rival that of Westminster Abbey. Two Romanesque-style towers rose up either side of the main entrance. Glancing further along the building, I could see hundreds of stone-arched windows decorated with sculptures of plants and animals.

      Eliza dragged her bicycle up the steps to the entrance and it made such a clattering sound that I worried a wheel or lever was about to fall off. A doorman kindly offered to look after it to save her the trouble of taking it into the museum itself.

      The main hall was just as breathtaking as the exterior, with terracotta brickwork and rows of stone arches leading to a grand staircase at the far end. There were glass windows in the ceiling, supported high above our heads by broad iron arches.

      “This way,” said Eliza, leading me towards the staircase.

      

      Father’s collection was in a small, newly opened gallery on the first floor. There was space here to show more of his work and there were some colourful watercolours of bromeliads alongside his beloved orchids. A small piece of card labelled ‘Frederick Brinsley Green’ gave an overview of Father’s works. I felt a lump in my throat when I read the last sentence:

      

      F. B. Green and his guide vanished in the Amazonian jungle in 1875.

      

      “Doesn’t his work look wonderful here?” I said brightly, trying to force a smile. I looked at Eliza and saw tears in her eyes. I embraced her and we remained that way for some time.

      

      “Terrible news about Joseph Taylor,” said Eliza as we walked back down the main staircase. “I hear the shows at Astley’s Amphitheatre are postponed.”

      “They are.”

      “And all that dreadful business of his daughter being shot.”

      I didn’t correct Eliza. Most people assumed that Annie was Taylor’s daughter.

      “And now he has been arrested for murdering his wife! She must have been hiding from him; she must have falsified her death to escape him. But he tracked her down and killed her, and then tried to kill their daughter!”

      “Nothing is proven until he has had his trial.”

      “Of course not, but it looks rather likely, doesn’t it?”

      “I am not so sure.”

      “Who else could have done it?”

      “Lizzie knew a lot of people.”

      “A lot of men, you mean? There were always such rumours, weren’t there? Do you think it could be someone she had an affair with?”

      “It is not unlikely. It must be someone who knew she was still alive. I wish I could find out who. I feel I owe it to Lizzie. She funded the expedition to find Father which discovered more of his drawings.”

      “It would have been preferable for him to come back in person.”

      “Of course it would. And if there were ever another expedition to find Father then at least the hut where his drawings were found would be a good place to begin looking again. The hut would never have been discovered without Lizzie’s help. That is why I want justice for her so badly.”

      “Perhaps when Taylor’s trial is underway you will feel satisfied that justice is being served.”

      “I may, although I cannot deny the nagging sensation I have that he is not the murderer.”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon sky had clouded over, casting a grey gloom through the windows of the reading room. The electric lights flickered on and off, much to the consternation of my fellow readers, and my eyelids felt heavy as I leafed through The Short History of Ireland.

      The two men named as suspects in the underground railway explosions, McCafferty and O’Riordan, had been cleared in connection with the bombings. There was little more to report on, other than some experimental explosions which were being carried out in Woolwich to ascertain how much explosive material the bombers had used.

      “Penny?”

      James had walked up to my desk without me noticing.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered. “Did you enjoy your evening?”

      “Enjoy it?” He looked at me quizzically.

      “With the future Mrs Blakely?”

      “Oh that. Yes, thank you. Take a look at this.” He spoke as quietly as possible and placed a letter addressed to Inspector Cullen on my desk.

      “What is it?”

      “A letter from Sir Edmund to Cullen. Do you recognise the handwriting?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Then the anonymous letters you have received are not from Sir Edmund.”

      “Is that all you came here to tell me?”

      James appeared affronted by my blunt reply and picked up the letter again.

      “Thankfully, it isn’t,” he said, tucking the letter into his inside pocket. “I came here to tell you that Cullen has asked me to write a report to the magistrates outlining the evidence against Taylor. I have been given three days to complete it.”

      “But you’re not even convinced that Taylor is the murderer.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “This whole affair is a mess!” I threw down my pen in annoyance, causing the ink to splatter across my page. “The wrong man has been arrested and now you have to convince the magistrates that he should stand trial when you don’t even believe he murdered Lizzie!”

      “Madam, you are disturbing my work,” said a man with bushy red whiskers who was seated next to me.

      “I do apologise.”

      “We can’t talk here any longer,” whispered James. “But let me reassure you that I am actually bringing you good news. Inspector Cullen has put me in charge of the case again while he works on the Wandsworth murder. May I be permitted to visit you this evening? There are further developments.”

      “Of course.” I felt my heart skip. “That is wonderful news, James.”

      I felt myself smiling as he departed.
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      I hurriedly tidied my room that evening in anticipation of James’ visit. I dusted the shelves, swept the floor and gathered the papers on my writing desk into a neat pile. The paraffin lamp emitted a rather gloomy light, so I lit some candles and placed them around the room to make it look as cheery as possible. Then I positioned my chair so that it was angled at a comfortable distance from the end of my bed. I could sit on the bed and James could sit on the chair.

      

      I took my place on the bed and waited. As Tiger walked across my lap, I wondered what James would make of my lowly lodgings.

      Was I destined to live in this room for the rest of my days?

      My thoughts were interrupted by a rap at the door and I opened it to find Mrs Garnett standing there with James. He greeted me with a broad smile.

      “It is the detective again,” she said. “Has someone else been shot?”

      “Not that I know of,” I replied. “Do come in, James.”

      “You will keep your door open while he visits, won’t you?” asked Mrs Garnett, one eyebrow raised in suspicion. “He may be a detective, but I don’t usually permit gentleman callers at this hour. He must leave by eight o’clock.”

      “Absolutely,” I replied.

      “Please don’t worry yourself, Mrs Garnett,” said James. “I am here on police business and this will not take long.”

      As he stepped into the room, Mrs Garnett sucked her lip disapprovingly and left.

      “Can I offer you a drink of something?” I asked. “Coffee? Cocoa? Sherry?”

      “Sherry would be wonderful, thank you.”

      I gestured to the seat by my writing desk. James took off his hat and placed it on my desk, hanging his coat over the back of the chair. I reached under my bed for the bottle of sherry and saw Tiger hiding under there, her eyes flashing at me.

      With a horrible lurch in my stomach, I realised I had no glasses with which to drink the sherry. I walked over to my stove and took down the two tin cups from their hooks on the wall. I poured out the sherry and handed James’ drink to him apologetically. He thanked me and made no mention of the tin cup.

      I sat on the bed and took a gulp of sherry, feeling awkward that James was in my room. I was pleased to see him, but welcoming him here felt as though I was allowing him access to a private part of my life. My lodgings told him more about who I was, and I wasn’t sure I felt comfortable about that. Most of all, I was worried what he would think of me.

      “I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you’re back on the case, James.”

      “I am also very happy about it.” He leant forward with an elbow on each knee and his cup of sherry cradled in his hands. “But I have to work quickly now. I was too slow before and time is not on my side. Cullen wants me to have the report written for the magistrates, but before I do that I need to rule out the other possible suspects.”

      “Who do you think they are?”

      “I think there are two other people who might have harmed Lizzie. The first is someone at Westminster. It may not be Sir Edmund or Hugh Dowdeswell, but they are the best starting point we have. The other is Sebastian. I propose to rule Sebastian out first, as that will be a little simpler than the Westminster connection.”

      “And how do you propose to do that?”

      “By finding an alibi for him. The most obvious person is his wife.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Once I have done that, I will need to tackle Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell.”

      “Oh dear.” I had a sinking feeling in my chest. “I fear this will not be quick. While you are investigating the politicians, Cullen will be pressuring you for the report on Taylor.”

      “I know, it will not be easy. But I have promising news from Inspector Lloyd. So far, the description he has of the man who fired the shots at Annie in the amphitheatre is that he wore a tweed cap and had a pale moustache.”

      I felt a buzz of excitement. “So it could be the same man that was seen at Highgate the night that Lizzie died? And the one I saw at the cemetery and in the hotel?”

      “The description is similar, so we can be hopeful that there is a connection. I feel rather frustrated that we have been unable to find that man so far. He has been crucial to our investigation ever since the beginning. I will issue another request for information via the press. Your colleague, Edgar, can write a useful paragraph again for me, I am sure.”

      “If only I had caught up with him at the hotel!”

      “You did your best. Don’t worry, I have a feeling that he is never too far away. I think he is watching our every move. Hello! What a pretty cat.”

      I felt Tiger rub against my skirts. I leant down and stroked her. “She must like you,” I said. “She doesn’t usually come out from under the bed when visitors are here.”

      James drained his cup and placed it on my desk.

      “More sherry?” I asked.

      “Thank you. Firstly, let me tell you a most interesting thing I discovered this morning.”

      James reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out an envelope. “I spoke with Taylor first thing. He was frank about being in Highgate the night that Lizzie died, but he says he didn’t go into the cemetery because the gates were locked. He may have been a fit man in his youth, but he would struggle to clamber over the fence as the young man managed to.”

      “So what was he doing there?”

      “He was sent something.”

      James pulled a square of red silk from the envelope. “Someone posted this to his home.” He held the square of silk in one hand and unfolded it with the other. I leaned forward to take a closer look.

      Inside the piece of silk was a gold locket, and it struck me that it was quite an expensive one because the small bird it displayed was moulded in gold, with jewels on its wings and tail. It was sitting on a branch, which was also carefully crafted in gold, and next to it was a delicate little nest with three small pearls for eggs.

      “Someone posted this to Taylor?”

      James nodded and moved his hand towards me. “Open it.”

      Carefully, I picked up the locket and fitted the nail of my thumb into the clasp at its side. The little case opened and inside were two small, oval-shaped photographs. The picture on the left was of Lizzie, with her dark hair brushed over one shoulder and flowers pinned above her right ear. It was Lizzie as I remembered her, so it was likely to have been taken before the sinking of the Princess Alice.

      On the right-hand side of the locket was a photograph of Sebastian, looking about ten years younger than he was now. He wore a high collar and was scowling slightly at the camera.

      “Where did this come from? Did it once belong to Lizzie?”

      “Either to her or Sebastian, I imagine.”

      “So one of them sent this to Taylor? What was the writing on the envelope like? I might be able to recognise Lizzie’s writing.”

      James handed me the envelope and I was aware that he was watching my face, as if he were trying to read my reaction.

      The handwriting was in black ink and crudely executed, as if a child wrote it.

      I leapt up from my bed and dashed over to my writing desk, where I had stashed the two anonymous letters in a little drawer. I pulled them out and compared them with the envelope which had contained the locket.

      “They’re all written in the same ink!” I exclaimed. “And the handwriting has been disguised on two of them, but whoever sent them forgot to disguise it on the first envelope. The same person sent all three!” I waved them excitedly. “The postmark is also the same!”

      “There is something else in the envelope which contained the locket,” said James.

      I looked inside and found a small piece of folded paper. I opened it and saw the same childish writing again.

      “Highgate Cemetery, midnight tomorrow,” I read.

      I staggered backwards and slumped down onto my bed. “This was posted the day before Lizzie was murdered,” I said. “Do you think it was sent by the man who murdered her?”

      “It is possible. I would say with certainty that it came from someone who knew about the plan to murder Lizzie. This person wished to frame Taylor. He wanted Taylor to be near the cemetery at the time Lizzie died.”

      “Why didn’t Taylor tell us about this before now?”

      “Because he believes he would have been arrested for her murder. Now that he has been arrested, he feels he has nothing to lose by showing it to us. He claims it is proof that he didn’t murder Lizzie; that he was invited there and simply went to find out why someone had sent it to him.”

      “Did he say what he thought about seeing Sebastian and Lizzie’s photographs together in the locket?”

      “He says it wasn’t a surprise, and that he knew their relationship had never really ended. It was the cause of many arguments, but he admits that he kept mistresses throughout their marriage. Perhaps that’s what drove Lizzie back to Sebastian. By the time Lizzie was supposedly drowned on the Princess Alice, her marriage to Taylor had long since deteriorated.”

      “Annie told me that Lizzie wished to leave him.”

      James nodded. “I’ve followed up on the rest of Taylor’s story and I think he is telling the truth. Having been unable to make his way inside the cemetery, he left and stayed at the Dalrymple Hotel nearby. I spoke to the owner of that hotel earlier today, who confirmed Taylor’s story. The following morning, Taylor returned home and I visited him shortly after that to tell him of Lizzie’s death.”

      “I cannot believe Cullen failed to uncover any of this.”

      “He would have done, I am sure.”

      “Did Taylor hear the gunshots?”

      “He says that he did not. He says that he would already have been at the hotel by that time.”

      “Did Sebastian send him the locket?”

      “I don’t know. But we do know that it was someone who knew about Lizzie and Sebastian’s relationship and, most crucially, they knew that something was to happen that night at Highgate Cemetery.”

      “It is eight o’clock!” Mrs Garnett called up the stairway.

      “I am sorry you didn’t have time to have another sherry,” I said to James as I gave him back the locket, letter and envelope. “Here, take the other letters too. They are part of your investigation now.”

      I shuddered as I pondered why the same person had written to, and threatened me, in this way.

      He stood up and put on his coat. “You have met Mrs Colehill before?”

      I nodded.

      “Would you like to visit her with me tomorrow morning? She may be less alarmed by my line of questioning if you are with me. We need to find out whether she can provide an alibi for Sebastian on the night Lizzie died.”

      “Poor Mary, she will be upset about Sebastian’s affair with Lizzie.”

      “She must be. At least if we can rule him out of any involvement in the murder, she and her husband can be left in peace to reconcile their differences.”

      “I am not sure that I am looking forward to it, but I will accompany you when you speak to Mary.”

      “Until then.”

      James put on his hat and bid me goodnight.
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      Thick fog cloaked Cadogan Square the following morning, and the bare-branched trees loomed like spectres. I couldn’t see the Colehills’ home until I was almost upon it. James was waiting for me by the steps.

      “The locket,” I whispered. “You’re not going to mention it to Mary Colehill, are you? I am certain that it will upset her terribly.”

      “No, I won’t mention it. All I wish to ask is whether she can account for Sebastian’s movements on the night that Lizzie died.”

      

      The maid told us that Mrs Colehill was at home and showed us into the drawing room. I warmed myself by the lively fire while James inspected the family photographs arranged on top of the harpsichord.

      Mary Colehill entered the room wearing an attractive, brown-coloured ticking day dress. Her waist was tightly laced and a brown and cream ribbon was tied in her hair.

      She smiled at me, but I saw a look of concern in her large blue eyes as she glanced at James.

      “Good morning, Mrs Colehill, I am sorry to trouble you. My name is Inspector James Blakely and I believe you already know Miss Green?”

      Mary nodded and smiled again.

      “Miss Green has been working with me in relation to the sad case of Lizzie Dixie, and she is accompanying me this morning as her familiarity to you will hopefully put you at ease.”

      “Of course, Inspector, I understand. Miss Green has been a guest at our home before and I know her sister well. Do please take a seat and I will ask the maid to bring you some refreshments.”

      “There is no need to go to the trouble, Mrs Colehill. Our visit this morning will be a brief one.”

      “Very well then.” Mary took a seat on the settee and smoothed her skirts while James and I both sat on chairs facing her.

      “Mrs Colehill, you are aware, I am sure, of the terrible murder of Lizzie Dixie.”

      “Yes.” The smile left her face. “A police inspector visited Sebastian recently to discuss it with him. And I hear that her daughter was also shot! Is she expected to make a recovery?”

      “Thankfully, Annie has recovered well and will be returning home from hospital tomorrow.”

      “That is good news!” I said.

      “Indeed it is,” said Mary.

      “Mrs Colehill,” continued James, “you may have heard that an arrest has been made in connection with this awful murder, and I am at the stage where I am ruling out the involvement of anyone else who might have known Lizzie. I would therefore like to ask you just one question, Mrs Colehill, if you are happy for me to do so?”

      “Of course.”

      “It concerns your husband, Mr Colehill.”

      Mary nodded.

      “And in asking this question, I am by no means suggesting that your husband had any involvement with Lizzie Dixie’s death. Is that clear to you, Mrs Colehill?”

      She nodded again and pursed her lips together anxiously as James took a notebook and pencil out of his pocket.

      “I wonder if you could tell me where your husband was on the night of the twentieth of October?”

      “I gave this some thought when the last police inspector visited, and Sebastian and I have established that he was here, just as he is most evenings. He was at the theatre first, of course, but after the performance he came home, as he does every night. Would you like me to fetch my diary to show you?”

      “There is no need, Mrs Colehill, thank you. What time does Mr Colehill usually arrive home after an evening’s performance?”

      “About eleven o’clock.”

      “And has he stayed out any later than that recently?”

      “No, although he occasionally stays overnight somewhere.”

      “So you are satisfied that the night of the twentieth of October was the same as any other? Your husband returned home about eleven o’clock and did not go out again after that time?”

      “That is correct. Would you like to confirm it with the butler? He always locks up the house once Sebastian is home.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Colehill, but your word is enough. You have been extremely helpful.”

      James closed his notebook and placed it back in his pocket along with the pencil.

      “That is all you need from me?”

      “That is all, Mrs Colehill. Thank you.”

      We all got up from our seats.

      “Sebastian could not have had anything to do with this sorry business,” said Mary. “I understand that you have enquiries to make, but he wouldn’t squash a fly, I can assure you. If he ever discovered that he had been considered a suspect, the news would destroy him...”

      “Please be assured that he is not a suspect, Mrs Colehill.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled, but then her face fell and she pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve to wipe a tear from her cheek. “Please excuse me being rather upset. You will be aware that I have learnt of an indiscretion of my husband’s. It has caused me enormous sadness.”

      “We understand, Mrs Colehill, and we will not trouble you any further,” James replied. “My very best regards to you and your family.”

      

      “Sebastian has his alibi confirmed,” said James as we walked down the steps of the Colehills’ home. “Now let’s see what he has to say about the locket.”

      “Would you like me to accompany you?”

      “Have you no deadline for today?”

      “It’s not due until tomorrow.”

      “Good, then let’s go directly to Drury Lane.”
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      Once again, I found myself waiting in a red velvet seat in the auditorium. The gas lamps flickered dim and low, and the air felt close.

      “I remember seeing Lizzie on this very stage in Lady Audley’s Secret,” I said in an attempt to hide my nerves. “She played Alicia and that was the night Gladstone came here.”

      A thud came from the back of the auditorium, as if something had fallen. Startled, I turned around in my seat but was unable to see much in the gloom.

      “Did you hear that?” I whispered to James, although I wasn’t sure why I was whispering.

      “Yes, I did,” he said in a low voice. “This theatre is rumoured to be haunted, isn’t it?”

      “I think all theatres are supposed to be haunted. But where do you think that noise came from?” I looked around again, and felt a prickling sensation at the back of my neck.

      “A ghost?”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?”

      “Of course I don’t!” But the sensation at the back of my neck remained.

      The door at the side of the stage opened and Sebastian strode out, just as he had during my previous visit. He made his way up the steps by the side of the seating and stopped when he reached the row in front of us.

      “Good morning, Inspector Blakely.”

      “Good morning, Mr Colehill.”

      James stood and offered his hand. Sebastian leant forward and shook it, then took a seat in the row in front of us.

      “Miss Green,” he said with little warmth as he sat down.

      “Hello Sebastian.”

      “What can I do for you, Inspector?” Sebastian crossed his long legs and sat sidelong in his seat, so that James had to address his profile.

      James removed something from his inside pocket. “Can I ask if you recognise this, Mr Colehill?” He leant over the seat in front of him and handed Sebastian the locket.

      I held my breath.

      Sebastian’s brow furrowed as he took the locket from James. “I haven’t seen this in a long while.” He held it up by its chain and inspected it. “Are the pictures still inside it?”

      “You do recognise it?”

      “Yes. How did you come by it?”

      “Firstly, can you tell me who it belongs to, Mr Colehill?”

      “It was Lizzie’s.”

      “And when did you last see it?”

      “I don’t remember. A long time ago.”

      “Can you be more exact, Mr Colehill? Was it before or after she was presumed drowned on the Princess Alice?”

      “Tell me where you found it first.” There was a sharp tone to Sebastian’s voice.

      “It was posted to Mr Taylor the day before Lizzie was murdered.”

      Sebastian’s eyes opened wide in surprise, but I couldn’t tell whether his reaction was genuine or false.

      “And who posted it?”

      “That is what I am trying to ascertain, Mr Colehill. Now you see why it is so important that you tell me when you last saw this locket.”

      “It wasn’t me who posted it, that’s for sure!”

      “I am not suggesting that it was, Mr Colehill. If the locket was in Lizzie’s possession, perhaps she posted it?”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “It is a long time since I last saw this locket.”

      “After the sinking of the Princess Alice?”

      “I don’t remember. I’m certain that I gave it to her a long time before then. And then I remember that we had an argument about something. It was nothing important, just a misunderstanding. And that was when she returned it to me.”

      “So the locket was in your possession?”

      “For a while, yes, but I must have put it somewhere. And perhaps I gave it back to Lizzie again, I don’t remember.”

      James held out his hand for the locket.

      “Do you want it back?”

      “For the time being. It is being kept as evidence at the moment. The locket was accompanied by a short note.”

      “What did it say?”

      “It instructed Taylor to visit Highgate Cemetery at midnight the following evening.”

      “Really?”

      “Which was the day and time when Lizzie was shot.”

      Sebastian’s face paled and he turned away. “So it was planned.”

      “What was?”

      Sebastian turned back to face him. “Lizzie’s murder was planned.”

      “We have known that for some time, Mr Colehill.”

      James was still holding out his hand, and Sebastian gently lowered the locket into his palm.

      “Who would do this?” said Sebastian, slowly shaking his head.

      “That is what I am trying to discover, Mr Colehill,” said James, putting the locket back in his pocket.

      “But I thought it was Taylor. I suppose it still is, isn’t it? Someone sent him the locket and the note, so he went to the cemetery, saw Lizzie there and shot her.”

      “It is possible, although Taylor says he didn’t go into the cemetery that night because the gates were locked. A young man was seen climbing over the fence of the cemetery shortly before Lizzie was shot. Did Lizzie know someone who might fit that description? Perhaps he visited her at her home in Highgate or she mentioned him to you?”

      “No, never. She didn’t see anyone. I allowed her to meet Annie once a month, but that was all. She was supposed to be dead and that was why she kept herself hidden away. Perhaps Taylor paid him to do it.”

      “Who?”

      “The man you mention. Perhaps Taylor paid him to shoot Lizzie.”

      “We cannot rule that out, and we will continue to speak to Taylor about that night.”

      “Good, good.”

      Sebastian turned his attention to me. “How much of this conversation will appear in the newspaper, Miss Green?”

      “None of it,” I replied. “As you know, Taylor has been arrested and it would be untoward to publish anything further at this time.”

      “Taylor has been arrested and you would think he hadn’t by the way you are chasing me over this. I had nothing to do with it! If those blasted diaries hadn’t been lost, you would have known the truth by now. Would you like to hear exactly what happened?”
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      “Once I have explained this, I expect you to remove me from your enquiries, do you hear?” said Sebastian. “You have full assurance of my honesty now. Please don’t ignore what I say and maintain some foolish notion that I killed the woman I loved!”

      James and I remained silent. Sebastian removed his handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the back of his neck.

      “Lizzie hid because she was desperate. She had spent a lifetime working to get to where she was, and once she got there she realised it wasn’t what she wanted at all. Her husband treated her deplorably, her career was fading and younger actresses were being offered the best parts. Most frustratingly for her, she had realised that she would never have what she really wanted.”

      “Which was what?”

      “Me, of course!” Sebastian laughed. “I met her first when she was nineteen years old, and a fetching young thing she was too. She was my secret for a while. Perhaps we should have married, but you knew what sort of girl she was. She had already found herself in trouble with Mr Burrell. I did the Burrell family a favour by taking her under my wing. And just as I was there for her in the beginning, so I was there for her at the end. When it all became too much, I took her under my wing a second time. I placed her in that house and she became my secret once again.”

      “But after the sinking of the Princess Alice... how did you know that she was still alive?” I asked.

      “It was mayhem down there at Woolwich, an absolute tragedy. I had been due to meet her off the boat at Swan Pier by London Bridge, but when I got wind of the sinking I had my carriage take me down to North Woolwich Pier. Have you ever watched six hundred souls drown? It is not a pretty sight. Of course, I feared the worse as I fought my way through the crowds to the water’s edge. I helped drag people out of the river and saw some of them die right in front of me. The screams. The panic. And the speed of it all! The boat was already fully under the water by the time I got there. Lizzie had managed to get into one of the Bywell Castle’s lifeboats. I found her wandering among the crowd, shivering and bewildered. I don’t think she fully realised what had happened. I knew she had been on the boat with one of the men who paid her for companionship, but he was already dead by then. He had helped her onto the rescue boat. You knew she was a whore, didn’t you?”

      I winced at his use of the word and said nothing.

      “Yes, she was a whore all right.” Sebastian became more animated as he relaxed into the flow of his words. “Taylor turned a blind eye because her clients paid a lot of money. I told her she would have to stop all that once she was mine – that there was to be no one else – and I think she was happy to leave that life behind. I have always felt it was providence that I should have found her in that crowd. It was one of those moments when I knew that she wanted to come to me. And she could finally have me, so long as she did what I said. She didn’t want to be in the limelight any more, but she was too well-known to do anything else. Even if she had retired, she would never have left it. The only way to leave was to die. I explained that to her. I told her she could still see Annie if she made her swear to secrecy, and it worked. They even pulled someone out of the water who they believed to be her! It was such luck!”

      He laughed again.

      “It worked perfectly for five years. I told her what her funeral was like and she was amused to hear me describe Taylor’s tears. She cared nothing for him, of course. I was the only man she ever loved, and I was the only one who could control her. She needed it, of course. She couldn’t exactly control herself, could she?”

      I felt a bitter taste in my mouth. I didn’t like the way he spoke about Lizzie. She had loved him and he had clearly enjoyed the power he had over her.

      “I saw her the day she died. She wasn’t in her best mood. And now I shall continue to be honest with you, just so you understand that every word I tell you is the truth. Lizzie was not an easy woman to get along with. We argued often and we argued on that day. Ah ha! I hear you cry. What a perfect motive for murder! But no, I could never sink to such depths, tempting though it was at times. I loved her deeply. She drove me half mad most of the time, but when I found out she was really gone...”

      Sebastian trailed off. He turned his head away and looked at the scarlet curtains, which had been pulled across the stage.

      “It was as if my world had fallen apart,” he said quietly. “I was plunged into a grief I could never admit to or show. I had to return to my wife and family each day, pretending that nothing had happened!”

      He turned to face us again. “Can you imagine what that was like? And when I found out she had been killed, I realised that someone else, someone other than Annie, had known that she was still alive. I have wracked my brains over and over, but I cannot decipher who that person could be!”

      There was a long pause before James spoke.

      “Are you certain that Lizzie had nothing to do with anyone else while she was in hiding?” he asked.

      “Absolutely certain.”

      “There were two politicians at her funeral whom she had known well in the past. Could she have seen them at all?”

      Sebastian shook his head.

      “Could they have somehow found out she was still alive?”

      “Perhaps there is a chance they might have, I can’t rule it out. But I can’t understand how they would have done so. And even if they did, why would anyone kill her? And for my daughter to be attacked too... Frankly, it’s an outrage that no one has been arrested for the attack on Annie!”

      Strange sobs emanated from Sebastian’s throat, and I was reminded of the evening that he had cried in his conservatory. He made me feel uncomfortable.

      But while it is entirely possible that I was easily fooled, I believed every word he had just told us.
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      We walked past the Gaiety Theatre and down to The Strand, from which point James could take an omnibus to Westminster and I could walk to the Morning Express offices. The fog had a brown tinge to it and flakes of soot floated through the air, landing on the lenses of my spectacles.

      “What do you make of Sebastian’s story?” I asked.

      “I think Mr Colehill spoke with a reasonable portion of honesty. There could be many events which he left out of his account, of course.”

      “He couldn’t have killed Lizzie, could he? His wife has provided an alibi and he has been honest with us about his relationship with Lizzie. And he would never harm Annie. I can’t say I am fond of the man, but I regret having suspected him.”

      “Without doubt, he has been up to some fishy business, but that doesn’t mean he is the murderer. We have no evidence against him, so my focus must now shift to Westminster and to Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell. That will no doubt be a hard nut to crack.”

      “I think someone at Westminster hired the young man in the tweed cap.”

      “I will ask for the politicians’ help in finding him.”

      “Do you think they will help? Cullen may have offered to shield them from the rest of the investigation.”

      “There is only one way to find out, and that is to talk to them.”

      We paused by the tavern at the corner of the street.

      “Good luck, James.”

      “Thank you. I will need quite a bit of luck.”

      “Please let me know what happens and if I can help in any way. I know that time is against you now.”

      “Yes, it is. I will do my best to get to the bottom of this. Cullen wants the report on Taylor by tomorrow evening.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat at the typewriter in the Morning Express offices and typed a paragraph about a man named Augustus Smith, who had claimed responsibility for the underground railway explosions but had later been certified by a doctor as suffering from delirium tremens and admitted to the Woolwich Union Infirmary.

      I was making good progress with my typewriting and could manage to type a reasonable number of words each minute. Once I had finished, I wound the paper off the roller and read my paragraph. There were only a few mistakes and I felt quite pleased with it.

      “That looks marvellous,” came a voice from over my shoulder.

      “Hello Edgar,” I replied, without turning to look at him.

      “It looks as though it is already published when it’s typewritten like that.”

      “If you ignore the mistakes.”

      “Are there mistakes?” He leant over my shoulder to squint at the paper and I held my breath to avoid the stale mixture of beer and tobacco.

      “Oh yes, I see them now. Quite a few mistakes, in fact.”

      I rolled the paper up so he could look no longer at it.

      “What can I do for you, Edgar?”

      “You can typewrite my articles, if you like.”

      “No thank you.”

      “I was only joking! There is no need to give me a stare like Medusa. Has the schoolboy inspector written his report for the magistrates yet?”

      “He is working on it at this very moment.”

      I thought about James and wondered whether Sir Edmund and Hugh Dowdeswell would speak to him. I struggled to see how he would be able to link Lizzie’s murder to anyone at Westminster in the short time he had left.

      “Cullen’s already made an arrest in the Wandsworth murder case. There is no stopping him, is there?”

      “It seems not.”

      “Miss Green!” Mr Sherman marched into the news room, leaving the door to slam shut behind him. “There is room for a column on the West London Women’s Society in Saturday’s edition.”

      “An entire column? That’s wonderful news. Thank you, Mr Sherman!”

      “It seems that the wife of our fine proprietor, Mr Conway, recently attended the annual meeting of the National Society for Women’s Suffrage and happens to have a good friend in the American Women’s Suffrage Association. She appears to have convinced Mr Conway that women’s rights are an increasingly important topic of news.”

      “Mrs Conway sounds like a well-informed lady.”

      “The deadline is tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Eliza arrived at my lodgings shortly after breakfast the following morning. I had sent her a telegram informing her of the good news about the article and she was to help me write it. Before long the floor of my room was strewn with pages of notes from the West London Women’s Society’s meetings and discussions.

      “How many words did you say a column should be?” asked Eliza.

      “A thousand.”

      “That is a lot of words! So we could cover suffrage, rational dress and employment.”

      “That sounds sensible.”

      “Good, I’m so glad you agree. This is such wonderful news, Penelope!” Eliza clapped her hands together with glee. “This could be the start of something wonderful, don’t you think?”

      “I do. We don’t have a lot of time, though. Shall we begin with suffrage?”

      “Of course. I shall gather up the notes.”

      Eliza stepped over to a pile of papers near the door, picked it up and brought it over to me.

      “Suffrage is something we have discussed at a number of our meetings, and we have all taken turns to write notes. I have collated them together here.” She leafed through the papers. “The difficulty is deciding where to start.”

      I sighed, realising that the article would not be written quickly. I could feel the deadline looming and was desperate to find out how James was getting on with his Westminster investigations.

      Would he stumble across some new evidence, or would he be forced to make Taylor stand trial?

      “I found out who Mrs Lennox’s husband is.”

      “What was that?” I asked, distracted by a piece of paper which had caught my eye.

      “Mrs Lennox who was at the society meeting. Do you remember? You asked me to find out who her husband was. He’s a physician. What are you looking at?”

      “Who wrote this, Ellie?” I asked, pointing to a sheet of sloping handwriting in black ink. There was something familiar about it.

      “I don’t know,” replied Eliza. “One of us in the society.”

      She leafed through the pages, covering up the one I had been interested in. I grabbed it before it became lost in the pile of paper.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need to find out who wrote this; I recognise the handwriting.”

      I couldn’t think where I had seen it before.

      “Give it here,” said Eliza, taking the piece of paper and examining it. “This was the meeting we held on the fifth of October. Let me see... I think it was Mary Colehill.”

      I felt sure that my heart had stopped beating for a moment.

      “Mary Colehill? You are certain of that?”

      Now I remembered where I had seen the handwriting. It matched the writing on the envelope of the first anonymous letter I had received.

      If Mary had written that letter, she had also written the second letter and sent the locket to Taylor.

      “I need that piece of paper,” I said.

      “What is the matter, Penelope? You have strange blotches on your cheeks.”

      “I need to check it against something.”

      Perhaps I was mistaken, but I would find out for sure once I had checked the handwriting against the letters James had in his possession.

      Eliza slowly handed me back the piece of paper, staring at me with a concerned look on her face. I took it from her and got up to fetch my handbag and coat. “Don’t worry, I will bring this back to you. I just need to take it to Scotland Yard.”

      “Scotland Yard, Penelope? Now? What on earth?”

      “I will return as quickly as possible. While I am gone, perhaps you can make a start on the article and show me what you have written when I get back. I’m so sorry, Ellie, but something quite unexpected has turned up.”

      “So I gather,” replied my sister as I dashed from the room.
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      The train journey from Moorgate to Westminster Bridge station seemed to take an eternity. I sat in second-class, reading and rereading the page of notes Mary Colehill had written.

      Could I be sure that it was the same handwriting as the address on the envelope of the first letter I had received? Or was I simply clutching at straws?

      James had to finish his report on Taylor by the end of the day. If I had new evidence, we needed to work as quickly as possible.

      Sebastian hadn’t been truthful with us the previous day. He must have made his wife write the letters so that no one could link them to him. He had told her to threaten me. Mary was far too mild-mannered to write the letters of her own accord.

      

      A few sentences from her notes on suffrage remained in my head:

      

      Women should no longer be considered nonentities. It is time to strike off the shackles and allow their voices to be heard. It is time to fight against the injustice which has been endured for so long.

      

      As I turned these words over in my mind, it occurred to me that they might not apply only to women’s suffrage.

      Had there been something else in her mind when she wrote them? Could she have been referring to the injustice she felt as a result of Sebastian’s love affair with Lizzie?

      Had Mary found out about them sooner than we realised?

      

      I leaned back in my seat, closed my eyes and tried to calm my thoughts. I needed to determine whether my mind was working properly and not running away with itself like a horse broken free from its carriage.

      Had Mary killed Lizzie?

      I pictured Mary in her pretty day dress with her sweet smile and decided it was impossible.

      But it wasn’t impossible that she had found out about Sebastian and Lizzie. Their love affair had continued for many years and there must have been cause for Mary to grow suspicious.

      Mary might have found out about the affair and wanted to exact her revenge.

      Everything seemed to fit into place all of a sudden. If Mary had discovered Sebastian and Lizzie’s affair, she would have felt angry and betrayed. She might also have felt a strong sense of resentment towards their daughter, Annie.

      All of a sudden, I had established a possible motive for the attacks on Lizzie and Annie.

      But was I right?

      

      The train remained halted for some time at Charing Cross Station, the engine belching out so much smoke and steam that the platform was barely visible after a short while. I felt my stomach cramp with impatience and I pondered whether it would be quicker to get out of the train and run to Westminster. I knew I had little chance of picking up a decent speed in my skirts and boots, so I was relieved when I heard the guard blow his whistle for the train to depart.

      As soon as I alighted at Westminster Bridge Station, I ran as quickly as I could up Whitehall towards Scotland Yard. It was raining, but I couldn’t run with my umbrella open, so I screwed up my face against the raindrops and accepted that I would have to get wet.

      A few scruffy boys ran alongside me, laughing.

      “What’s the ‘urry, lady?” they called out.

      “I have just solved a murder!” I shouted back at them.

      They wrinkled their foreheads in puzzlement.

      

      I was so out of breath that I could barely speak by the time I reached the Yard, and I was horrified to discover that James was not there. After making some enquiries and eventually speaking to the inspector’s long-nosed colleague, I was told that he was at the Palace of Westminster.

      I cursed under my breath as I had run past the palace on my way to the Yard. I left by the way I had come and ran back down Whitehall towards the Houses of Parliament and the unmistakeable clock tower that housed Big Ben. The clock told me that it was almost ten o’clock, and I wondered what progress James was making with Sir Edmund.

      Presumably none, if Mary was indeed our suspect.

      The ornate, sand-coloured Houses of Parliament with their many mullioned windows were grimy with soot. I passed the ancient Westminster Hall to St Stephen’s Entrance, where a footman asked me what my business was. It took me a while to convince him that I urgently needed to speak with Inspector Blakely, and eventually it was decided that the inspector be brought out to me rather than allow a hysterical, rain-soaked woman into the hallowed palace. Even showing the footman my card did nothing to help my cause.

      I put my umbrella up and waited by a statue of a unicorn clutching a shield.

      Eventually, James appeared in the doorway.

      “Penny! You have heard?” He stepped out and joined me under my umbrella.

      “About what?”

      “Cullen allowed Taylor to walk free yesterday evening.”

      “Taylor is no longer a suspect?”

      “Apparently not. Cullen has decided that he was framed, which I have to say was also my conclusion. It means we have to focus our efforts on the Westminster connection. I can’t say it has gone well this morning, however.”

      “It’s all beginning to make sense now. I don’t think anyone in Westminster had anything to do with Lizzie’s murder.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Look at this.”

      I gave him the handle of my umbrella to hold while I scrabbled around in my handbag. I found the crumpled page of Mary’s notes and thrust it at him.

      “Mary wrote this. Mary Colehill!”

      I took the umbrella from James and his eyebrows knitted tightly together as he examined the page.

      “Don’t worry about what it says,” I said. “Look at the handwriting. It’s the same as the writing on the envelope.”

      “Which envelope?”

      I felt a snap of impatience in my chest, but I did my best to remain calm as I explained to James about the neatly written address on the envelope of the first anonymous letter that had been sent to me.

      As I spoke, James’ brow smoothed out and his blue eyes widened. He glanced back at the page of writing and a smile began to spread across his face.

      “Penny, I think you are right! Keep this safe in your bag. I don’t want it to get wet and have the ink spoiled.” He handed the piece of paper back to me. “The other letters are in the case file on my desk. Let me fetch my coat from Sir Edmund’s office so we can compare the handwriting at once.”
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        * * *

      

      The damp had seeped through to my skin from my rain-soaked jacket by the time we arrived at James' office. I noticed that he sat just a few desks away from Cullen, but thankfully the more senior inspector was nowhere to be seen.

      I gave James the page of Mary’s handwriting and he placed it on the desk, smoothing it out with his hand. A few spots of rain had already smudged the ink.

      Then he opened the case file and leafed through it until he found a large envelope. Inside it were three smaller envelopes: one that had contained the locket and the other two the anonymous letters which had been sent to me.

      “The ink is the same colour,” said James. “There are no guarantees that they were all written by the same person, but it certainly helps us.”

      He placed the neatly written envelope next to the page of notes and we looked from one to the other repeatedly. The envelope was written slightly more neatly. Mary’s handwriting was looser on the page of notes, which was to be expected when writing so many words at speed.

      “You are not mistaken, Penny. I can say without much doubt that the person who wrote this page of notes is the very same person who wrote the address on this envelope.”

      “Mary sent these letters; I can scarcely believe it. To think how friendly she was towards me when she was actually sending me threatening letters. Why would she do such a thing?”

      “Only one person can tell us, and that is Mary herself.”

      “Do you think she is the murderer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “She could have hired the young man to kill Lizzie. She would never have done it herself.”

      “Perhaps not. It is most urgent that I discuss this with her. Are you certain that she is the author of these notes?”

      “That is what Eliza told me.”

      “I need to get hold of proven examples of Mary’s handwriting before I can use this as evidence. Your sister’s word is crucial, but we still don’t have any actual proof that Mary wrote these. Once I can get a sample of her handwriting, which she testifies is hers, I will have that and the three letters analysed by a graphologist. Before I do that, however, we can ask her whether she is the author of the notes and the letters and see what she says.”

      “Shall we go and see Mary now?”

      “Absolutely. A cab would get us there in ten minutes or so.”

      James took off his overcoat and jacket, leaving him standing there in his shirt and waistcoat.

      “What are you doing?”

      I watched him open a drawer in his desk and take out a leather shoulder holster.

      “You need a gun?”

      “With a bit of luck, I won’t.” He put the holster on and took a revolver out of its case on his desk. “But it is best to be prepared.”
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      James asked the cab driver to wait in Cadogan Square as we called at the Colehills’ house. The maid answered and told us that neither Mary nor Sebastian was at home.

      “May I ask for their whereabouts?” asked James. “I need to speak to Mrs Colehill about some urgent police business.”

      “Mr Colehill is at Drury Lane, sir, and Mrs Colehill is at a society meetin'.”

      “The West London Women’s Society?” I asked.

      “Yes ma’am, that’s the one.”

      I gave James a questioning look. We both knew that Eliza wasn’t at the meeting, and would have been had the society been scheduled to meet.

      Could Mary have lied to the maid about her whereabouts?

      I remained silent, not wishing to arouse the maid’s suspicion.

      “Thank you for your time,” said James. “We will go and visit Mr Colehill at Drury Lane.”

      “Why are we going to see Sebastian?” I whispered to James as we descended the steps and the maid closed the door behind us.

      “We’re not. I didn’t want the maid telling anyone where we’re going.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “The King Henry pub on Mile End Road, please, driver!” he called out. “As quick as you can!”

      We leapt into the cab and the horse trotted on.

      “Taylor’s house?” I asked.

      “Do you remember me telling Mary yesterday that Annie was returning home from hospital?”

      A sickening sense of dread stirred in my stomach. “You think Mary has gone after her?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m worried that Annie isn’t safe.”

      “Hopefully Taylor is with her now that he’s been released.”

      “Hopefully, but I want to be sure that she has someone there to protect her. Until we have found Mary, I will request that someone from H Division is at the Taylor home to guard her.”

      The cab made its way around Belgrave Square, with its impressive stuccoed townhouses and its trees dripping with rain.

      James checked his pocket watch and tutted. “It is going to take us some time to reach Mile End. I can only hope Mary doesn’t reach it before us.”

      “Do you really think she could be the murderer? I can’t imagine her doing such a terrible thing. She is so mild-mannered.”

      “She is either mild-mannered or a talented actress. I fear that she is the latter, and that she has been one step ahead of us the entire time.”

      “You think she framed Taylor?”

      “Yes, she sent him the locket, didn’t she? And she instructed him to be in Highgate Cemetery at the time of the murder. Presumably, she was hoping someone would see him there and suspect that he was behind Lizzie’s murder.”

      “She achieved that.”

      “She did. Rather clumsily, perhaps, but she had us fooled for a while.”

      “And what of the young man witnessed at the scene of both shootings? The man who was at the cemetery and the hotel?”

      “I feel certain that she will lead us to him.”
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        * * *

      

      We exited the cab outside The King Henry pub and ran up the steps to Mr Taylor’s house.

      James knocked at the door while the rain drummed on the glass porch over our heads. The maid answered and I was relieved to hear that both Annie and Mr Taylor were at home.

      “This is good news,” said James as we passed the large stuffed bear in the hallway. “Once I am satisfied that Annie and Mr Taylor are well, I will ask H Division to mind them.”

      “I wonder where Mary is,” I whispered.

      “Not you again!” Mr Taylor barked at James as we were shown into the drawing room. “You’ve only just let me go! Can’t you leave a man in peace?”

      He stood on the hearthrug smoking a cigar, while Annie rested on the red velour settee. She returned my smile.

      “Please be assured that you are no longer a suspect, Mr Taylor,” said James. “We are here because we are concerned for Annie’s safety.”

      Annie frowned.

      “Don’t worry. You’re safe now the inspector’s here, Annie,” I explained. “We are concerned because the person who shot you has yet to be caught.”

      “He’s hardly going to shoot her in my home, is he?” said Taylor. “What nonsense.”

      “We are close to catching the culprit,” said James. “I will ask my colleagues in Stepney to look after you until the individual is caught.”

      “It could be weeks, even months, until you catch the man,” said Mr Taylor. “I don’t want bobbies hanging around here until the Yard finally gets its act together. We want to be left in peace now, do you hear? My priority is to ensure that Annie recovers well enough to be able to perform again. That is all that matters, isn’t it, Annie?”

      But Annie didn’t reply. Instead, her wide eyes were fixed on the doorway behind us.

      I spun around to see the maid standing as still as a statue, her face white. A revolver had been pressed up against her temple by a young man in a tweed cap and a dark suit. He had a pale moustache and stared back at me with cold, empty eyes.

      As I studied his face, I noticed there was something soft about his features.

      He was either extremely youthful or he wasn’t a man at all.

      It was then that I realised he was in fact a woman.

      And the woman was Mary Colehill.
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      Mary’s fair hair was tucked up inside the cap and the brim had been pulled down low over her eyes. Her moustache looked convincing enough.

      Perhaps she had made it with her own hair, I thought.

      With her square jaw and dark, baggy suit, she was passable as a slim-built young man. I was afraid to make any sudden movements and I sensed that James felt the same way. He stood still and silent next to me, presumably thinking up a plan to manage the situation.

      “Mary?” I ventured.

      She glared back at me and pressed the gun harder still against the maid’s head. The poor maid’s eyes and mouth were open wide in terror.

      “Come here, Annie,” said Mary.

      “No!” said Mr Taylor from behind me.

      Mary gave him a cold glance, and from the corner of my eye I noticed Annie stand up and walk towards Mary. I also noticed James slowly moving his hand beneath his jacket, to where I knew his revolver sat in its holster.

      My heart pounded in my ears.

      The maid cried out as Mary suddenly pushed her away and grabbed hold of Annie. She moved the gun so that it was pressed up against Annie’s head and the maid cowered by the tiger skin rug.

      I was wary that anything I said might make matters worse, but I felt I had to try and calm the situation. “Mary, please don’t do this. Annie hasn’t done anything to hurt you. Please leave her alone. Can’t you see that she has already suffered enough?”

      “What do you know about suffering, Penny?” asked Mary.

      Annie’s face remained calm and expressionless. I was impressed by her bravery. I decided it was best to keep Mary talking as a way of distracting her while James hopefully found his gun.

      “I don’t know a lot about suffering, Mary, but I know what you must have been through. I cannot imagine what it must have been like to find out about Sebastian and Lizzie. You didn’t deserve that; you have a lovely family What Lizzie and Sebastian did was wrong.”

      “She was your friend.”

      “She may have been, but I still believe she was wrong. In fact, she kept the affair so well-hidden that I didn’t know about it while she was alive.”

      “My husband and children are the most important things in my life,” said Mary, her voice cracking slightly. “I do whatever I can to protect what we have. I tried to warn you that this would happen, but you ignored me. How many letters did I need to send to convince you to stay away?”

      “I didn’t know whether to take the threats seriously or not.”

      She laughed. “Do you need any more convincing now?”

      “Mary, please don’t do this. You have too much to lose.”

      Mary glanced at James, then her arm moved and a sudden shot made Annie scream. I leapt back, startled.

      “James!” I cried out. He lay on the floor, on his left side. I knelt down beside him.

      “I’m all right,” he said through clenched teeth.

      He gripped his arm with his hand and I could see a dark patch of blood begin to spread across the sleeve of his jacket.

      “She shot you?”

      “Yes, in the arm, but I’m all right.” He kept moving his eyes to his left shoulder and I saw that he was lying on top of his revolver. He looked up at me, wide-eyed, and I understood from his glance that he wanted me to pick up the gun.

      “Move away from him!” said Mary. “On your feet!”

      “He needs a doctor.”

      Mary pointed her gun at me. “Get up!”

      I grabbed the revolver and stood up, pointing the barrel at Mary. The gun felt cold and heavy in my shaking hands.

      Mary gave me a half smile and pointed her gun back towards Annie’s head. “I can kill her with just one shot.”

      I wondered why she was hesitating. Perhaps she wasn’t quite callous enough to shoot someone at such close range.

      I glanced over at Taylor and the maid, and it was then that I remembered the shotgun above the case containing the stuffed otter. I was sure that Taylor had already stepped back so that he was closer to it.

      With James injured, Taylor had become our only hope. I needed him to get hold of his shotgun and help save Annie. I had never fired a gun before and I had little confidence in my ability to do anything with the weapon I now held.

      “Please let Annie go,” I said to Mary. “Think of Sebastian. Think of your children.”

      Mary’s eyes grew watery. “Sebastian doesn’t know that I found out about his affair with that whore. He thinks I’m his little woman, caring for his children and waiting patiently for him to come home every evening. He has no knowledge of the many times I followed him or how frequently I read his letters from that insufferable woman. She thought she could take him away from me. He wouldn’t go, of course; he would never leave me.”

      “So why do this?” I asked. “Why kill Lizzie?”

      “My husband is now one of the most successful theatre proprietors in the country. What would happen to him if people discovered the truth? Lizzie had been a thorn in my side for so long. I knew my family could never live in peace until she was gone. In everyone else’s mind she had drowned, so what harm could I do in killing a woman who was believed to be dead and buried?”

      “Let Annie go,” I said.

      “Sebastian’s daughter with that woman? For as long as she is alive, I am reminded of his betrayal.”

      “That’s enough, Mary!” said Taylor, grabbing his shotgun off the wall as I had hoped he would. He pointed it at Mary. “Do what the woman says and let Annie go. This was not part of the agreement.”

      “Agreement? What agreement?” I asked.

      “Let Annie go,” said Taylor. “Now!”

      He took a step towards Mary and she lowered her gun. Annie moved away from her.

      Then Taylor swung his shotgun round and pointed it at me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. I was still pointing my gun at Mary. “Mr Taylor, what was the agreement?”

      “The agreement,” he replied, “was that we would kill Lizzie. Do you want to know how Mary found out about their affair? I told her. I knew about them before the boat sank, and I found out that Lizzie was still alive when I followed Annie one day. I couldn’t understand who she kept meeting in Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. To think that my own wife pretended to me that she had drowned! Just so she could carry on with that man. There is no greater deceit than that, is there, Miss Green? You must know how it feels. She deceived you too. But I confronted her that night in Highgate Cemetery. Both Mary and I were there. We sent her a message and pretended it was from Sebastian asking to meet him there. And the fool turned up! She would have done anything for him. We told her what we thought of her, didn’t we, Mary? She tried to apologise, but her words meant nothing to me by then. I no longer cared.”

      “But you couldn’t bring yourself to shoot her, could you?” said Mary. “That was left to me.” Her face was so contorted that I no longer recognised her, especially when she was dressed in men’s clothing.

      “But the locket,” I said. “Why did Mary frame you with the locket?”

      “I wanted it to look as though I’d been framed. I knew I would be one of the main suspects from the start, so if I could show that I was being framed the detectives hopefully wouldn’t delve any deeper. Which they didn’t. It all worked extremely well until Mary took matters into her own hands. It seems that killing Lizzie wasn’t enough for her; she wanted Annie dead too. Now, Annie may not be my daughter, but I’ve been a father to her since she was a young girl. I love her as if she were my own.”

      Mary raised her gun again and pointed it at Taylor.

      “Do you see what I mean, Miss Green?” he said. “This woman likes to take matters into her own hands.”

      He turned his shotgun on Mary. “Annie, get out of the room!” he shouted.

      Mr Taylor and Mary were holding each other at gunpoint and I felt terrified of the outcome.

      Who was to shoot first?

      I felt relieved that Annie was leaving the room and would not witness any bloodshed. The revolver was still in my shaking hand, but I felt unsure what to do with it. I glanced over at James and he gestured to me to pass him the gun, even though he was still lying on the ground. I knew he was a far better shot than I, but he was injured.

      Would he be able to fire the gun accurately?

      Whatever decision I made would be risky. I stooped to one side and slid the gun across the floor to him.

      “Stop!” Mary cried out.

      I looked up and saw the barrel of her gun trained on me.

      I tried to cover myself with my arms, but the shots rang out.
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      “Welcome back!”

      Mr Sherman and the entire staff at the Morning Express were gathered in the news room. They broke out into hearty applause as I stepped through the door and I felt my face flush hot.

      I had never seen Mr Sherman grin before, and even Miss Welton had a smile on her face. Among the staff, I saw Edgar, Frederick and even the compositors and printers from downstairs, as well as some of the messenger boys.

      “Let me help you with your coat, Miss Green,” said Mr Sherman, stepping forward. I allowed him to help me. It wasn’t easy with my arm in a sling, and the injury was still painful when I moved too much.

      

      Mary had managed to fire at me and Mr Taylor before James had shot her in the leg and disarmed her. Mr Taylor had died of his injuries at the Royal London Hospital. His shotgun had later been found to be empty of ammunition. Thankfully, Annie was unharmed and James’ wound was not too serious.

      Only one of Mary’s bullets had hit me. It had travelled through my right forearm, which I had been holding across my chest, and had been halted by the boning of my corset. My ribs had been bruised, but were thankfully undamaged. The injury to my arm had required surgery and I wondered whether I would ever be able to use it properly again.

      “The return of Miss Green calls for a celebratory drink!” said Mr Sherman. “This bottle of champagne has been given to us by our fine proprietor, Mr Conway!”

      He set about opening it while I walked over to my desk and sat down.

      “Are you sure you are ready to return to work?” asked Edgar with a look of concern on his face.

      “I think so. I had to; I felt that I was losing my mind sitting about in my lodgings doing nothing. My sister visited me every day and that made it even worse.”

      Edgar laughed. “It’s terrible bad luck, though, isn’t it?” he said.

      “What is?”

      “You could have at least asked her to shoot you in your left arm. You’re a writer and now you can’t write!”

      “But at least I am alive.” I smiled. “All is not lost. I am going to try typewriting.”

      “Really? On Miss Welton’s machine?”

      “Yes, I can type with my left hand.”

      “You are very determined. I think that if I were shot in the arm I would sit at home, enjoying plenty of rest and waiting to make a full recovery.”

      “I can imagine you doing just that.”

      We both smiled.

      “To Miss Green! And her health!” Mr Sherman held his glass high.

      “To Miss Green!” my colleagues echoed.

      Feeling embarrassed by the attention, I reached out for my glass and took a sip of champagne.

      “And the Colehill woman will hang!” someone cried out.

      I felt pleased that justice would finally be served for Lizzie and Annie, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the Colehill children. Although their mother had committed a dreadful crime, it didn’t seem fair that they should lose her.

      “I hear that Sebastian Colehill wants to have her death sentence commuted to life imprisonment instead,” said Frederick. “He is encouraging his wife to confess and repent, in the hope that it will save her. I should think he’s also hoping a lot of the blame will be pinned on Taylor for encouraging her to do such awful things.”

      “Sebastian may feel partially responsible,” I said. “He could never have known that his wife was capable of murder, but he may be questioning the way he treated her. I hope she receives a life sentence rather than the death sentence for the sake of her family.”

      “I propose another toast,” said Mr Sherman. “Let us drink to the satisfactory ending of this entire affair!”

      Everyone raised their glasses in celebration. I took a sip of my drink and wondered how poor Annie must be feeling.

      Although Lizzie’s murderers had been found, there seemed little to celebrate.
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      The full report on the underground railway bombings had been given to the Home Secretary by Colonel Majendie and Captain Cundill. I sat in the reading room and perused a copy of it.

      The report’s conclusion was that the bombs at Praed Street and Charing Cross had been malicious acts that could be linked to similar bombings on account of their ‘savage disregard for life’. It seemed the Fenians were behind the campaign, although this was yet to be proven.

      I slowly tidied my papers into my handbag, a troublesome process with only one functioning arm, and then got up to fetch my coat and hat from the cloakroom. I was due to meet Eliza for lunch.

      As I walked towards the door, a man strode in wearing a familiar bowler hat and a dark overcoat.

      “James!” I exclaimed. “This is a surprise.”

      He greeted me with a wide smile and I noticed that his eyes matched the blue of his tie.

      “How are you, Penny? How’s the arm?”

      “Getting better, thank you. And how is your arm?”

      “Recovering well.”

      We grinned at each other with our matching slings.

      After the altercation with Mary, James and I had both been admitted to the Royal London Hospital. I hadn’t seen as much of him as I would have liked since we had been discharged, but I had heard that he was busy with a new case.

      “What brings you here?” I asked.

      “I came to say my goodbyes. I have been asked to work on a case up north in Manchester for a while.”

      He must have noticed my face fall.

      “Not for too long,” he added, “and I will need to be in London some days during Mary Colehill’s trial. Quite a lot of my time will be spent on the London and North Western Railway. Do you think you will attend the trial?”

      “I can’t say that I plan to sit through it all, but I will attend on some days, out of interest. Edgar will do the reporting on it. I hear Sebastian is already trying to secure a life sentence instead of the death penalty.”

      “That is understandable. And hopefully she will confess to everything, which would make the life sentence more probable. You look as though you are ready to go somewhere.”

      “I am due to have lunch with my sister. I’m meeting her outside.”

      “I shall walk out with you.”

      

      We walked down the steps of the British Museum and I found myself wishing that James didn’t have to go away to Manchester. I wondered whether we would ever have an opportunity to work on a case together again.

      “You are one of the easiest detectives at the Yard to work with,” I said. “Until you came along, I had been forced to work with Cullen and a rather odd man with a deformed ear.”

      “Inspector Royden?”

      “Yes, that was him. I wonder what happened to his ear.”

      “I heard he was savaged by a dog when he was a child.”

      “Oh dear. That explains the skin as well.”

      “The scarring?”

      “Yes. Oh! Here comes my sister.”

      We reached the bottom step and watched Eliza stride towards us from the gate in the railings.

      “Well, it was a pleasure working with you, Penny.”

      James turned to me and held out his free hand. I shook it and his hand felt strong and warm around mine.

      We regarded each other for a moment, shaking hands for longer than was usual or necessary.

      “Enjoy Manchester,” I said.

      Eliza was almost upon us.

      “It will be an experience, that’s for sure.” James grimaced. “It hasn’t gone down well with the future Mrs Blakely, though, as it means the wedding will have to be put back.”

      “Oh no, for how long?”

      “Not too long. How nice to see you again, Mrs Billington-Grieg.” James and Eliza were already acquainted, having frequently met at my hospital bedside.

      “Hello, Inspector Blakely.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I must go. I have a train to catch.”

      “Going anywhere nice?”

      “Manchester.”

      “Lovely.” Eliza beamed.

      “Goodbye, James,” I said.

      He gave me a small wave and walked away. I watched him leave and wondered why my throat felt so tight and uncomfortable.

      “You were rather attached to him, weren’t you, Penelope?” said Eliza.

      “He is a kind person,” I said, blinking back a tear.

      “He is a charming gentleman.” Eliza took my left arm. “And talking of nice people,” she continued, “I must tell you all about the dinner I had last night with Mrs Conway, the wife of your newspaper’s proprietor, and a host of other fine people from the National Society for Women’s Suffrage. We may not have published the article in the Morning Express yet, but you have helped me enormously in making connections.”

      “That’s wonderful news, Ellie!”

      We walked out into the street and I glanced fondly at the Museum Tavern across the road.

      “No, Penelope, not the pub. We are dining at The Holborn Restaurant, remember?”

      I smiled and allowed Eliza to march me off down the street.
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      Women journalists in the nineteenth century were not as scarce as people may think. In fact they were numerous enough by 1898 for Arnold Bennett to write Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide in which he was keen to raise the standard of women’s journalism:-

      “The women-journalists as a body have faults... They seem to me to be traceable either to an imperfect development of the sense of order, or to a certain lack of self-control.”

      

      Eliza Linton became the first salaried female journalist in Britain when she began writing for the Morning Chronicle in 1851. She was a prolific writer and contributor to periodicals for many years including Charles Dickens’ magazine Household Words. George Eliot – her real name was Mary Anne Evans - is most famous for novels such as Middlemarch, however she also became assistant editor of The Westminster Review in 1852.

      In the United States Margaret Fuller became the New York Tribune’s first female editor in 1846. Intrepid journalist Nellie Bly worked in Mexico as a foreign correspondent for the Pittsburgh Despatch in the 1880s before writing for New York World and feigning insanity to go undercover and investigate reports of brutality at a New York asylum. Later, in 1889-90, she became a household name by setting a world record for travelling around the globe in seventy-two days.

      

      The tragedy of the SS Princess Alice is sadly not fiction. The accident is still Britain’s worst ever public transport disaster. The Princess Alice was a pleasure steamer which collided with the coal carrier SS Bywell on the River Thames near Woolwich in September 1878. The loss of life is believed to have been between 600 and 650 with exact numbers of how many survived and died remaining vague. About a dozen victims were never identified.

      

      The Fenians were part of the Irish Republican Brotherhood based in the United States and began an armed uprising against British rule in Ireland in the 1860s. They bombed Clerkenwell Prison in 1867 in a failed attempt to free one of their members. The Fenians began their dynamite campaign in Britain in the 1880s and not only targeted London but also Chester, Liverpool, Glasgow and Salford. Miraculously no one was killed or suffered severe injury when the train at Praed Street Station (now Paddington underground station for the district and circle lines) was blown up on 30th October 1883. More attacks continued in London until 1885 when financial support for the campaign began to wane.

      

      The West London Women’s Society is fictional but a representation of the local women’s rights groups which were being established in the nineteenth century. By the 1880s both sides of the Atlantic saw organisations such as the National Society for Women’s Suffrage and the American Women’s Suffrage Association growing from strength to strength. The Rational Dress Society was formed in 1881 in response to the cumbersome clothing which women wore. With pastimes such as cycling and tennis becoming more popular, women found themselves restricted by corsets and heavy petticoats and skirts. Dress reform was controversial for a long time with Lady Harberton refused entry for lunch at a hotel in Ockham, Surrey in 1899, for wearing baggy knickerbockers.

      

      I have used a combination of fictional and actual locations in Limelight. Here are some of the actual ones:

      

      The iconic circular reading room at the British Museum was in use from 1857 until 1997. During that time it was also used as a filming location and has been referenced in many works of fiction. When the British Library moved to a new location in 1997, the reading room was restored and subsequently used for exhibition space but it has been closed since 2014 while the British Museum decides on its future. When I visited the museum last year I asked staff what the plans were for its future and whether it was possible to sneak a look inside. They told me they didn’t know what the future plans were and no I wasn’t allowed inside – and neither were they!

      

      The Museum Tavern, where Penny and James enjoy a drink, is a well-preserved Victorian pub opposite the Brutish Museum. Although a pub was first built here in the eighteenth century much of the current pub (including its name) dates back to 1855. Celebrity drinkers here are said to have included Arthur Conan Doyle and Karl Marx.

      

      Publishing began in Fleet Street in the 1500s and by the twentieth century the street was the hub of the British press. However newspapers began moving away in the 1980s to bigger premises. Nowadays just a few publishers remain in Fleet Street but the many pubs and bars once frequented by journalists – including the pub Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese - are still popular with city workers.

      

      Highgate Cemetery was laid out in the 1830s at a time when London was running low on space to bury its dead. The cemetery is famous for its funerary architecture and the tombs of well-known people such as Karl Marx, George Eliot and Douglas Adams. Neglected after the Second World War, much of it is now overgrown and it’s a fascinating, atmospheric place with a host of ghost stories attached to it. Such is the interest in the cemetery that guided tours are run each day. Kensal Green Cemetery also opened in the 1830s and is an impressive place to visit; as well as being the fictional resting place of Lizzie Dixie it’s also the burial place of Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Wilkie Collins and William Makepeace Thackeray.

      

      Joseph Taylor is fictional but Astley’s Amphitheatre was real and located south of Westminster Bridge. It opened in the 1770s and was built by Philip Astley who is considered to be the father of the modern circus. The amphitheatre has featured in a lot of fiction and was rebuilt a number of times before finally being demolished in the 1890s. Part of today’s St Thomas’s Hospital now stands over it.

      

      Sebastian Colehill’s Theatre Royal in Drury Lane is showing the musical Charlie and the Chocolate Factory as I write this. The first theatre was built on the site in the 1660s and the current building is the fourth one and opened in 1812. The ghosts of Charles Macklin and Joey Grimaldi – which worry Penny during her visits – are said to haunt the theatre. The Victorians loved their ghost stories as you know!

      

      Penny Green lives in Milton Street in Cripplegate which was one of the areas worst hit by bombing during the Blitz in the Second World War and few original streets remain. Milton Street was known as Grub Street in the eighteenth century and famous as a home to impoverished writers at the time. The street had a long association with writers and was home to Anthony Trollope among many others. A small stretch of Milton Street remains but the 1960s Barbican development has been built over the bombed remains.

      

      My research for Limelight has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale, Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett and Seventy Years a Showman by Lord George Sanger.
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      London, 1884

      My dearest Penny,

      I feel certain that you would adore Bogota. The cool, rarefied air here is a welcome respite from the oppressive heat of the lowlands. The city sits on a plateau that is eight thousand feet above the level of the sea and I arrived here after a four-day mule ride from the port of Honda on the River Magdalena.

      The many pretty villas here would delight you, draped as they are in bougainvillea, jasmine and ipomoea of startling blue. The parks are a joy to explore with their palm trees, fountains and statues, and there is an impressive cathedral in La Plaza de Bolivar, a museum and an observatory close by. The library contains fifty thousand volumes—

      

      “This is the most recent map we have of Colombia, Miss Green,” whispered the reading room clerk.

      I folded away my father’s letter as the clerk grinned and unrolled the map across my desk. He was a sandy-haired man with spectacles. New to his job, he appeared eager to please.

      “I do apologise,” he continued. “There’s not enough room on these desks to view all of it.”

      “Thank you. I can see the River Magdalena now.” I traced its winding route from the Caribbean Sea down to the eastern branch of the Andes with my finger. “And here’s Honda. I can see now how my father would have made the journey to Bogota. Thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      The electric lights flickered.

      “Oh dear,” said Mr Edwards, glancing around. “I hope they remain lit. They went out last week and we had to ask everyone to leave as it was too dingy to work.”

      I looked up at the great dome above our heads. The pallid daylight filtering through the arched windows wouldn’t provide enough light to read by.

      “How are you finding the book?” He was referring to An Historical, Geographical and Topographical Description of the United States of Colombia, which lay somewhere beneath the map.

      “It’s rather detailed, but it will be useful when I find the relevant information in it.”

      “Of course. Your father’s letters must contain some fascinating accounts.”

      “They do, as do his diaries. This is the first time I’ve collected everything together. My mother and sister have given me what they had, and the British Museum’s natural history department also has some papers of his. I’m going to put everything he wrote together in a book.”

      “What an excellent idea, Miss Green. Your father is no longer alive?” His brow furrowed, as though he felt uncomfortable asking the question.

      “We don’t think so. He went missing almost nine years ago in Amazonia, which is an extensive area, as you can imagine. I’ve learnt that his final travels were in Colombia, on the edge of the Amazon jungle. I read through many of his papers shortly after he died, but I remember so little from them. Perhaps it was because I was still mourning.” I felt my throat tighten. “But now I am ready to read everything through again, and I should like to remember him by putting it all into the book.”

      “It’s a sad story, but what a marvellous way to keep the memory of your father alive. What was his name?”

      “Frederick Brinsley Green.”

      “I shall look forward to reading your book about him.” He grinned again and I grew concerned that he might expect the book to be something of a masterpiece.

      “It will take me rather a long time to write, so I’m afraid you may need to wait a few years yet. And it will only be of interest to someone who wishes to read about plant hunting in South America.”

      “That might appeal to more people than you realise, Miss Green! I’m always keen to learn about new topics.”

      “I shall keep you informed of my progress.”

      “Please do.”

      I glanced at the reading room clock. “Goodness, look at the time. I’m going to miss my deadline.” I jumped up out of my seat. “Thank you for your help, Mr Edwards.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Let me help you pack your papers away. It can’t be at all easy with one arm in a sling. How did you injure yourself?”

      “I fell off an excitable pony in Hyde Park.”

      It was the same lie I had told everyone who was unaware of my involvement in the Lizzie Dixie case the previous autumn.

      “Oh dear. I do hope you make a quick recovery, Miss Green. I have never got on well with ponies myself.” He gathered up my father’s diaries and letters into a neat pile.

      “Me neither!” I opened my carpet bag and clumsily shovelled the diaries and papers inside it. “I should never have got on one in the first place! That’ll teach me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The bright flowers, scented shrubs and splashing fountains of Bogota continued to fill my mind as I stepped over the filthy ice heaps on Museum Street. The light was leaving the January sky for the day and I had heard that more snow was on its way. People bustled past me with their heads bent low and their collars turned up. A boy in a thin jacket was busy sweeping a crossing at the top of Drury Lane as a nearby clock chimed four.

      I stopped to tighten my bonnet underneath my chin, holding my bag in my weaker hand as I did so. A cold wind brought flakes of ice with it, and I looked forward to warming myself in my lodgings that evening with a bowl of pea soup.

      A boy knocked into me without warning. The forceful shove left me crumpled on the cold pavement with the breath knocked from me and my spectacles lying a short distance away. A lady in a fur-trimmed coat picked them up.

      “Madam! Are you all right?”

      I got to my feet and looked around for my carpet bag.

      It was gone.

      A broad young man in a shabby overcoat patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll get ’im,” he said, before chasing off after the boy.

      I put my spectacles on and watched the man break into a run. Ahead of him, a lean youth ran across the road, dodging the horses and carriages as he went. In his hand was my bag.

      My shabby carpet bag with all my father’s precious letters and diaries in it.
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      “Someone stop him!” I cried.

      The young boy and the man turned into a narrow street by the Combe & Co cooperage and disappeared from my view.

      “The nice gentleman chasing him will see to it,” said the lady in the fur-trimmed coat. “They move fast those guttersnipes, don’t they? I like to think this street is safe, but I don’t suppose it is being so close to St Giles’ Rookery.”

      I knew that we were standing near to one of London’s most notorious slums, but I had walked this way so often that I was accustomed to giving it little thought. The Rookery’s residents were often out in Drury Lane trying to sell withered pieces of fruit and vegetables, or offering to carry bags in return for coins. I had never had reason to think that they would do me any harm.

      “I need my bag. It has all my father’s letters and diaries in it!”

      “Let’s find a copper,” said the lady, patting my arm in a patronising manner, which irritated me. “The coppers will have that ruffian arrested.”

      “But I need my bag now!”

      “Well, hopefully the nice gentleman who chased after the boy will get it for you. Now, somewhere around here there must be a bobby.”

      As the lady looked around her, I thanked her for her help and slipped away.

      “What about the police?” she called after me as I ran off down the pavement and crossed the road between an omnibus and a cart. A driver cursed at me, but I concentrated on reaching the narrow street next to the cooperage.

      What could the boy possibly want with my father’s papers?

      I hoped he would abandon my bag once he had taken my purse. My boots slipped on the patches of ice and my woollen dress and petticoats felt too heavy to run easily, but I managed as well as I could, stumbling along the dingy street. I could hear hammers in the cooperage, and up ahead of me loomed the walls of St Giles’ workhouse. Shadowy figures lingered in doorways and I felt many pairs of eyes on me as I ran.

      I was soon lost in the labyrinthian streets. An acrid malt smell from the brewery mingled with the stench of sewage and the air had a dirty grey hue. I reached a crossroads, where a couple stood arguing outside a noisy gin shop. Dirt-streaked children clung on to the woman’s colourless dress and a young girl held a mewling baby. Not wishing to linger, I continued on ahead. Paint had splintered off the doorways, and the windows were patched with pieces of timber and rags. Someone had lined up old shoes for sale along a wall and a scrawny dog was chewing at something in the gutter.

      Staircases leading to basements and cellar lights in the pavement hinted at the subterranean world into which the boy might have escaped. I didn’t feel brave enough to venture down into those places and inquire as to whether anyone had seen him. I had heard about the cut-throats who dwelt there.

      A dark gap opened up where a street had once stood. Scaffolding had been erected in order to construct new buildings, but I couldn’t see any workmen nearby.

      I grew breathless. My corset was too tight to allow me to run any further, so I slowed to walking pace. I passed a number of rowdy pubs and tumbledown lodging houses advertising beds for fourpence a night. An old man with a handcart passed me and a sallow-cheeked girl tried to sell me a hare skin. I politely declined and asked her whether she had seen a boy running past with a carpet bag. She shook her head in reply and a heaviness began to descend upon me. The boy could have hidden himself anywhere in this gloomy warren, and I realised I had little hope of finding him.

      My fingers and toes were numb with cold by the time I reached Seven Dials: a place where seven streets converged, as the name suggests. I felt sure that one of the streets would lead me to The Strand, but I couldn’t think which. The gas lamps had been lit and a man was leaning against one of them, drunkenly singing ‘Molly Malone’. A twittering sound came from a shop selling caged birds, and rags and old furniture were piled up for sale outside it. A young woman stepped out from one of the pubs and approached me.

      “What’s a lady such as yerself doin’ down ’ere alone?” She wore a man’s jacket over a long, muddy skirt. Her eyes were sunken and shot with red.

      “I’m trying to find my way to The Strand. A boy took my bag and I followed him here, but now I have no hope of finding him.”

      “It ain’t safe fer a lady like yerself on yer own. Yer need to get yerself outta here. Follow tha’ road.” She pointed towards the narrowest one, which was signposted Little White Lion Street. “Keep goin’ tha’ way and yer’ll get ter Covent Garden. Go careful now.”

      I thanked her and moved away as a man strode over to us. I assumed he knew the young woman, but then he called out to me, “I can’t find ’im! I done me best.”

      It was the man who had chased after the boy. From what I could see of him in the gas light, he had a handsome face with a broad forehead and square jaw. I guessed he was about twenty-five.

      “Thank you for chasing after him,” I said. “I appreciate your help.”

      A horrible cold sensation settled in the pit of my stomach.

      All my father’s letters and diaries were gone.

      “You shouldn’t ’ave come ’ere, it ain’t safe. And you’re already ’urt. What’s ’appened to yer arm?” asked the man.

      “Just a fall from a pony; nothing serious. There’s something very important to me in that bag. It’s not valuable and means nothing to anyone else – just some papers belonging to my father – but if you do find the bag, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

      “Course I will. Reuben O’Donoghue’s me name. I’ll keep a look out fer it.”

      He grinned and I smiled in return.

      “Thank you, Mr O’Donoghue. I’m Miss Green. Penny Green. I’ll go and find a police constable and report the theft. Bow Street station is probably the nearest, isn’t it? Not that the police will be able to do very much about it.”

      “Let me show yer the right way.”

      “There’s no need, thank you. A lady just told me which way I should go.”

      I looked around for the young woman, but she had moved on.

      “You’ll need someone with yer, it’s almost dark—”

      I was about to reply when a scream pierced the air. My eyes met Reuben’s and a chill gripped me.

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph! What’s that noise?” His eyes grew wide.

      Another scream rang out from a street behind him.

      “Murder!” someone cried out. “Murder! Murder!”
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      The call rallied everyone around us. Figures emerged from dark corners and the pubs emptied out into the street.

      “Murder!”

      “Where?”

      “Who’s bin murdered?”

      Reuben ran in the direction from which the commotion was coming and I followed closely behind him. Soon we were part of a great throng of people in a narrow street. Some held lanterns, which illuminated a clamour of people around the entrance to a courtyard. Reuben pushed his way to the front of the crowd. His height allowed him to peer over their heads and see what was happening.

      “It’s one o’ Keller’s lads.”

      “‘E ’ad it comin’.”

      I saw Reuben turn and look around, as if he were trying to find me. I pushed through the crowd to reach him.

      “Mr O’Donoghue?”

      “There you are, Miss Green! It’s the boy. The boy what took your bag. It’s ’im what’s bin murdered!”

      “It can’t be him! We only saw him a few moments ago.”

      I was sure that Reuben must be mistaken. The boy who had snatched my bag had been running away only minutes earlier.

      “Are you sure it’s him?” I pressed.

      “Yeah, I know the lad. Jack Burton. Boots, they called ’im. A street-arab.”

      I strained to hear what he was saying as the noisy crowd jostled against me.

      “I kept callin’ out to ’im to stop, but he kep’ on runnin’. If only ’e’d stopped and then this wouldn’t of ’appened to ’im.” Reuben wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. “I done me best.”

      “You shouldn’t blame yourself, Mr O’Donoghue. It seems someone wanted to punish him for his actions. He may have stolen my bag, but he didn’t deserve this.”

      “He didn’t. Ain’t no one does.”

      I still felt sure that Reuben was mistaken.

      It had to be a different boy.

      I began to edge my way closer to the courtyard.

      “It’ll upset yer seein’ ’im, Miss Green!” Reuben warned.

      Nevertheless, I wanted to see for myself whether it was the same boy who had taken my bag.

      “Please let me past!” I called out.

      Someone shoved me with an elbow and I stumbled forward into the courtyard, where a number of lanterns sat clustered around a bundle on the ground. I saw the boy’s feet first. One foot was still booted, while the other wore only a tattered sock, the mislaid boot lying close by on the cobbles. The boy was sprawled on his back, one arm resting on his chest. His face was white and the dark gash across his throat made me recoil.

      “He’s so young!” I cried out. “Can we cover him with something?”

      “I’ll use my overcoat,” said a man standing close by.

      “I’ve closed ’is eyes,” said a short woman in a headscarf. “They was wide and starin’. I couldn’t look at ’em no more.”

      The coat was placed over the boy’s body, and it was then that I noticed a dark bundle lying next to his body.

      My carpet bag.

      “He didn’t need to steal from me,” I muttered. “He could have asked me for money and I would’ve given him some. This didn’t need to happen. He didn’t need to be murdered.”

      I stepped forward and picked up my bag. A dark puddle of blood had spread out around the boy’s head and shoulders, and I felt certain that it must have reached my bag, although I couldn’t see any blood on it. My father’s papers and diaries were inside, as was my purse with the coins still in it.

      “Why would someone do this?” I said to the woman in the headscarf. “They didn’t even steal anything. My purse is still in my bag with the money in it! Did they kill him as some form of punishment?”

      The lady looked up at me. In the lantern light, I could see that she was about fifty, with a sagging, lined face and sharp, twinkling eyes. Her ragged headscarf was tightly knotted under her chin.

      “One o’ the gangs might of done it.”

      “Does this sort of thing happen a lot here?”

      “More than it should. I don’t understand who’d ’ave done this ter Boots. ’E were usually a good lad. Nicked yer bag, did he?”

      I nodded.

      “He must’ve been ’ungry. Either that or the Earl told ’im to do it.”

      “The Earl?”

      “Edward Keller, ’im of the Seven Dials Gang. Calls ’imself the Earl o’ York. Boots was in ’is gang.”

      “What about the boy’s mother? Has she been told?”

      “Boots was a horphan.”

      I looked again at the body under the coat and struggled to comprehend that the same boy lying there had taken my bag and run away from me only half an hour previously. I shivered from my head to my toes, unsure whether it was due to the cold or the shock.

      We were startled by a loud whistle.

      “Move on! Hook it!”

      The whistle was blown again.

      “Back to yer ’omes!”

      “I don’t ’ave one,” grumbled someone close by.

      Three constables pushed their way into the courtyard. Two had truncheons in their hands to disperse the crowd, and the third shone his bullseye lantern over the boy’s body. I winced as the dark puddle seeping out beneath the overcoat turned red in the lamplight.

      “Inspector’s on ’is way!” shouted one of the constables. “Who saw what ’appened?”

      “He took my bag,” I said.

      “Who murdered ’im?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t see what ’appened?”

      “No. He took my bag and ran off with it.”

      “Who saw what ’appened?” the constable shouted out across the courtyard.

      “I found ’im,” said the lady in the headscarf.

      “Did you see what ’appened?”

      “No, I jus’ found ’im lyin’ there in the corner. That’s when I’ve went about shoutin’ there’s bin a murder.”

      The constable marched off, presumably in search of more informative witnesses.

      “Why was he called Boots? Was he a bootblack?” I asked the lady in the headscarf.

      “Sometimes ’e were, other times ’e were thievin’. There y’are, Mr ’Awkins! ’Ave you seen what they done ter Boots?”

      A man with grey whiskers joined the woman. He wore a smart, dark suit but no overcoat, and I wondered whether he was the man who had laid his coat over the poor boy’s body.

      “A very sad day indeed, Mrs Nicholls.”

      Mrs Nicholls introduced me to Mr Hugo Hawkins and informed me that he was a missionary.

      “I’m Penny Green,” I said. “A news reporter.”

      “A lady news reporter?” quibbled Mrs Nicholls. “I ain’t never seen one o’ them afore.”

      “There aren’t many of us.”

      “Are yer goin’ ter be puttin’ this murder in the newspapers?”

      “Yes, I’ll write something about it, but I’ll wait to see what the police have to say first.”

      “It’s a terrible business,” said Mr Hawkins, shaking his head. “We should pray for him.”

      Mrs Nicholls and I bowed our heads as he said a short prayer. As we finished praying, a stocky man with a black bag bustled into the courtyard. He stooped over Jack’s body, placed his bag down on the ground and removed the coat. I looked away, not wishing to see Jack’s young face again.

      “Looks like the police surgeon’s here,” said Mr Hawkins.

      Another man in an ulster overcoat and top hat strode into the courtyard and began shouting. I guessed he was the inspector.

      “Search the streets! Find the culprit! Expect him to be armed with a knife!”

      “Who’d of done this?” asked Reuben O’Donoghue, who now stood by my side. “Why’d anyone wanna kill a boy?”

      A number of lanterns were flashing around the yard by this point, the noise and mayhem of the crowd replaced by the busy yet focused activities of the police.

      “I thought Boots ’ad bettered ’imself of late,” said Mrs Nicholls.

      “We managed to keep him coming to chapel for a while,” said another missionary who had joined Mr Hawkins, “but his visits lapsed. Once these boys are in a gang with their friends, they find it impossible to leave. In fact, they often become too scared to leave.”

      I heard a horse and carriage making its way up the street, presumably to take Jack’s body to the mortuary. The police surgeon stood to his feet and called over to the inspector.

      “He passed away within the past hour, which puts the time of death at after a quarter to four.”

      “It was after four o’clock,” I called out, but no one seemed to hear me.

      “Thank you, Dr Anderson,” replied the inspector. “Any sign yet of the murder weapon?” he shouted out to the constables scouring the yard with their lanterns.

      They replied that there wasn’t as the inspector strode over to us. In the dim light, I could see that he had dark, mutton-chop whiskers.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Chief Inspector Fenton of Holborn Division. I understand you saw what happened to the boy?”

      Mrs Nicholls, Reuben and I explained what had occurred earlier that evening. He wrote down the details in a notebook.

      “And I know all of you here apart from you, ma’am.” His eyes were on me. “Name?”

      “Miss Penelope Green.”

      He wrote this down.

      “And who’s that at the back there?” he asked, looking over our heads. I turned to see a shadowy figure behind us and a curl of tobacco smoke rising up in the lamplight.

      “Earl of York,” came the gruff reply.

      “Good evening, Mr Keller. Not seen you around for a while.”

      “Been busy, ain’t I?”

      “Any idea what happened to the boy?”

      “Got ’is throat slit. Dunno who dunnit.”

      “I reckon yer got a fair idea,” said Mrs Nicholls angrily.

      “Never laid a finger on ’im. He were one of me best.”

      “And a lot o’ good you did ’im!”

      “That’s enough,” said Inspector Fenton.

      Two constables wrapped a blanket around Jack’s body and carried it out of the courtyard and into the carriage. I averted my eyes from the pool of blood.

      “Mr O’Donoghue, you’re required to report to Bow Street station at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

      “You’d better not go arrestin’ me again,” said Reuben. “I chased the boy, but I never killed ’im.”

      I was surprised to hear that Reuben had been arrested before and wondered what he might have done wrong.

      “Miss Green and Mrs Nicholls, you are also requested to attend Bow Street station at your earliest convenience tomorrow morning. We’ll need to take witness statements from you. Keller, I want to see you tomorrow too. Mr Hawkins and Mr Meares, did you see anything that might be useful in this investigation?”

      “We arrived here shortly after hearing Mrs Nicholls shout that there’d been a murder.”

      “Perhaps you could also come along tomorrow, on the off-chance you saw anything suspicious.”

      The inspector put his notebook away and went to speak to the constables searching the courtyard.

      As a news reporter, I should have been taking notes and asking questions, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it at that moment. I felt too involved in the tragedy to be able to report on it. Instead, I hugged my bag in the cold, dark courtyard and wondered how a young boy could be so suddenly and violently murdered.

      “Poor lad,” said Mrs Nicholls, sadly.

      “I suppose there is nothing more we can do now, other than report to the police station tomorrow morning,” I said. “I’ll go and write up the story for the paper. I wish you well, Mrs Nicholls.”

      “Call me Martha.”

      “I wish you well, Martha, and I hope that the person who did this to poor Jack will be caught very soon.”

      “He ain’t the first,” she replied.

      “This has happened before?”

      I felt astonished not to have heard about it.

      “Yeah,” said Martha. “Jack ain’t the first what’s ’ad ’is throat cut round ’ere.”

      “Regrettably, there have been two others,” added Mr Hawkins.

      “Folks think it’s the ’usband what done Mrs O’Brien in,” said Reuben.

      “I don’t think it’s ’im,” said Martha. “He ain’t been seen for months. I don’t reckon ’e come back and slit Ellen’s throat and then run off again.”

      “Everyone says it’s ’im,” said Reuben.

      “Course they does, ’cause they don’t know who else to say done it.”

      “And there’s Roger Yeomans,” said Reuben.

      “’E’s another one what got ’is throat cut,” said Martha.

      “So two other people living in this area have had their throats cut?” I asked. “Did this happen recently?”

      “Yeah, recent. Were Mrs O’Brien afore or after Christmas?”

      “Boxing Day,” replied Reuben.

      “And then we’ve ’ad Mr Yeomans just recent.”

      “And what have the police done about these crimes?”

      Martha shrugged. “Well, you’ve seen ’em. They come scurryin’ in makin’ a lotta fuss and pretendin’ they’s got it all under control. They picks up the body and leaves us to clean up afterwards. Nothin’ else ’appens after that.”

      “They must do something.”

      “Maybe they does. But I ain’t never known ’em ter do much.”
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      I reached the Morning Express offices on Fleet Street at half after five o’clock. A boy stood under the gas lamp outside our building, brazenly selling copies of The Holborn Gazette. I glared at him and prepared myself for the explanation I would have to give my editor for missing the deadline.

      The printing presses were roaring in the basement as I climbed the narrow wooden stairs to the newsroom. Before I even pushed open the door I could hear laughter from my colleague, Edgar Fish. His laugh could be irritating, but on this occasion I hoped it would lift my gloomy mood.

      The newsroom was a cluttered place with piles of paper on every surface and a grimy window looking out onto Fleet Street. A fire flickered in the small, black-tiled fireplace. Edgar had his feet on his desk and a notebook in his hand. A curly-haired and corpulent Frederick Potter sat at his desk nearby.

      “Miss Green!” said Edgar. He was a young man with heavy features and small glinting eyes. “Where’ve you been? You’ve missed your deadline and Sherman’s got a rod in pickle for you. What’s the matter? You look bereft.”

      “I have a good deal to tell you,” I replied, removing my gloves and coat. “Am I missing something amusing? I heard you laughing before I walked in.”

      “Yes!” said Edgar. “We’ve been working on anagrams of our names. You may call me A Fresh Dig if you like. Or perhaps Figs Heard if you prefer. And sitting over there is Prettier Frocked!”

      Edgar roared with laughter, while Frederick scowled.

      I took off my bonnet and long, fair waves of hair fell out of their pins. “What can you do with my name?” I asked as I tried to re-pin my hair into a respectable style.

      Edgar pushed his tongue between his lips and scribbled on his notepad. “Not a great deal,” he replied. “Genre Penny?”

      “Not much of an anagram, is it?” I sat down at my desk with little idea as to whether my hair looked decent or not.

      “I’ll keep working on it.”

      “And why is there a boy selling The Holborn Gazette outside our door?”

      I pulled my papers out of my bag and placed them on my desk.

      “It’s all Edgar’s fault,” said Frederick. “It seems the Gazette has a vendetta.”

      “I thought Edgar and Tom Clifford were good friends?”

      “They were,” said Frederick, “until Edgar stole Tom’s story.”

      “I didn’t steal it!” said Edgar, removing his feet from the desk and slamming down his notepad. “I’ve already explained that Tom told me about it indiscreetly.”

      “About what?”

      “It’s the most ridiculous story,” said Frederick.

      “It’s not,” said Edgar. “It’s of great interest to our readers. Tom and I were in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese and he told me about a man who sold his fat wife’s corpse to a physician.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “She was in a freak show; she was a giantess. But then she died and a physician wanted to procure her body because of her unusually large size. I didn’t realise it was Tom’s story, so I arranged an interview with the husband before he did.”

      “Why would you want to report on a story such as that?”

      “Readers love stories like that!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course! Once they’ve read about what’s happening in Parliament and the situation in the Sudan, they like to read about men selling the corpses of their fat wives. We need more stories like that, don’t you think, Potter?”

      “I think there are other publications which are better suited to stories of this type,” Frederick replied.

      “You’re meant to be on my side, Prettier Frocked.”

      Edgar tossed a screwed-up ball of paper at him as the newsroom door was flung open. The editor, William Sherman, strode in and the door slammed behind him.

      “Watch out. Here’s Sawmill Hire Man,” said Edgar.

      “What are you talking about, Fish?” barked Mr Sherman through his thick black moustache. He wore a blue waistcoat and his shirt sleeves were rolled up. His hair was oiled and parted to one side.

      “It’s an anagram of your name, sir.”

      “Have you done anything useful today?” Mr Sherman frowned and his bushy eyebrows met above his nose.

      Edgar looked like a scolded schoolboy. “Yes, I wrote about Mr Barnum’s white elephant travelling en route from Siam to Malta.”

      “Well done. Anyone seen Purves, our parliamentary reporter?”

      We shook our heads and the editor spun round and glared at me.

      “Miss Green! I was expecting your article on the sudden death of Eduard Lasker.”

      “Yes sir, it’s here.” I showed him the piece of paper I had painstakingly typewritten with my left hand.

      “Well it’s no good here, is it? The compositors needed it downstairs an hour ago. It’s too late. I’ve had to fill in with an article about the illness of Sir Arthur Sullivan. This isn’t good enough, Miss Green.”

      “If you could please let me explain, Mr Sherman. I was waylaid in St Giles’ Rookery on my way here.”

      I told the editor about the boy who had taken my bag, and how he had been found murdered. Everyone listened in silence, and by the time I had finished Mr Sherman was leaning against the wall with a sombre expression on his face.

      “Well, Miss Green, I don’t often say this, but you appear to have a suitable excuse for missing your deadline. And after such an ordeal, I think a glass of sherry is in order. It isn’t your favourite East India sherry, I’m afraid.”

      “Any sherry will do well, thank you sir.”

      Mr Sherman withdrew to his office and returned with four glasses and the bottle. “I suppose the men will be wanting some too, not that they’ve done anything of great use today.”

      He poured out our drinks. “Now, we need a story on this poor boy’s murder for tomorrow’s second edition. Can you work on that as quickly as possible, Miss Green?” He looked doubtfully at my right arm in its sling. “On second thoughts, I don’t suppose you can write particularly quickly, can you?”

      “I’ve been managing to typewrite with my left hand, but it’s rather slow going. Might I dictate the story to your secretary, Miss Welton? Do you think she would mind?”

      “That’s not a bad idea, and in fact she could typewrite it. Her fingers move rather swiftly on that machine now. Go and sit with Miss Welton and we’ll get the story written up on the double.”

      I sipped my sherry and enjoyed the feeling of warmth in my chest. “The people I spoke to in St Giles today told me that this is the third murder in recent weeks.”

      “Well there’s a lot of murder in the slums, Miss Green.”

      “But all three victims had their throats cut.”

      “The gangs are vicious in those parts.”

      “I don’t know whether the gangs are involved. A man and a woman were both murdered recently. Did we report on those stories?”

      “Mrs Ellen O’Brien,” Edgar chipped in. “I wrote about that one. The husband is suspected and they’re still looking for him.”

      “But the people I spoke to thought it unlikely that the husband had done it. What about the man who was murdered? Did you write about him?”

      Edgar shook his head. “What was his name?”

      “Yeomans, I think they said.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “Forget about this for now, Miss Green, and just write your story about the boy,” said Mr Sherman. “I want to be the first paper to get this news out tomorrow. We need to better The Holborn Gazette whenever and wherever possible.”
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      I arrived back at my lodgings shortly after nine o’clock that evening.

      “It’s not safe for a lady to be out on her own at this hour,” said my landlady, Mrs Garnett, who was dusting the hallway table. She had a habit of lingering in the hallway whenever I was late home. “You should be accompanied.”

      “I travelled by cab.”

      “You should still be accompanied.”

      “Accompanied by whom?”

      “A husband.” She spoke as if acquiring a husband were as simple as buying one from the local market.

      “A husband wouldn’t like me doing this sort of work.”

      “He certainly wouldn’t. He’d have you enjoying more ladylike pursuits.”

      Mrs Garnett frowned at me, but I could see an affectionate glint in her brown eyes. She enjoyed scolding me, probably because she didn’t have anyone else to scold. A childless widow of about sixty, she had come to London from British West Africa as a child.

      “Don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re too old, Miss Green. You may be getting older, but you look younger than your years.” She scrutinised my features.

      “Thank you, Mrs Garnett.”

      “It’s the nose,” she said. “The nose is what spoils a lady’s features as she gets older because it never stops growing. Fortunately for you, your nose is still dainty.”

      “There’s hope for me yet, then. Is that what you mean?”

      “You’re fortunate you don’t have your sister’s nose.”

      “That’s not fair on Eliza, Mrs Garnett.”

      “She has the same brow as you. From the eyes up you look similar. But her nose has lost its shape.”

      “But she does have a husband.”

      “That’s true, and she should count her blessings. You need a husband too, Miss Green. What happened to that detective who used to call round for you?”

      “Inspector James Blakely, you mean? Our discussions were only ever of a professional nature, Mrs Garnett. He’s currently helping with a case in Manchester at present.”

      I hadn’t seen James for many weeks, but I thought about him often.

      “He’s still all the way up there?”

      “Yes... never mind. I must go and have something to eat.”

      “Yes, you must.” She flicked her feather duster at me. “I’ve lit your stove for you.”

      

      After a hot bowl of soup with bread and butter, I began to feel warm for the first time that day.

      I loosened my stays, unpinned my hair and took a seat at my writing desk with the edition of the Morning Express from Thursday 27th December 1883 laid out before me. I looked for the article Edgar had written about Mrs O’Brien’s death and found that it comprised only a few lines at the bottom of a column on the seventh page.

      As I began to read, Tiger jumped onto my desk and sat on the newspaper. “You always manage to sit on the column I’m reading, don’t you?”

      She purred and I gave her a stroke, before scrunching a piece of blotting paper into a ball and throwing it across the floor for her. She chased it and then patted it under my bed.

      

      Police are requesting information regarding the whereabouts of the husband of Mrs Ellen O’Brien, a charwoman who was horrifically murdered a few yards from the front door of her home at 36 Nottingham Court yesterday.

      Chief Inspector Fenton reported that the unfortunate woman’s throat had been cut with a knife, and that the murder weapon has not yet been found.

      Neighbours in Nottingham Court spoke of a disturbance between one o’clock and half past one in the morning. Mr Ayres, a fish porter, happened across the dreadful scene as he left for work at half past four.

      Anyone with information on Mr O’Brien’s whereabouts is requested to attend Bow Street police station as a matter of urgency.

      

      The police clearly considered Mrs O’Brien’s husband to be the culprit, and Martha Nicholls had said that he had been missing for some time. To compound the lack of progress on the case, the murder had occurred on Boxing Day, when many people would have been distracted by the Christmas celebrations.

      Would the police ever consider that Mrs O’Brien might have been murdered by someone other than her husband?

      I wondered what sort of woman she had been.

      Had she been a mother? How were her loved ones faring after such an awful event?

      I closed my eyes and winced as I pictured Jack Burton on the ground of the filthy courtyard. St Giles was a busy place, and the murderer would have had only a matter of minutes to commit his act. I shuddered. It was brazen and barbaric, and I couldn’t understand the mind of someone who would do something like that.

      And what of Mr Yeomans? I had yet to find out anything more about him and his death. The police would be asking me questions the following morning, but I also had some questions for them.

      Were they going to carry out a proper investigation into Jack’s death, or would it be forgotten as the others seemingly had been?

      I climbed into bed that night with some of Father’s letters to read before I went to sleep. I had underestimated how precious his papers were to me, and I realised that it wouldn’t do to be carrying them around in my carpet bag any longer. If I hadn’t managed to retrieve my bag, they would have been lost to me forever.

      I unfolded the last letter he had sent me, the one I had been reading earlier in the British Library reading room, and continued where I had left off.

      

      The people I encountered in Bogota range from the Indians of the rural areas to the sophisticated men and women of Spanish descent. I have also met with many wealthy Colombian merchants, as well as Germans, French, Dutch, and of course the English. The variety of people is impressive when you consider what a great undertaking it is to travel to this remote city in the Andes.

      In the market, apples, potatoes, strawberries, mangoes, figs, cabbages, yams, bananas and of course the staple food, cassava root, are to be found. I also discovered packages of Morton’s Ham and tins of Peek Freans biscuits. To think they have made the journey to Bogota all the way from Bermondsey!

      

      Like my father, I felt astonished that an everyday item such as Peek Freans biscuits could be found so far away in the tropics. I was sure that he must have felt a bout of homesickness when he saw them at the market in Bogota. I often wondered how much he had missed his home and family while he was travelling.

      Had he counted down the days until he would see us again?

      Sadly, this letter in my hands was the last communication I had received from him. His last known destination was a distant waterfall, and no one could be certain whether he had ever reached it.

      

      Tomorrow I plan to ride twenty miles south-west of Bogota to the falls of Tequendama. I have heard much of the orchids and tropical birds there, and am looking forward to the spectacle of the River Funza plunging from a height of five hundred feet. It must be a sight to behold!

      

      I felt that putting his words together in a book might help me understand what had happened to him. I couldn’t believe that he was still alive, for I felt sure he would have found a way to return to his wife and daughters had he been. But I hoped that if I could recreate his travels on paper I might find a clue to his final resting place.

      And by writing for the Morning Express, I could hopefully tell London what was happening in the miserable slum in which I had found myself that day. If the public discovered that three people had been murdered in St Giles’ Rookery in recent weeks, the police would have to do something about it.
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      Snow fell during the night, and by the following morning the carriage wheels were churning laboriously through ice and mud. The omnibus eventually reached The Strand, and from there I trudged through the snow up to Bow Street. I had dressed myself in three pairs of stockings and a second woollen dress to provide another layer over my petticoats. Newspaper boys called out the news of Jack’s murder, and it seemed to me that each of them bore an alarming resemblance to him.

      Bow Street police station was an imposing building, clad in stone and adjacent to the new magistrates’ court. Opposite stood the impressive, columned facade of the Royal Opera House, where a constable was trying to rouse a man from sleep in one of its doorways.

      Once inside, I reported to the officer behind the desk and settled on a wooden bench to wait. The smell of tar soap hung in the air as a woman scrubbed at the floorboards.

      Reuben O’Donoghue walked in with snow on his boots a few moments later. Once he had given the desk officer his name, he gave me a wide grin and sat down next to me, rubbing his hands together for warmth. He was clean-shaven and wore a neatly knotted blue neckerchief.

      “You recovered yet, Miss Green?”

      “I don’t think I have. I slept badly.”

      “Don’t suppose you’re used to seein’ someone what’s been murdered, are you? We got your bag back, though.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about the boy. He shouldn’t have lost his life.”

      “It were proberly nothing to do with ’im thievin’ yer bag. It were proberly someone who was after ’im anyways. One o’ them gangs.”

      “What about the other two murders?”

      “Mrs O’Brien? And someone else... Yeomans I fink ‘is name was.”

      “Yes. What do you know about them?”

      “O’Brien were found in the street early one morning, round Christmas time. Some poor fella on his way ter work found ’er and they’s been looking for Mr O’Brien ever since as everyone’s sayin’ he done it.”

      “Do you know anything about Mr Yeomans?”

      “Only that he were found out the back o’ The Three Feathers. They says it were a robbery.”

      “Who says that?”

      “The police.”

      “Do you think the same person could have murdered Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans?”

      “Like I said, one were done by O’Brien and Yeomans were a robbery. You think O’Brien robbed Yeomans?”

      “I don’t think so, because Martha told me Mr O’Brien hasn’t been seen for a long time. Someone else could have killed Mrs O’Brien and the same person may have killed Mr Yeomans. They both had their throats cut, didn’t they? And so did Jack.”

      “The same person mighta done all three?” Reuben’s eyebrows knotted together.

      “They could have done.”

      “You’d ’ave to ’ave a kink in the brain to do that kinda thing.”

      “Well, yes, you would.”

      “I don’t think the same person’s bin cuttin’ people’s throats. There’s no reason ter. They’s three different people and I think as Jack’s bin murdered by a gang. Proberly the Daly Boys. Keller’s ’ad a carry-on with them for ages.”

      A door to the left of the desk swung open and Chief Inspector Fenton strode out with a bundle of papers in one hand. His mutton-chop whiskers were tinged with grey and he had dark, narrow eyes.

      “Miss Green? Mr O’Donoghue?” He pointed at us accusingly. “You shouldn’t be sitting together like this. It gives you an opportunity to collude.”

      “Collude?” I asked. “About what?”

      “To fabricate a story.”

      “There’s no need to fabricate anything, I’ve come here this morning to tell you what happened. I’m making a witness statement.”

      The inspector scowled. “I don’t like witnesses, suspects or anyone else finding opportunities to confer.”

      “I didn’t realise we weren’t allowed to speak, Inspector Fenton. Perhaps your colleague could have warned us.”

      I glanced at the officer behind the desk, who was attempting to shrink from view.

      The inspector consulted the papers in his hand and stroked his whiskers. “Miss Green, can you come with me, please?”

      Having originally considered my visit to be little more than a formality, the inspector’s confrontational manner made me feel concerned that I had done something wrong. I gave Reuben a parting smile and followed Inspector Fenton. We passed through the door and along a whitewashed corridor, in which a smell of latrines mingled with soap.

      We reached a small room with a table at the centre and a clock on the wall showed that it was ten minutes after nine. The room was lit by a gas lamp and a narrow window. Sitting at the table was a police officer with a large grey moustache and a crooked nose, which looked as though it had been broken once or twice. He stood up as we entered the room.

      “This is Inspector Pilkington, and allow me to introduce myself to you again, Miss Green, as Chief Inspector Fenton, head of CID in Holborn E Division.” He paused, as if allowing time for the noble title to sink in, before gesturing me to sit on the chair opposite them.

      Once we were all seated, Inspector Fenton leafed through the papers in front of him, took a pen from his inside jacket pocket and dipped it into a pot of ink on the table.

      “Miss Green, can you please tell me your full name?”

      “Miss Penelope Jane Green.”

      He wrote this down.

      “Age?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “Thirty-four and unmarried?”

      “Yes.”

      “No husband? Never married?”

      “No.”

      “Address?”

      “Five Milton Street, Cripplegate.”

      “And have you an occupation?”

      “I’m a news reporter.”

      “A news reporter, eh?” Inspector Fenton sat back in his chair and regarded me with renewed interest. “Which paper?”

      “The Morning Express.”

      He wrote this down with an impressed nod of his head. “So now you find yourself in a story of your own?”

      “I suppose I do. Rather reluctantly, I must add.”

      “Yes, it’s rather a sorry state of affairs.”

      “Are you any closer to finding out who did it?”

      “Not yet, Miss Green. We have many people to speak to, and I’m certain that the conversation we’re about to have will assist us immensely.”

      “I don’t think it will, Inspector. I didn’t really see anything. I can’t see how I can be of much help.”

      “Everyone says that,” he replied. “Let’s get on with it, shall we?”

      He pushed his piece of paper towards Inspector Pilkington, indicating that he should continue with the writing.

      I told the two detectives what I could remember from the time I had left the reading room to the moment when Jack Burton had been found dead. Inspector Pilkington wrote everything down while Inspector Fenton asked the questions. A map was produced so that I could attempt to show them the route I had taken through St Giles. I admitted that much of it was guesswork, but they were patient with me and by the end of our conversation they had as thorough an account as I could possibly give.

      “Do you have any suspicions yourself, Miss Green, about who might have committed the crime?”

      “None at all. I’m not familiar with the area or the people who live there. I can recall a lone gentleman, who I assumed was a gang member, standing with us in the courtyard. I could make a wild guess that perhaps the murder was the result of a gang feud.”

      “But that is only a wild guess, as you say. You have no evidence with which to corroborate this view?”

      “None.”

      “I would like to discuss again when you first saw Mr O’Donoghue. That would have been shortly after four o’clock?”

      “Yes. I heard the clocks chime four and then my bag was taken by Jack Burton. Moments later, Mr O’Donoghue informed me that he would run after the boy.”

      “So you saw Mr O’Donoghue pursue the boy across Drury Lane and into a street, which you have identified on the map as Short’s Gardens?”

      “Yes.”

      Inspector Fenton took the pages of notes back from Inspector Pilkington before continuing.

      “And we have ascertained that the time of death for the deceased was between a quarter past and twenty minutes past four o’clock. Did you see Mr O’Donoghue between the time of your bag being taken and the boy being found murdered?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where he was?”

      “He was following the boy.”

      “Where exactly?”

      “Somewhere in St Giles.”

      “But you don’t know exactly where?”

      “No.” I shifted uncomfortably as I realised what Inspector Fenton was implying.

      “And you next saw Mr O’Donoghue where?”

      “At Seven Dials.”

      “At approximately what time?”

      “I can’t be certain, but I know now that it was after Jack was killed, so I suppose it must have been about half past four.”

      “You suppose? You do not carry a watch?”

      I shook my head.

      “And you didn’t happen to see a clock?”

      “No.”

      “Very well. And from which direction did Mr O’Donoghue approach you?”

      “I couldn’t say. I had got myself quite lost by that stage.”

      “You mentioned that a young lady pointed you in the direction of Little White Lion Street?”

      I nodded.

      “Did Mr O’Donoghue appear from that direction?”

      “No.”

      “He came from the opposite direction?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      Inspector Fenton unfolded the map again and pointed at Seven Dials.

      “The street opposite Little White Lion Street is Great White Lion Street. Do you think he might have come from there?”

      I stared at the area of the map where his large finger was pressed.

      “No. I think it more likely that he approached me from Great St Andrew Street or Queen Street.”

      “Which?”

      “I can’t be certain which.”

      “Very well.” I looked again at the map, aware that the courtyard where Jack had been found was just off Queen Street.

      “Inspector Fenton, if you think that Mr O’Donoghue had anything to do with Jack’s death, I will say now that he could not have done it. He wouldn’t have done it. He helped me.”

      “He helped you because a street urchin pinched your bag.”

      “Yes, but he wouldn’t have harmed him.”

      “How else would he have retrieved your bag?”

      “I’m sure he would have simply asked the boy for it.”

      The inspector snorted as if he perceived my comment to be naive.

      “If he’d killed Jack, he would have returned to me with my bag,” I continued. “He wouldn’t have left it lying by Jack’s side.”

      “How do you know that he was returning to you? He may have been walking away from the scene of his crime with every intention of escaping the area when he unexpectedly came across you. Presumably he was expecting you to have remained on Drury Lane. However, he wasn’t walking in the direction of Drury Lane, was he?”

      “I suppose he was still looking for Jack.”

      “But you merely suppose that, Miss Green? You cannot know it for sure.”

      “I don’t know Mr O’Donoghue well, but I can tell that he wouldn’t have done such a thing to Jack. Besides, he had no blood on his clothes.”

      “Can you be certain? It was almost dark when you saw him the second time.”

      “I would have noticed. And he would have been bothered or flustered, or out of breath in some way. I know he didn’t do it, Inspector!”
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      Inspector Fenton regarded me with his narrow eyes. “I can understand your defence of Mr O’Donoghue,” he said. “After all, he is a charming man who appeared to help you in your hour of need. However, Mr O’Donoghue is no stranger to the officers here at Bow Street station.”

      “Perhaps not, but has he ever murdered anyone?”

      “Not to our knowledge, Miss Green, but there is always a first time.”

      “A criminal is not necessarily a murderer.”

      “Not always, no.”

      “Inspector Fenton, have you ever considered that the same person could have committed all three murders?”

      “Three murders?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Two other people have been murdered in St Giles recently. Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans. Have you found the people responsible for their deaths?”

      “Mrs O’Brien was killed by her husband, who is currently missing.”

      “But perhaps he didn’t do it.”

      “There is no evidence pointing to anyone else. And as for Mr Yeomans, he was murdered after an argument at The Three Feathers public house. No suspect has been arrested, but we suspect that it was a fellow drunkard. The regular customers of The Three Feathers are rather uncooperative, so it has been difficult to flush the suspect out. In these communities, you find that people often protect each other.”

      “Mr O’Donoghue told me that the motive for Mr Yeomans’ murder was robbery.”

      “If Mr O’Donoghue has more information about the murder of Mr Yeomans, I shall be extremely interested to hear it.”

      “I hear that Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans both had their throats cut in the same manner as Jack Burton.”

      “It is a common method of killing.”

      “But do you not think it something of a coincidence?”

      “There is no similarity between the three victims, Miss Green. Now that concludes our interview.” He glanced at the clock, which indicated that it was ten o’clock. “We must get down to the business of speaking to Mr O’Donoghue.” Inspector Fenton got up from his chair.

      “Did they know each other?”

      “Who?”

      “The three people who were murdered. Perhaps they all knew each other and their murderer?”

      “Miss Green, it seems to me that you are clutching at straws in an attempt to create an entertaining tale for your readers. We are not in the business of entertaining here. We are in the business of solving crimes.”

      “Do you not even wish to consider the possibility? If three people have been murdered by the same person, there is a case for involving Scotland Yard.”

      Inspector Fenton’s face reddened. “Are you trying to tell me how to do my job, Miss Green? There is no need for the Yard to be involved. We are quite capable of managing our own affairs.”

      “Perhaps I might ask Inspector Blakely what he makes of it.” I said this, despite the fact that I had no idea how to contact James in Manchester.

      “Blakely? What does he have to do with this? Just a moment.” He pointed a thick finger at me. “Are you the lady reporter who was embroiled with Blakely in the Lizzie Dixie case? Now I understand why you have your arm in a sling. I should have realised. You’re a good friend of the Yard, aren’t you?”

      “Not particularly. There are plenty of detectives there who have never warmed to me.”

      “Hardly a surprise, I suppose, Miss Green. You are, after all, an ink slinger, and those of your profession have a reputation for meddling, spreading false rumours and generally hindering the business of the police.”

      “Perhaps the less reputable members of my profession would do such a thing, but I would not, Inspector Fenton.”

      He leant forward across the table, so that he could look down at me. “Why would you choose a profession such as this, Miss Green? It is hardly a suitable calling for the fairer sex.”

      I had noticed a hard look in his eye ever since I had first mentioned Scotland Yard.

      “I think women are perfect for news reporting,” said Inspector Pilkington snidely. “Naturally nosy.” He tapped the side of his crooked nose and laughed.

      I ignored the comment.

      “I like to inform people and uncover the truth, Inspector Fenton. Too often, the truth is kept hidden.”

      “And it’s kept hidden for a good reason.”

      “However uncomfortable it may make you, people have a right to know.”

      “Do they? Has it ever occurred to you, Miss Green, that if we tell the public everything that happens in our investigations they would be swarming all over London like a plague of locusts trying to solve crimes? Everyone from Mrs Grundy to ’Arry and his gal ’Arriet.”

      “I don’t expect to report on all the details of a crime, Inspector. I merely think that people—”

      “That’s enough now, Miss Green. We need to speak to your friend, Mr O’Donoghue.”

      Inspector Fenton turned away from me, so I bit my tongue, picked up my gloves and bag, and left the room. The two inspectors walked behind me into the waiting area, where Reuben O’Donoghue was still sitting on the bench.

      Reuben doffed his hat when he saw me.

      “Thank you again for your help yesterday, Mr O’Donoghue.”

      “I didn’t do much.”

      “But you certainly tried.”

      “I done me best, I s’pose. God rest ’is soul, poor boy.”

      “Are Mrs Nicholls and the missionaries not yet arrived?” I asked.

      “Ain’t seen ’em.”

      “Good day to you, Miss Green,” said Inspector Fenton, impatient for me to leave.

      I bid him farewell and pushed open the door. More snow had settled on the steps and pavement outside.

      “Now then, Mr O’Donoghue. Consider yourself in custody,” came Fenton’s voice from behind me.

      I let the door slam closed again and turned around. “You’re arresting him?”

      “I said good day to you, Miss Green.”

      The inspector had a deep scowl on his face and maintained a firm hold on Reuben’s arm. Reuben’s face was pale.

      “But he didn’t do it, Inspector! I told you that!”

      “The judge and the jury shall decide upon his fate, not you, Miss Green. It would be best for you to leave now before you find yourself in danger of impeding a police investigation.”

      Reuben watched me, his eyes wide and his forehead creased.

      How different he looked now from the man who had chased after Jack in an attempt to retrieve my bag.

      I wanted to stay and help him, but I knew I would likely find myself in trouble if I tried to do anything more. I turned and left the police station, resolving to do whatever I could to make sure the real killer was caught.
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      There was no further snow the following day, but that which had already fallen sat in dirty frozen mounds swept up from doorways, paths and roads. After a morning at work in the reading room, I walked down Museum Street and Drury Lane, then turned into Short’s Gardens, the road Reuben had chased Jack Burton along two days previously.

      The inquest into Jack’s death had taken place that morning at St Giles’ Coroner’s Court and returned a verdict of wilful murder by a person or persons unknown. As yet, there was no further evidence that Reuben O’Donoghue had killed the boy, and the coroner had urged the police to solve the case as quickly as possible.

      The maze of grimy streets and passageways soon enveloped me. I clutched my carpet bag to my chest as I passed a cluster of children dressed in ragged clothes and throwing snowballs. In the street beyond the workhouse, a man with a withered hand played an accordion while a monkey in a makeshift dress skipped about on the cobbles. The monkey performer had drawn quite a crowd. Women chattered, babies cried and men leant up against doorways with their hands in their pockets, some of them swaying with drink. An old man with an eyepatch had cleared the snow and ice from one side of the lane to lay out numerous little glass bottles for sale at twopence each.

      I came across two missionaries speaking to a woman in a doorway. One held a collection of pamphlets, while the other carried a pile of blankets. I asked the three of them where I could find Martha Nicholls, and fortunately the woman knew her. Following her directions, I eventually found the dismal courtyard where Jack had lost his life. I couldn’t help glancing at the spot where he was found, which was covered with a blanket of smooth white snow. It was the only part of the courtyard that hadn’t been swept. I felt a lump rise into my throat.

      Shirts, petticoats and aprons hung stiffly from ropes that had been strung up between the buildings, and a stout woman in a headscarf was bent over a washtub. Another woman was sorting furs into piles as three children played by the privies. Her face was gaunt and she paused to produce a loud, rattling cough. I approached the laundry woman, who was scrubbing furiously at a washboard.

      “Mrs Nicholls?” I said gently.

      She stopped her work and looked up.

      “The news reporter!”

      Her face opened out into a toothless smile and she dried her hands on her apron. “Miss Green, ain’t it? Yer s’posed to call me Martha.”

      Her nose and cheeks were red with cold, and she wore several old coats and scarves. I looked up at the broken and glassless windows in the building behind her.

      “Is this where you live? Do you have a fire to keep you warm?”

      “Yeah, and I got coal. I’m one o’ the lucky ones. Winston gives me it. Susan over there’s ’aving to burn ’er table.” Martha gestured towards the sunken-cheeked woman. “She won’t take me coal.”

      “Who’s Winston?”

      She grinned proudly. “Me son. ’E’s done well for ‘imself. Got out of ’ere and works as a clerk in Guilford Street. ’E lives in Red Lion Square. Always got ink on ’is fingers.”

      “As have I.” I laughed.

      “You must be clever like ’im, then. It ain’t no thanks to me that ’e’s got to where ’e is. ’E went to Barnardo’s down in Stepney. I couldn’t afford ter keep ’im. ’E got ’is schoolin’ there, and now ’e’s cleverer than what his father ever were. Anyways, what can I do fer yer?”

      “I hope you don’t mind me visiting you. It’s about Jack’s murder. Have you heard that Reuben O’Donoghue has been arrested as a suspect?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think he done it. I can’t see ’im as bein’ the murderin’ type.”

      “That’s what I think. The police need to be looking for someone else, don’t they? Have you heard anything more about who else might have done it?”

      “Ain’t no one knows for sure. Some of ’em’s sayin’ it’s the Daly Boys. That’s a gang.”

      “Reuben mentioned them to me. But I’ve been thinking more about Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans, and I’m wondering if you could tell me where their bodies were found. I’d like to see for myself what similarities there may be between their murders and the murder of Jack Burton.”

      “I ain’t gonna tell yer.”

      “You won’t?” I felt my heart sink.

      “Nah! I’ll take yer there meself!” Martha cackled at her joke and jabbed me with her elbow. “C’mon. Neither of ’em’s far from ’ere. I’ll take yer to where they found Roger first.”

      

      I walked with Martha through a maze of alleyways, past tumbledown shops, pubs and gin houses. We passed people trying to sell anything they could get their hands on, from shoelaces, matches, cress and song bills to sorry-looking apples and pears. Martha greeted many of them along the way.

      “I hope I’m not keeping you from your work,” I said.

      “Think nothin’ of it, none of it’s dryin’ any’ow. Mr Larcombe won’t get ’is shirts back today. They’re all ’angin’ frozen on the line.” Martha laughed. “I’m ’oping as the pump won’t get frozen this winter. Trick is to wrap rags round it. I done that last year and it never froze once. I’ve wrapped on extra this week. What’s ’appened to yer arm?”

      “I fell off a pony.”

      “You got a pony? Where d’yer keep it?”

      “Not my own pony; it was one from the riding stables in Hyde Park. Tell me about Jack. Did you know him well?”

      “Not too well. ’E often ’ad a smile on ’is face, and when ’e were goin’ straight he were shinin’ boots on Shaftesbury Havenue.”

      “How old was he?”

      “Proberly fourteen.”

      “And you think he was an orphan?”

      “Yeah, I fink so. ’E lived wiv the Earl o’ York and some lads down King’s ’Ead Yard.”

      “And when he wasn’t going straight, he was thieving?”

      “Yeah, just nickin’ silk ’ankerchiefs, snuff boxes, shirt pins. The usual. The Earl tells the lads to go out and not come back till they got money or summink they can sell.”

      “It doesn’t sound as though Jack was malicious. He simply took my bag because of his difficult circumstances.”

      “Same as a lotta the lads. They don’t wanna be nickin’ stuff, does they? They does it ’cause they thinks they got no choice.”

      “I wonder if he knew his killer.”

      Martha shrugged her shoulders. “There’s no way o’ knowin’, is there? Look, there’s some toffs what ’ave come lookin’ round.”

      Gathered by a pawnbroker’s shop was a small group of people wearing common clothes, but they appeared clean and well-fed. They were listening intently to a woman wearing a brown velvet coat and a colourful feathered hat.

      “The toffs pays money ter come lookin’ round places like this,” said Martha. “These lot’ll ’ave just been in the pop-shop. Next they’ll ’ave a look in a few ’ouses to see ’ow many people ’ave ter live in each one, and they’ll go in the pub too. Them togs ain’t what they normally wears. They reckons they looks like us!”

      She cackled.

      “That woman there’s Mrs Baxter. She charges ’em a fine price ter look round and tells ’em she’s gonna share the money out among us. Can’t say I’ve seen any of it meself. She takes the ladies down the work’ouse so’s they can get themselves a slavey while they’re down ’ere.”

      We neared the group and could hear Mrs Baxter talking. She stood in front of the greasy, latticed window of the pawnbroker’s shop, in which jewellery, ornaments and keepsakes were stacked high.

      “But when her father found out about the love affair, she threw herself off that roof there!” she said, pointing upwards.

      Her words were met with startled gasps.

      “And her ghost has walked this lane every night since!”

      Martha chuckled. “They believes ev’ry word of it.”

      Mrs Baxter turned to look at us. She was a wide-faced woman with a heavy jaw and copper-coloured eyes.

      “Martha Nicholls!” she said as we approached the group.

      “Mornin’, Mrs Baxter. Sad news about Boots, ain’t it?”

      Mrs Baxter’s face became solemn. “Terribly sad.”

      She turned back to her tour group. “You may have heard that one of the boys here was tragically murdered two days ago. He had his throat cut.”

      Her voice became choked and there was a murmur of condolence in reply.

      “I’ll take you to the place where he was found murdered at the end of our tour. Meanwhile, Martha here was once followed by Polly Maguire’s ghost the whole night!”

      “You poor woman,” said a well-spoken lady in a shabby tweed coat with missing buttons. She held out some coins to Martha, who refused them.

      “I ain’t in need o’ charity, thank you, ma’am.”

      We walked on. “Were you really followed by Polly Maguire’s ghost?” I asked.

      “It were summink. I dunno if it were ’er or not. Anyways, come on. Mrs Baxter likes tellin’ tales, and it’s what people wants to ’ear, ain’t it?”

      We crossed Endell Street and entered a narrow alleyway between the wash houses and the workhouse. I could hear children playing beyond the workhouse’s high wall. A dishevelled man and his dog sat at the base of the wall next to a dirty snow heap.

      “Round ’ere,” said Martha, leading me down a left turn. “This ’ere’s the back o’ the pub where Roger went drinkin’. The Three Feathers. See it?”

      We stood in a fetid yard looking at a ramshackle, timbered pub slumped against the buildings either side of it.

      “The men comes out the back ’ere when they needs ter do their business. People think that’s what Roger were doin’ when he were killed.” She made a cutting gesture across her throat. “The landlord’s found ’im the next mornin’ lyin’ in ’is blood. I think he were over there.” She pointed at an icy puddle by a broken handcart.

      “And no one knows who killed him?”

      “Ev’ryone’s thinkin’ it were someone what was in the pub with ’im. ’E weren’t an ’appy drunk; ’e were one what got into rows ’n’ that. He weren’t popular. ’E’d worked down the docks till ’e lost ’is leg.”

      “He was missing a leg?”

      “‘E ’ad a peg. Walked around all askew on ’is peg leg.”

      “So he would have struggled to defend himself.”

      “’E ’ad a punch on ’im. ’E were a boxer once. But wiv ’is peg ’e ’ad no balance.”

      I pictured Roger Yeomans staggering drunkenly about on his peg leg. It was quite possible that he hadn’t been very likeable, but he sounded as though he had been a vulnerable man all the same. He had likely been an easy target for a cowardly killer.

      “And when was he found?”

      “We’nsd’y third o’ Jan’ry”

      “The third? Just six days ago?”

      “Yeah, it’d be about that.”

      “Do you think the landlord would mind if we asked him a little more about Roger?”

      “No! Don’t yer be goin’ in there!”

      “Why not?”

      “Yer wouldn’t last long, honestly yer wouldn’t. The place is full o’ thieves ’n’ whores and the landlord ain’t someone yer wanna go talkin’ to.” Martha leant in closer and whispered. “Word is, ’e ate a man’s kidneys.”

      “How?” I asked in disbelief.

      Martha shrugged. “I’m only sayin’ what I ’eard.”

      “Perhaps you can show me where Mrs O’Brien was found.”

      “Course. Follow me, deary.”

      

      “They’s knockin’ ’ouses down,” said Martha as we passed a street of half-demolished buildings. “Soon they’ll ’ave knocked everythin’ down and don’t ask me where we’re s’posed ter live after that. They won’t want us in them fancy new ones! Mebbe I’ll ’ave died afore that day arrives.” She cackled again. “This ’ere’s Nottin’am Court.”

      It was a narrow, dingy street lined with houses that had seen better days.

      “’Ello, Martha!” called out a young boy as he ran past us.

      A little girl sat in a doorway with a kitten in her arms, her dress was thin and a tattered shawl covered her shoulders. She looked up at us with large, wary eyes.

      “Mornin’ Hettie,” said Martha. Nearby two young boys fought over some marbles. The older one shoved the other one backwards and he fell, hitting his head on the cobbles.

      “Careful now!” shouted Martha, righting the startled child. “Yer almost knocked Will’s brains out John! Where’s yer ma got to?”

      John looked about five years old and he pointed sullenly at a doorway. The shouts of an arguing couple could be heard from within.

      “That’s Molly in there,” said Martha, with a disapproving tone to her voice. “Be’ave yerselves, boys, till yer ma comes out.”

      I looked again at Hettie and worried about her with only a thin dress to wear in the cold. She wasn’t the first child I’d seen dressed in such a way and I knew, with a heavy heart, that she wouldn’t be the last. I wished there was something I could do about it.

      We walked on.

      “Mrs O’Brien lived just along ’ere,” said Martha. “Y’know the toffs what we saw just now? Well, some on ’em used ter come lookin’ round Mrs O’Brien’s ’ouse ter see what poor folk lives like. She ’ranged it wiv Mrs Baxter and got tuppence each time. Quite a lotta folks want the toffs ter come lookin’ round ’cause they gets money outta it. The man in the mask’s bin seen along ’ere ’n’ all.”

      “Who’s the man in the mask? Another ghost?”

      “Nah, he’s real enough. A few folks ’ave said as what they’ve seen ’im.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Nah.”

      “And he wears a mask, you say? What sort of mask?”

      “Like one what they wears in the theatre, or so I’ve ’eard.”

      “And he’s been seen on this street?”

      “Yeah, but only night-times.”

      “What about the night Mrs O’Brien was murdered?”

      “Dunno.”

      We reached a door with planks of wood nailed across it.

      “’Ere,” said Martha. “Mrs O’Brien was found by ’er front door ’ere.” She poked at the cobbles with her patched-up boot. “Irish she was. ’Usband’s Irish ’n’ all.”

      “And this was just after Christmas?”

      “Yeah. Twenny-seventh, and they reckons she were murdered on the twenny-sixth. Mr Ayres found ’er about four in the mornin’. Still recoverin’ from the shock of it, ’e is. ’E’s ’ad problems with ’is nerves ever since.”

      “And her throat was cut?”

      “Yeah. Hev’ryone says it’s ’im what done it.”

      “The husband? Mr O’Brien?”

      “Yeah, he ain’t been seen for the best part of a year. They reckons ’e ran outta money and come back, and then ’e’s cut ’is wife’s throat and gone off with the money what she ’ad.”

      “Did anyone see him?”

      “Nah, no one seen ’im.”

      “So he might not have come back?”

      “Might not’ve. No one saw no one else round ’ere, but it’s as good a hexplanation as we got.”

      I looked up the street with the leaden sky over the dark buildings and the scantily clad children playing among the mounds of dirty snow. I felt a heavy, despondent sensation in my chest.

      “Even if Reuben O’Donoghue did kill Jack,” I ventured, “he wouldn’t have killed Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans as well, would he?”

      “’Ard to imagine it. I don’t think he woulda done. Trouble is, the bobbies knows ’im ’n’ ’e’s been harrested afore now, so it’s easier for ’em when they got someone they know.”

      “What’s he been arrested for?”

      “Fightin’. The bobbies remembers about the fights ’e’s got into and they remembers a face, don’t they?”

      We walked back up Nottingham Court.

      “Did Jack, Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans know each other?”

      “Yeah. Mr Yeomans were married to Mrs O’Brien’s sister, though they ’ad a fallin’ out, and Mr Yeomans used ter pay Jack to run errands for ’im.”

      “What sort of errands?”

      “Just gettin’ stuff for ’im; whatever ’e needed. And Mr Yeomans were friendly with the Earl o’ York.”

      “Is that so?”

      I recalled the shady leader of the Seven Dials Gang loitering in the courtyard the night that Jack was murdered.

      If the victims had all known each other, had they also known their assailant?

      We reached the pawnbroker’s shop and I tried to thank Martha Nicholls for her time by offering her a shilling, but she wouldn’t take it.

      “Yer needs to meet our Winston,” she said.

      “Your son?”

      “Yeah. ’E thinks there’s summink amiss ’n’ all. Yer’ve both got clever minds, I can tell. Yer needs ter speak to ’im.”
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      The lights flickered off in the reading room and the silence was broken by a chorus of groans and curses.

      “Not again!” a red-whiskered man seated opposite me called out.

      “The wonders of electricity,” said my neighbour, a pale man with dark, beady eyes. “Bring back the gas lamps, I say. At least they were reliable.”

      I returned to my notes, which were difficult to read in the increasing gloom. It was only mid-afternoon, but heavy snow clouds were pushing the light out of the day.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Green,” whispered a voice in my ear. “How is your work on the book progressing?”

      I turned to see a set of olive green eyes staring at me through a pair of spectacle lenses.

      “You startled me, Mr Edwards!”

      “Oh, did I?” He took a step back. “I do apologise. I’m terribly sorry. I shouldn’t have disturbed you.”

      “Please don’t worry. The book will take me a while yet as I have to work on something more urgent for now.”

      “You’re managing to write well with your left hand.” He glanced down at my notes.

      “Not really. It’s a struggle to read what I’ve written if I’m honest.”

      “I suppose the moral of the story is not to get on an excitable pony!”

      “Exactly that. Is there some trouble with the lights again?”

      “Sadly, yes.” He tutted. “We have someone looking at the electricity at this very moment, so hopefully full light will be restored shortly. Let me know if you would like me to fetch the map of Colombia again, Miss Green.”

      I thanked him and he moved on.

      “Very attentive that clerk, isn’t he?” whispered the red-whiskered man to the pale man next to me. “If one is a lady, that is.”

      “You can’t blame the fellow,” replied my neighbour. “Having a few ladies around the place rather brightens it up, doesn’t it?”

      “Indeed, gentlemen,” I replied. “My sole reason for working here is to brighten up your surroundings.”

      The red-whiskered man rolled his eyes.

      I looked back at the notes I had made since my walk with Martha. I had written down everything I could remember and had also drawn some crude maps, marking the location of each victim with a cross. I had made a note of the dates and approximate times of their murders and then written down their connections with each other. I read and reread my words, feeling increasingly certain that the three murders had been carried out by the same person.

      The Head Librarian announced from the upper gallery that work was being done to restore the electricity, but, should it fail, the reading room would be closed due to poor light.

      “Darn it!” called out the red-whiskered man. “How on earth is one supposed to finish one’s thesis?”

      Jack Burton, Ellen O’Brien and Roger Yeomans.

      I turned the names over in my mind.

      Was anyone in the Holborn police division interested in finding out what had happened to them, or were they simply content to arrest Reuben O’Donoghue and place the blame on him? Did Inspector Fenton know something I didn’t, or was he just being lackadaisical?

      I found a clean sheet of paper and began to write out the reasons why I thought the murders were linked and why they should be considered as part of a single investigation. My plan was to take the paper into Bow Street police station the following day and give it to Inspector Fenton. I wanted to write that I thought the case was a matter for Scotland Yard, but I knew that would anger him.

      The lights flickered back on.

      “Hurrah!” shouted the red-whiskered man.

      “Miss Green,” whispered a familiar voice. I looked up to find Edgar Fish standing next to me in his dark grey frock coat and top hat. “What are you working on?” He stared closely at my notes. “Did Sherman ask you to do that?”

      “No, it’s just something I’m looking into.”

      “The murder in St Giles?”

      “Yes. I think the wrong man has been arrested.”

      “Oh dear.” Edgar shook his head. “The last time you got involved in something like this, you lost your job.”

      “But I was reinstated because I was, in fact, correct.”

      Edgar sighed. “Why not do what I do? Simply work on the stories Sherman tells you to. You always insist on giving yourself additional work to do.”

      “I was there,” I whispered to Edgar. “I saw the boy. He had my bag. Someone killed him after he ran off with my bag. Two other people have also been killed.”

      “I know: Mrs O’Brien and a drunkard. Look, I think you’re creating a tempest in a teacup here. It’s not worth your time. You’ll antagonise people and generally make things rather ticklish for yourself. Again.”

      “Have you visited St Giles recently?”

      “No, and I can’t say that I plan to.”

      “It’s a thoroughly miserable place. There are children in rags running around barefoot in the snow, and I met a lady who was having to burn her own table for firewood.”

      Edgar chuckled.

      “Why is that amusing?” I hissed.

      “It’s not amusing, but you are, Miss Green. You seem to think that by showing an interest in these murders you are somehow helping the people who live there.”

      “It’s not quite like that.”

      “There’s nothing you can do about their situation, Miss Green, other than thank God himself that you’re not living there. The slums have been there for hundreds of years; the people who live there now are the children, grandchildren and great grandchildren of slum-dwellers. They are trapped in poverty. It’s a terribly sad fact, and yet we must accept it. The slums will continue to be there long after you and I have had our day.”

      “But does it not seem unfair to you?”

      “Of course it’s unfair. And we must be grateful we are not the ones who have been dealt the bad hand. The churches and chapels can help the poor. I believe the slums are inundated with missions these days. And the police are there to solve the crimes. There is little else for you to do, unless of course you wish to become a philanthropist?”

      “I certainly would if I had the money.”

      “Fish!” came a harsh whisper from behind us. We turned to see Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette. His pork pie hat was pushed back on his head and his slack jaw chewed persistently on a piece of tobacco.

      “I don’t often see you in the library, Tom,” whispered Edgar.

      “Don’t often come ’ere, that’s why.” He continued to chew and stare at Edgar.

      “Can I help you, Clifford?” asked Fish.

      I thought it odd to see the two of them confront each other in this manner, as they had once been good friends.

      “I think you should talk outside,” I whispered. “The people around us are trying to work.”

      “Trying being the operative word,” said the red-whiskered man.

      “Nothing much to talk about,” said Tom. “Just exchanging pleasantries. Thieved any more stories recently, Fish?”

      “I don’t steal stories.”

      “No? Then how comes you stole mine?”

      “It wasn’t much of a story, though, was it?” I said.

      “Keep out of it, woman!” Tom jabbed a tobacco-stained finger in my direction.

      “Don’t you dare speak to a lady in that manner!” said Edgar in a raised voice, which made everyone around us look up and stare.

      “I can talk to her however I like!” retorted Tom. “She works for the Morning Express, don’t she? She’s as worthless as you are!”

      “How dare you!”

      Edgar gave Tom a shove on the shoulder. Tom responded by pushing both of Edgar’s shoulders, and Edgar fell back against my chair.

      “Oi!” shouted the red-whiskered man, rising to his feet.

      Edgar raised his fist and lunged at Tom, who ducked out of the way with a laugh.

      “Stop that this instant!” Mr Edwards ran over and stood between them, his sandy hair flopping over his spectacles. “There is to be no fighting in the reading room!”

      He pushed his hair out of his eyes and gave me a glance that suggested he was disappointed to see me consorting with such men. The Head Librarian, a plump, round-faced man, marched over from his desk into the centre of the room.

      Edgar and Tom straightened their jackets and glared at each other.

      The Head Librarian held out his hand. “Reading tickets, please.”

      “You’re expelling us?” said Edgar in dismay. “But we’re journalists!”

      “You could be the Prince Consort for all I care. Reading tickets, please!”

      Edgar and Tom rummaged about in their pockets before handing him their cards.

      “Thank you. You are no longer permitted to visit the reading room. You too, madam.”

      The Head Librarian turned to me and I stared back, open-mouthed.

      “Are you not with these two gentlemen?” he said. “Your reading ticket, please.”

      “No, not Miss Green. She had nothing to do with it,” said Edgar. “She was busy working and I interrupted her and then he interrupted me. Miss Green is blameless.”

      The Head Librarian stared at me, his eyes blue and slightly bulging. “Blameless? Really? Most fights usually take place over some woman or other.”

      “The lady is blameless,” added my pale neighbour. “I witnessed the entire encounter.”

      “Thank you, sir. Miss Green you have a reprieve. Out you go, gentlemen!” He pointed at the door.

      “Thank you,” I said to the pale man, relieved that I hadn’t lost my reading ticket. I looked up at Mr Edwards, but he simply shook his head and walked away.
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      It was early evening by the time I returned to Bow Street police station. Polished carriages stopped on the opposite side of the street, depositing men in top hats and women in evening gowns at the Royal Opera House. Ahead of me, two constables wrestled a red-faced man in through the door of the station. I followed them and asked at the desk for Inspector Fenton.

      The red-faced man loudly protested his innocence and tried to struggle free from the constables, receiving three truncheon blows for his trouble.

      “Chief Inspector Fenton ain’t ’ere, madam,” said the desk officer.

      “How about Inspector Pilkington?”

      I wanted to hand my papers directly to Fenton, but I supposed that Pilkington would have to do. The bobby nodded and I took a seat on the bench. The red-faced man was bustled through the door beside the desk and Inspector Pilkington appeared soon afterwards. He wore his overcoat, as if he were about to leave after a day’s work.

      “Miss Green, what can I do for you?”

      He glanced over at the door as though he would rather be on his way home than talking to me. I got to my feet.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Inspector Pilkington.” I opened my carpet bag and pulled out the pages of notes I had written in the reading room. “I have been back to St Giles and spoken with a resident there who told me more about the murders of Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans. I have discovered they knew one another and that Mr Yeomans also knew Jack Burton.”

      Inspector Pilkington gazed down his crooked nose at me. “Is that all, Miss Green?”

      I gritted my teeth and continued. “Inspector, my suggestion is that a single perpetrator murdered these three victims. The manner of death is the same, and each was murdered when it was dark.”

      “There’s a lot of darkness at this time of year, Miss Green.”

      “I realise that, but do you not see the similarities? I find it difficult to believe that three separate people have decided to cut someone’s throat within the same area in the past fortnight. Do you not think it a coincidence?”

      “I can’t deny that it appears to be a coincidence, Miss Green, but stranger things have happened. Especially in St Giles’ Rookery.”

      “I’ve written everything down. Look, I even drew some maps. Can you see how small the area within which the murders were committed is?”

      “Yes, I see. And we have maps here at the station, too.” A faint smile lifted one corner of his mouth.

      “I can’t help but think you’re not taking me seriously, Inspector.”

      “Miss Green you’re a news reporter, not a detective. I have no doubt that you would make a good detective. Your notes are certainly very thorough. But may I suggest that you concentrate on your profession and allow me to concentrate on mine?”

      “Do you not think it unlikely that Mr O’Donoghue could have committed all three murders?”

      “We have further questions to put to Mr O’Donoghue, Miss Green.”

      “You’re going to question him about Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans?”

      “It would not be proper to impart any further information about our investigations, especially not to a news reporter, Miss Green. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m finished for the day.”

      He turned to walk towards the door and I felt a rising sense of frustration.

      “You need to keep looking for the murderer, Inspector! Mr O’Donoghue is innocent, and while you’re concentrating your efforts on him, the man who has committed these three murders is still roaming the streets! Does it not occur to you that he might strike again, Inspector?”

      “That would be most unexpected.” He paused by the door and I hoped that he was considering my words.

      “Are you not at least prepared to entertain the idea? Here, take my notes and please show them to Chief Inspector Fenton.”

      His lip raised in a sneer, but he took the pieces of paper from my hand.

      “Perhaps I am wrong,” I continued, “but surely every possibility should be considered? It would be rather careless detective work, otherwise.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Thank you, and that really is all now, Miss Green. The hour is late and you should be making your way home. The streets around here are no place for a lady wandering about on her own.”
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      The mercury continued to drop and small icicles hung inside the window of my lodgings. The water pump in Mrs Garnett’s yard had frozen and I had to visit the baths in Ironmonger Row before starting my work for the day. Once again, I wore three pairs of stockings and the extra woollen dress to keep me warm.

      As I walked to the reading room, I couldn’t help thinking about Martha and the residents of St Giles, and how they were managing in this cold with no proper doors and windows, and with little fuel to burn. I made a short detour to buy some tea and hot buttered toast from a stall by the brewery on Castle Street.

      Despite the cold, Martha was in her yard scrubbing at her washing tub when I arrived.

      “Your pump hasn’t frozen?”

      “Nah, and it ain’t gonna freeze neither. Got the rags wrapped round it, ain’t I?”

      She was wearing more coats than the last time I had seen her and had three headscarves knotted under her chin. When I gave her the tea and toast she laughed, sending a large cloud of breath into the freezing air.

      “Yer don’t need ter be bringin’ me breakfast.”

      “But it’s extremely cold.”

      “I seen more winters than just about any of ’em livin’ round ‘ere. I ain’t been carried off by the consumption yet. I’ll give this ter Susan. She needs it more than what I does.”

      Martha took the tea and toast to the sunken-cheeked woman who was once again in the yard sorting furs. I sadly watched her divide the toast among her children before suffering another coughing fit.

      “Does she need to see a doctor?” I asked Martha quietly.

      “Proberly. I’ve told ’er she needs to go over the work’ouse. They got doctors there, see. But she won’t ’ave it; she’s too proud for the work’ouse. She’ll be all right. The missionaries’ll check on ’er, and they’ll ’ave some soup on the go today. Lemme show yer.”

      The mission was on Neal Street, in a red-brick building which looked to have once been a warehouse. It had been turned into a makeshift chapel, with a wooden cross nailed up on the door and a painted sign which read: ‘The Mission of Faith, Hope and Charity. Everyone welcome.’

      About two dozen men, women and children were queuing up alongside a row of trestle tables. They cradled tin bowls in their hands. Steam rose up from the large soup kettles as the missionaries dipped their ladles into them.

      “Told yer,” said Martha. “Already got the soup goin’ on this mis’rable cold mornin’. They looks after us. They tells us we should believe in Jesus, and we all pretends we does so we gets our soup!”

      She cackled and looked over at the small crowd around us. “Seems like just about hev’ryone’s ’ere this mornin’. There’s the Earl o’ York.”

      In the daylight, I could see that he was a short, lean man with a keen, shrew-like face and a thin moustache. A clay pipe was clasped between his lips, and he wore a top hat and a dark blue, velvet overcoat, which was several sizes too large for him. A gold watch chain hung across his cream, brocaded waistcoat.

      “He looks rather well-dressed to be a gang leader,” I muttered.

      “’E fancies ’imself as a swell. Them togs’ll be from the rag shops down Lumber Court. Wiv a bitta work you can get ’em all cleaned up nice.”

      A cold wind whipped down the street, carrying with it stinging flakes of ice.

      “Are you going to have some soup?” I asked Martha.

      “I’ll let some o’ the others ’ave a go first. They needs it more than an old woman like me. The urchins needs it the most.”

      “Mrs Nicholls!” one of the missionaries called out, waving.

      We walked over to him as he continued to serve out the soup.

      “This is Mr ’Ugo ’Awkins,” said Martha. “Remember ’im?”

      “I think so,” I replied. “You were in the yard on the night that Jack died, weren’t you, Mr Hawkins?”

      He nodded solemnly. “I was indeed. Miss Green, isn’t it? Nice to see you in the light of day.”

      He stood slightly shorter than me and was about forty-five, with close-set blue eyes. Large ears protruded from beneath his felt hat and he had thick grey side-whiskers.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr Hawkins,” I said. “How good of you to be serving soup on a cold day such as this.”

      “It’s the Christian way, and the very least we can do for the people who are in need of food. If you have any spare coins, Miss Green, the mission is always in need of donations.”

      He gestured towards a plate that had some coins on it and then he filled a bowl held out by a thin girl with matted hair.

      “An extra spoonful for you, child,” he said, before turning back to face us. “It was a sad day yesterday, wasn’t it, Mrs Nicholls?”

      I placed a sixpence on the plate.

      “Yeah, we ’ad young Jack’s funeral.”

      “It was his funeral yesterday?” I realised I should have asked when it was. “I should have liked to come.”

      “Yer busy,” said Martha. “Yer one o’ them women what’s got a proper profession. I’d ’ave liked a proper profession if I’d ’ad any brains between me ears. Well, look who it is!”

      She watched as a young, broad-shouldered man with fair whiskers approached us.

      “Winston!”

      Her son wore a grey tweed overcoat and a bowler hat. Martha walked over and gave him a warm embrace.

      “’Ere’s me Winston!” she said proudly, pulling him over by the arm to meet me.

      She introduced us and told Winston what I did for a living.

      “A news reporter, Miss Green? How interesting. A lady news reporter?”

      “There aren’t many of us.”

      “Next to none, I should imagine.”

      Winston struggled to look me in the eye and I noticed that his whiskers had been cultivated to compensate for a receding chin.

      “’Ow comes yer not workin’?” Martha asked her son.

      “Everything’s frozen up, Ma; even the ink in the inkwells. They told us we can have the day off.”

      “A day off! That’s nice, ain’t it?”

      “It would be if they were paying us for it.”

      Another gust of icy wind made Winston clasp his hat tightly.

      “This weather would freeze the tail off a brass monkey. Have you had some soup, Ma?”

      “Not yet, but I will. Look, ’ere’s Mr Meares,” said Martha as another missionary joined us. “Mr Meares was there that night with Mr ’Awkins. You remembers ’im, don’t yer, Miss Green?”

      “Yes, of course.” My memories of him were of little more than a shadowy figure in the yard. I could now see that he was a tall, freckle-faced young man with grey eyes and a dimpled chin. He had a straw-coloured moustache and a smiling, cheerful demeanour.

      “Miss Green! I remember. The poor boy took your bag, didn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I see that you have had it returned to you.”

      I looked down at the carpet bag in my hand. “Yes, although I don’t suppose it matters when you consider that a young boy lost his life in the process.”

      “St Giles is a dangerous place,” said David Meares. “At least you remained safe during the incident, Miss Green. We’ve become rather used to it, I’m afraid. We worked in the slums in Salford for a few years, didn’t we Hugo?”

      The older man nodded in reply and gave his protégé a smile.

      “At least Reuben O’Donoghue’s been arrested for the murder,” said Winston.

      “I’m still not sure why,” I said. “He was trying to help me. He chased after Jack when the poor boy took my bag.”

      “And then cut his throat when he caught up with him!” said Winston.

      “No, he couldn’t have done it.”

      “Who else did it, then?” Winston’s voice had an unpleasant nasal whine to it.

      “I don’t know, but Mr O’Donoghue was simply being helpful.”

      Winston laughed. “I’m not sure about that! Have you told her, Ma?”

      “Told ’er what?”

      “About Reuben O’Donoghue. That ne’er-do-well.”

      “’E’s ’ad ’is moments.”

      “He’s had his moments,” repeated Winston. “That’s ‘Ma speak’ for, ‘He’s a murderer.’ Miss Green, did you know that Mr O’Donoghue once punched a man so hard he broke his jaw?”

      This time, he fixed his pale eyes on me, as if he hoped I would show some sign of revulsion. I struggled to believe that he was talking about the same man I had met.

      “Sadly, there are many in St Giles who have troubled lives,” said David. “They remind me of myself, as I was in a similar situation until I met Hugo. I’m indebted to him for showing me the right path. That’s why the mission is here, in fact. If we can help these people live in the Christian way, St Giles’ Rookery will be changed forever.”

      “It’ll take more than that,” scoffed Winston.

      “I hope to visit Mr O’Donoghue while he’s in custody,” continued David, ignoring Winston’s comment. “A time of prayer will give the man some solace. He has given the mission some generous donations in the past, and we have tried our best to help him mend his ways.”

      “No chance of that.” Winston laughed. “He’s too busy fighting with his fists and knives in The King’s Head.”

      “Really?” I thought of Reuben’s smile and struggled to imagine such a violent side to his character.

      “Yeah, so it’s no surprise it’s come to this. Murder was the next rung on the ladder for him,” said Winston.

      “Very sad,” added David.

      There was a pause in the conversation, during which I found myself sombrely staring at the cobbles beneath my feet. I thought of the notes I had given to Inspector Pilkington about the murders and how I had insisted that Reuben O’Donoghue was innocent of Jack’s murder.

      Had I been mistaken?
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      “Penelope, you’re late,” said my sister Eliza as a waiter showed me to her table.

      She rose from her seat and we embraced.

      “I’m sorry, Ellie, I’m rather busy with my work at present.”

      We sat down and I removed my gloves.

      “You’re trying to do too much again, no doubt. I don’t know how you’re going to find enough time to write the book about Father.”

      We had agreed to meet for lunch in the Fitzroy Dining Rooms; a smart restaurant with gleaming white tablecloths and an elaborately corniced ceiling. Voices hummed around us, cutlery chinked and the smell of roasted meat made my stomach grumble.

      Like me, Eliza was blonde-haired and brown-eyed. She was three years my junior and married to a lawyer, George Billington-Grieg. Her energies were devoted to the West London Women’s Society, which boasted a membership of more than seventy women and was forging strong links with the National Society for Women’s Suffrage.

      “Did you ride here on your bicycle?” I asked.

      “Of course. The Maître d’Hôtel kindly found space for it by the kitchens. Did I tell you someone tried to steal it a few weeks ago? I’d left it by the stationers on Queen’s Road while I made the briefest of shopping visits, and I stepped out onto the street to find some fellow trying to ride off on it! He didn’t succeed, of course. He hadn’t a clue what to do with the pedals. I hurled the paperweight I had just purchased at him and it hit his back! Then off he scarpered. Fortunately, the paperweight survived unscathed.”

      “And your bicycle was also unscathed?”

      “It was.”

      Eliza called over to the waiter. “Could you take our order, please?”

      She turned back to face me and lowered her voice. “Much as I adore this restaurant, it wouldn’t do to be sitting here all afternoon.”

      “You’re wearing a new jacket, Ellie. It suits you very well.”

      “Thank you! It’s double-worsted, which is much needed in this weather.”

      Her jacket was red and she wore it over a loose divided skirt in a matching shade. Her clothing allowed her to ride her bicycle without suffering the indecency of her skirts riding up.

      “The cuffs on your jacket look a little frayed,” said Eliza.

      I examined the green velvet sleeves on the jacket that had become a firm favourite of mine. Unfortunately, Eliza’s observation was accurate.

      “Have you bought any new clothes recently?” she probed.

      “Not recently.”

      “I know you’re busy, Penelope, but you need to take a little more care over your appearance. I know many married women who have allowed their standards to slip a little over the years, but when you’re looking for a husband it’s important to—”

      Thankfully we were interrupted by the waiter arriving to take our order.

      “How’s the arm?” asked Eliza once the waiter had left.

      “I hope to stop wearing the sling in a week or two.”

      “It must be a terrible inconvenience.”

      “It is rather, and I think it singled me out as a target for a young bag pincher. With my arm in a sling, he must have seen that I would be unable to put up much of a fight.”

      “He took your bag?” Eliza’s eyes widened.

      “Yes, but fortunately I got it back. It had Father’s letters and diaries in it.”

      “Oh, Penelope, that’s terrible. You could have lost everything!”

      “I shall be more careful with his papers from now on. But that’s not the worst of it.”

      I told Eliza about Jack’s murder and the other murders I had heard about in St Giles. She listened intently as we dined on mock turtle soup.

      “Well I never! I read all about the boy’s murder and didn’t have an inkling that you had been involved!” She mopped up the last of her soup with a wedge of bread. “You take a lot of risks in your line of work.”

      “I wasn’t working when my bag was taken, Ellie. I was simply walking down the street.”

      She gave me a doubtful look. “I worry about you. Look at you sitting there with your arm in a sling from all that terrible business last year and now, before your arm’s even healed, you’re embroiled in something new! I can’t help but think that if you had someone looking after you—”

      “Not this conversation again.” I sighed.

      “Yes. And of course you know all this, I’ve told you enough times, but married women don’t find themselves in the scrapes you do, Penelope.”

      “Are you suggesting that’s a good or a bad thing?”

      Eliza rubbed her temples. “I don’t suppose it’s either really. But you know what I mean, don’t you? A husband would... I’m not sure how to put this without causing offence.” She took a sip of wine. “A husband would ensure that you looked after yourself.”

      “A husband would prohibit me from working. Just as George does with you.”

      My sister flinched as though this remark had wounded her. “Not necessarily. A husband mightn’t stop you at all. As for George, that’s just how he is. He’s proud and he doesn’t want anybody entertaining the idea that he doesn’t earn enough to support his family. It’s the way he was brought up by his father. I have very little time for my father-in-law, as you well know.”

      “But you should like to have a profession, shouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, and I’ve made some amends with my voluntary work. Besides, we aren’t talking about me, Penelope. We’re talking about you.”

      “I’m happy as I am, Ellie.”

      “Are you sure? I worry about you almost as much as I worry about my own children. I suppose that... well, I just wish that you were settled.”

      Eliza rested her hand on mine.

      “I am settled, and I have Tiger,” I replied. “This is what I always wanted to do. You remember me wanting to be a writer even as a child, don’t you?”

      “I do indeed. You used to make us read all your stories!”

      “And you remember how much Father encouraged me?”

      “He was extremely encouraging, although I don’t think he expected you to take off to London. I think he anticipated you remaining in Derbyshire and becoming a writer there.”

      “I wanted to come to London. I like an adventure, just as he did.”

      “But you shouldn’t be putting your life at risk as he did.”

      “This is what I have always wanted to do. And I enjoy my work. Most of the time, at least.”

      “What do you mean by most of the time?”

      “This week has been rather difficult, and I’m concerned that I may have made a mistake.” I dabbed at a splash of soup on my chin with my serviette.

      “Oh dear. What sort of mistake?”

      “I told you just now that the police have arrested Reuben O’Donoghue, the man who chased after Jack. I couldn’t believe that he would kill a boy so brutally in that manner. He just doesn’t seem the sort to do it. On two occasions now I’ve appealed to the detectives at Bow Street station to let poor Reuben go free.”

      “So that is your mistake?” she asked.

      “Well, there have been three murders in St Giles in recent weeks.”

      “That’s dreadful!”

      “And I think they’ve been committed by the same person. For a while I couldn’t possibly imagine that Reuben might have murdered three people. I spent some time visiting the scenes of the murders. I wrote down my thoughts and drew some simple maps.”

      “Maps?” Eliza raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, just so that I could understand what had happened and when. And then I gave my notes to one of the detectives, asking him to consider the possibility that the murders had all been carried out by one person, and that this person could not possibly have been Reuben O’Donoghue.”

      “Do you have any evidence to support this theory?”

      “Not especially.”

      “So this is something you’ve put together on a whim? A hunch that perhaps this man is not the guilty party?”

      “I realise now that this is what I’ve done. It didn’t seem that way while I was working on it. At the time I was certain, absolutely certain, that the three victims had been murdered by the same person and that Reuben was completely innocent of any involvement in their deaths. But having spoken to a few people, it seems Reuben may not be as charming as he first seemed.”

      “Isn’t that always the case?”

      “Yes, it is. I should have known better, shouldn’t I?”

      “You always have been rather impulsive, Penelope. It wouldn’t do you any harm to give matters a little more thought before you decide to act.”

      “I’m worried that I’ve made myself appear rather foolish.”

      “If you’ve been undertaking your own investigations and given written reports and maps to the police, then I would say that you probably have been rather foolish. Can you still say with any certainty that this Reuben fellow is innocent?”

      “I don’t know. Having been convinced that he was, I’ve heard certain things said about him which suggest he is a rather violent man.”

      “So now you regret trying to demonstrate that Reuben is innocent as he may be guilty after all?”

      “Yes. I’m worried that I may have been rather rash.”

      “It sounds as though you have been. I would leave the investigating to the police from now on.”

      “But they don’t understand what has been happening in St Giles!”

      “And you do?”

      “I like to think that I do,” I said after a pause. “But perhaps I am also mistaken about that.”
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      “Ah, Miss Green. My favourite lady news reporter,” said Edgar when I arrived in the newsroom.

      “Perhaps the only lady news reporter you know of?”

      “No, I know dozens of them and you’re my absolute favourite.”

      “You’re an abominable liar, Edgar. What do you want?”

      I took my papers out of my bag and sat down at my desk.

      “With all this General Gordon business going on, Sherman’s asked me to write an article about the Sudan.”

      “That should present you with an enjoyable challenge.”

      “It requires rather a lot of research.”

      “You don’t know anything about the Sudan?”

      “I know a moderate amount. But a few historical and geographical books would certainly enlighten me.”

      “Such as those found in the British Library’s reading room?”

      Edgar cleared his throat. “Which is a pity, because I am no longer allowed inside the reading room.”

      Frederick Potter paused from his work and looked up. “Why are you not allowed in there?” he asked.

      “Edgar’s had his reading ticket taken away from him,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “For fighting with Tom Clifford,” I explained.

      “You had a fight with Tom Clifford in the reading room of the British Library?” Frederick slapped his desk and threw his head back in laughter.

      “I fail to see why it’s so amusing,” said Edgar.

      “It could only happen to you, couldn’t it?” said Frederick, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard this year!”

      “It’s only the fourteenth of January. So far, competition for the year’s funniest event is rather scarce.”

      “Did Tom Clifford also have his reading ticket taken away?”

      Edgar nodded and Frederick laughed again.

      “His editor, Cropper, is going to be hopping mad. What did Sherman say? He can’t have been happy.”

      Edgar said nothing.

      “You haven’t told him?” said Frederick. “Even funnier!”

      “Hilarious,” said Edgar.

      “You have to tell Mr Sherman,” I said. “Access to the reading room is essential for your work.”

      “I am absolutely not telling Sherman that I’ve had my reading ticket confiscated. I will find a way to appeal. Perhaps my father will write a favourable letter to the Head Librarian.”

      “Is it a lifetime confiscation?” I asked.

      “How should I know? He didn’t show any sign of returning it soon, did he? Miss Green, when you are next in the reading room – which I’m hoping you will be within the next day or two – would you mind taking down some notes about the Sudan for me?”

      “How am I supposed to find the time, Edgar?”

      “You manage to find time to do other things, such as wandering around St Giles trying to solve murder cases.”

      “I’ve been working on the story of Jack Burton’s murder.”

      “You’ve been doing more than that, though, haven’t you? I saw your notes. You’re trying to do the police’s work for them.”

      “I am not.”

      I took offence at the suggestion, even though I knew there was an element of truth to it.

      “Anyhow, my reporting on the matter will be limited to Mr O’Donoghue’s trial from now on.”

      “Is that so? Miss Green, don’t forget that I defended you when the Head Librarian also threatened to take away your reading ticket.”

      “That’s correct, you did. Thank you, Edgar.”

      “See what a gentleman I am?” said Edgar to Frederick. “I made sure that Miss Green would not be expelled from the reading room.”

      “Extremely honourable of you, Fish.”

      “You’d think she would happily repay me in some manner, wouldn’t you?”

      I sighed. “What is your deadline for the Sudan article?”

      “Thursday. Are you going to do the research for me?”

      “If you’re not going to tell Sherman about the ban, I suppose I have very little choice, don’t I? I can’t be doing your research for you indefinitely, though. You will have to decide whether to tell Mr Sherman what happened or find a way to get your reading ticket back.”

      “I’ll get it back, Miss Green, don’t you worry. My father will pull some strings for me, as he usually does.”

      Mr Sherman entered the newsroom with a slam of the door.

      “Morning,” he grunted.

      “It’s Mr Small Aim Whiner,” said Edgar removing his pencil from behind his ear as though he were about to do some work.

      “Is that another of your anagrams, Fish? If only you devoted as much brain time to something useful. In fact, you should be in the reading room. Your article on the Sudan will require a good deal of research.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Edgar, giving me an uneasy glance.

      I noticed Frederick stifling a snigger.

      “Miss Green, there is news on the Jack Burton case,” said Mr Sherman. “E Division has announced this morning that their suspect, Mr O’Donoghue, has been released.”

      “Released?” I said with surprise.

      “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” said Edgar.

      “I’m not sure any more.”

      “It is of no importance what Miss Green or any other of us think about that news. The police are the ones armed with the facts and they have made the decision to release him, which means, of course, that the suspect is still at large.”

      I felt a horrible, heavy feeling in my chest, worried that my notes about Reuben O’Donoghue’s innocence had influenced the decision to release him.

      Surely they hadn’t paid too much attention to anything I had written?

      “Have they released him because they’ve found another suspect?” I asked.

      “They haven’t said,” replied Mr Sherman. “It’s your job to find out, so I suggest you have a conversation with Inspector Fenton and find out which direction they are taking the Jack Burton investigation in now.”

      “I will.”

      “So what are you waiting for? Fish, off to the reading room with you. Miss Green, you need to get out there and uncover what’s going on.”

      I gathered up my papers and put them back in my bag. I couldn’t face the detectives at Bow Street station again. I had already pestered them with my misinformation and now I had to decide whether I could, in good conscience, stand by it.

      Had I been right or had I encouraged them to release a triple murderer?
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      I walked from Fleet Street to Drury Lane with my bonnet pulled down firmly over my ears. Lampposts and signs were spectral in the heavy fog, and the ice underfoot showed no sign of melting. The fresh air and flowery scents of the Andes came to mind and I empathised with my father’s yearning for exotic destinations. He had told me that the best months for travel in South America were between October and July, which enabled him to avoid many harsh winters back home.

      I hadn’t decided what I was to say to Inspector Fenton and Inspector Pilkington, so I walked past the turning to Bow Street, drank a coffee at a street stall, and then continued on towards the British Museum. The reading room was usually a welcome retreat, but as I got closer I was reminded of the embarrassing fracas between Edgar and Tom Clifford, along with Mr Edwards’ look of disapproval. He had been helpful with my South American research, but I was concerned that I had disappointed him. Perhaps he would no longer help me with the map of Colombia should I need to see it again.

      I could just about discern the railings of the museum in the fog up ahead. As I prepared to cross the street, I caught sight of a familiar figure up ahead.

      I dashed across the road and saw that the familiar-looking man had turned in through the gate of the museum. He was little more than a silhouette in a bowler hat and overcoat in the fog, but his comportment was unmistakable. I ran to catch up with him and almost slipped on the ice as I hurtled through the gate.

      The man was walking steadily towards the grand columns of the museum entrance.

      “James!” I called out.

      I suddenly hoped that I hadn’t been mistaken.

      Was it really James?

      The man turned to face me.

      “Penny?”

      We strode towards each other and I felt an enormous grin spread across my face.

      “James! What are you doing here? I thought you were in Manchester!”

      “I was.” He returned my grin. “I was. Goodness, it’s lovely to see you again.”

      We held each other’s gaze and I felt a strong urge to embrace him as I would a long-lost friend.

      “I was coming to see if you were in the reading room,” he said.

      “You were looking for me?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes were the same bright, twinkling blue I remembered and his cheeks were flushed slightly with the cold. He had grown dark whiskers across each jaw, which gave him the appearance of a more mature gentleman. I felt a flutter of joy in my chest.

      “Your sling.” I looked down at his arm. “You don’t have to wear it any longer?”

      “No, everything is just about healed. You’re still encumbered, I see.”

      “Yes. It’s good to see you again, James.”

      “And you too, Penny. Do you have time to pay a visit to our old haunt over the road?”

      He nodded in the direction of the Museum Tavern.

      “Of course. I’d love to.”

      

      It was a little before noon and the Museum Tavern was quieter than usual.

      “I suppose it’s rather early for a sherry?” said James.

      “Perhaps so, but I think your return from Manchester is sufficient cause for celebration.”

      We sat with our drinks at a partitioned table by one of the etched-glass windows. Mirrors reflected the flickering gaslight and pipe smoke hung in the air.

      “How are you?” I asked.

      “I’m well, thank you, Penny. The case in Manchester was resolved satisfactorily.”

      “And the future Mrs Blakely must be pleased to have you returned. How is she?”

      He seemed surprised by the personal nature of my question.

      “She is very well, thank you. Very well indeed.”

      He took off his overcoat and hung it on the partition behind him. He wore a smart grey jacket and waistcoat, and as he sat down I noticed that the gold pin in his dark green tie was in the shape of a horseshoe. I realised that I was once again wearing my green jacket with the frayed velvet cuffs. I wished I had heeded Eliza’s advice and bought myself something new to wear.

      “Do you have a date yet for your rearranged wedding?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes. It was supposed to take place at the end of this month, but Manchester rather altered our plans, so the future Mrs Blakely and her mother have settled on September.”

      “A lovely time of year to be married.”

      “Isn’t it? Yes.” James took a sip of stout and pursed his lips together.

      “I don’t think you have ever told me her name,” I ventured. For some reason, I wanted to build up a clearer idea of James’ fiancée in my mind.

      “Who?”

      “Your wife-to-be?”

      “Oh, of course. Charlotte.”

      “Charlotte Blakely sounds rather lovely.”

      “Does it? Well, I suppose it does, yes.” The thought leapt into my mind that Penny Blakely sounded even better, but I pushed the idea away, feeling my cheeks begin to redden at the notion that I had even considered it.

      “So you’ve had an interesting few days?” asked James.

      “Yes, you could describe it as such.”

      “I hear that you paid a visit to CID in E Division. Chief Inspector Fenton?”

      “Oh dear, has the word spread? I have spoken to Fenton and Pilkington, and I can’t say that I care a great deal for either inspector.”

      James laughed. “You’ve been trying to swim against the stream again.”

      “I don’t think I managed the situation very well. It was a terrible shock to see the boy murdered in that way. I don’t mean see, as such. I didn’t actually see it happen, thank goodness. But one moment he was running off with my bag and the next moment he was found with his throat cut. And there he was laid out on the ground. Dead.”

      I stared at the wood grain of the table as the unwanted image flooded into my mind once again.

      “I can’t stop thinking about him. I don’t bear him any ill-will at all, even though he took my bag from me. He only did it because he was so desperate. And then I was convinced that Reuben O’Donoghue had only been helping me and couldn’t have had anything to do with it. He seemed such a nice man... He was friendly and handsome.”

      “Handsome men cannot be murderers, eh?” James smiled.

      “Oh, well, I realise now that they could be! I had no idea he’d been in so much trouble in the past. It was only when I spoke to some of the people living in St Giles that I realised what a violent man he was. So now I feel rather ashamed that I tried to convince Fenton and Pilkington that he was innocent. I’ve made rather a mess of things and would be quite happy now to have nothing further to do with it, except that my editor, Mr Sherman, wants me to continue covering the story, so now I must return to Bow Street and ask Fenton for further information relating to the investigation.”

      I drained my sherry.

      “I must learn to think before I act,” I continued. “My sister keeps reminding me to do so.”

      “Perhaps. But this is what I like about you, Penny. You care.”

      “About what?”

      “About people and fairness. You’re a determined person and perhaps that means you irritate the authorities, but the authorities need someone irritating them, don’t they? If no one’s challenging them, there’s a risk that they won’t do their work properly. I suppose that has become the role of the news reporter now. In the past, you would simply have written about events as they happened, but these days news reporting has become a more persistent quest for truth and justice.”

      “Yes, I think it has. Thank you, James. You’re already making me feel a little better about it.”

      “So continue making a nuisance of yourself, I say.”

      “But perhaps only when I can be sure of my convictions. I thought Reuben O’Donoghue was innocent, but now I’m worried that he is, in fact, guilty. And now he has likely been released because I was so insistent that he hadn’t committed the crime. And what evidence did I have? Nothing other than a hunch.”

      “Probably quite a good hunch, I’d say.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think Reuben O’Donoghue is the culprit. He may have got himself into a number of sticky situations in the past, but I don’t think he murdered Jack Burton.”

      “Have you looked at the case?”

      James nodded. “Witnesses have confirmed that Mr O’Donoghue was not at the scene of the murder. He was close by, as you know, but not in the courtyard. The police have released him on that basis.”

      “Not because I asked them to?”

      “No, Penny. They consider you to be nothing more than an interfering news reporter. However, they read your notes and I have put them into the case file at the Yard.”

      “You read my notes?” I felt my face grow hot again.

      “Yes. You’ve done some useful work, and your friend at the Yard, Chief Inspector Cullen—”

      “He’s not my friend!”

      “I know, I was using sarcasm. Cullen, your friend at the Yard, has asked me to consider the possibility that the three recent murders in St Giles might have been committed by the same person.”

      I exhaled with great relief. “That’s what I’ve been waiting to hear. James, I’m so pleased! I thought I’d made a considerable mistake. And to think that you’ll be working on the case!”

      I resisted another urge to embrace him.

      “It’s certainly an interesting one. And I’m looking forward to hearing all about the people you’ve spoken to so far in St Giles. The clues must be in there somewhere. There’s one thing which worries me, though.”

      I didn’t like the solemn look on his face. “What’s that?”

      “If we’re looking for someone who has killed three people within three weeks, then the chances that he’s about to strike again are extremely high.”
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      Two days later I joined the throng of reporters hurrying from Fleet Street to St Giles. The fog had lifted, but the morning had dawned cold and grey.

      “Who is it? Do we know who it is yet?”

      “A man. A shopkeeper.”

      “I heard he was a publican.”

      “It’s up at the pop-shop.”

      I tried not to pay much attention to the rumours floating around me; the facts would be known once we arrived there. I followed the crowd down Long Acre, up Endell Street and left into Castle Street. The crowd became a crush as we turned into Nottingham Court and passed the place where Mrs O’Brien had been murdered.

      People were fighting with their elbows and umbrellas to get through the throng, while residents hung out of their windows to watch the spectacle. There were shouts and cries, and several constables tried to discourage us from walking any further.

      “Six apples for sixpence!” shouted an enterprising costermonger with a basket of pitiful-looking fruit. “A dozen for tenpence! Did yer ’ear me, sir? A dozen for tenpence! Gimme a shillin’ and I’ll give yer fifteen of ’em!”

      “Let me through! Press!” I called.

      My colleagues echoed my cries.

      “I got a good view o’ the murder from me window,” said a woman with a baby strapped to her back. “Yer can look out me window for two shillings! Who wants to look out me window for two shillings?”

      We pushed our way to the top of the street, where the pawnbroker’s shop stood, and I thought I caught a glimpse of Tom Clifford’s pork-pie hat in amongst the crowd.

      “Move away!” shouted the police officers. “Move back! Make some space!”

      I could see Chief Inspector Fenton in the doorway of the pawnbroker’s shop with two constables at his side, and I wondered whether James had arrived there yet.

      “Move away!”

      The people in front of me were shoved backwards and someone trod on my toes. I began to feel panicked. There were too many people there for such a small space.

      “All the gentlemen from the press over here!” came a shout.

      I followed the voice to where Fenton stood.

      “Not you, sir. You’re not press, are you? Press only!”

      I felt encouraged that Fenton was making time for the news reporters. He knew that he would make life easier for himself by giving us what we wanted now, or so I conjectured.

      I jostled with my colleagues to get closer to Fenton, and felt an elbow dig into my side as Tom Clifford pushed past.

      “Steady, gentlemen, steady,” said Fenton. “We don’t want any more murders here today.”

      “What’s happened?” called out a reporter.

      “All in good time,” said Fenton. “Can everyone hear me? Splendid.”

      He straightened his tie and retrieved a notebook from his pocket. He cleared his throat and glanced around at the crowd, as though he were enjoying this moment of undivided attention.

      I held my notebook and pencil ready, and Inspector Fenton peered at his notes before reading them out to us.

      “At approximately twenty past eight this morning, Constable Burns was walking his usual route along Queen Street when a concerned gentleman approached him to say that the pawnbroker’s shop had not yet opened for the day. The gentleman in question was keen to pawn a spectacles case and had failed to rouse the occupant of the shop, a Mr Ernest Larcombe.

      “The gentleman informed Constable Burns that it was most unusual for Mr Larcombe’s shop to be closed at such an hour, as the pawnbroker was in the habit of opening at half after seven o’clock each morning. Constable Burns then took it upon himself to rouse Mr Larcombe by knocking on the door and windows with some vehemence. He, too, was unsuccessful in rousing him.

      “It was then deemed necessary to gain entrance to the shop to establish the welfare of the occupant. This was undertaken by accessing a window at the rear of the property, which had been left open. Once inside the shop, Constable Burns discovered the occupant, Mr Ernest Larcombe, lying behind the counter on the floor of his establishment. The pawnbroker’s throat had been cut in a manner which was incompatible with life.

      “It was Constable Burns’ immediate supposition that the pawnbroker had been murdered the previous evening and had lain undiscovered throughout the night.”

      “What time was he murdered?”

      “The investigation has only just begun and, at the present time, the last sighting of Mr Larcombe alive was yesterday evening at seven o’clock.”

      “Where’s his wife?”

      “We’re trying to establish her whereabouts. The residents of St Giles can rest assured that a number of auxiliary police constables have been brought into the area and that there is no need for panic. Thank you, gentlemen, that is all for now. We must carry on with our investigation.”

      “Did the wife do it?”

      Inspector Fenton ignored the question and began to move away as the reporters scribbled in their notebooks. I pushed past them to get closer to the inspector.

      “Inspector Fenton, do you think this could be the work of the same person who killed Jack Burton?”

      “Good morning, Miss Green.” He fixed me with his narrow eyes. “It’s too early to say, I’m afraid. At the moment, we’re trying to find witnesses and locate the murder weapon. Perhaps your friend Inspector Blakely will consider your question in greater detail when he arrives.”

      “He’s not my friend, he’s a colleague. You must be pleased that the Yard is now helping you?”

      “The Yard would be more helpful if its detectives arrived promptly.”

      The inspector checked his watch just before he was accosted by a reporter from the News of the World.

      I peered through the grimy, latticed casement of the pawnbroker’s shop, but I couldn’t see past the clutter piled up in the windows. A china shepherdess stood next to a tarnished silver cup, while an emerald brooch lay among a number of pocket watches and a pair of bent spectacles rested atop a pile of silk handkerchiefs.

      “It’s Miss Green, isn’t it?” said a nasal voice.

      I turned to see Winston Nicholls standing beside me.

      “Not another one,” he added, wiping the window glass with his sleeve and trying to ascertain what was happening inside. “I’ve a good mind to move Ma to my house. It’s not safe here any more. Do they know who did it? A swindled customer, perhaps?”

      “They don’t know yet.”

      “I don’t suppose it’s an enormous coincidence that this happened after Reuben O’Donoghue was released. Where’s the man now? I doubt he’s at his own shop in Lumber Court.”

      “He has a shop?”

      “Yes, he’s in the rag trade.”

      “Did Reuben know Mr Larcombe?”

      “Everyone knows Mr Larcombe.” He gave me a brief glance with his pale eyes before looking away again.

      “What was he like?”

      “A swindler and a drunkard. Just about everything you see in that window is stolen; most of it by the Seven Dials Gang. The police should have done something about Larcombe years ago.”

      “Penny, how are you?”

      I turned away from the window and was relieved to see James standing nearby. He regarded me with solemn blue eyes which almost matched the colour of his tie.

      “Rather saddened,” I said. “Your prediction came true.”

      “I don’t suppose it was a difficult prediction to make.” He glanced at Winston as if wondering who he was.

      “This is Winston Nicholls,” I said. “His mother is Martha, whom I’ve visited a few times now. She told me about the other murders in St Giles.”

      “She sounds like a useful person to be speaking to. Hello, Mr Nicholls. I’m Detective Inspector Blakely from Scotland Yard.”

      “The Yard!”

      It was the first time I had seen Winston smile.

      “A proper detective from the Yard!” He continued. “What do you think so far? Four people with their throats cut in three weeks. A man with a grievance? An act of revenge? Or someone with an appalling thirst for gore?”

      James frowned but remained polite. “I’ve only just joined the investigation, so there is much to do, as you can imagine, Mr Nicholls.”

      “If you need any help, Inspector, I’m happy to oblige.”

      “Do you live here?”

      “No, but Ma does. I live in Red Lion Square in Holborn.”

      “And you have an occupation?”

      “Clerk.”

      “If I do need to speak to you about anything, Mr Nicholls, be reassured that I shall come and find you.”

      “I’ve a lot of ideas about the murders, you see.”

      “Is that so?”

      “All committed in the hours of darkness and the same manner of death each time. Audacious attacks wouldn’t you say, Inspector? Do you think it was a mistake to release Reuben O’Donoghue? He’s a troublemaker if ever there was one.”

      “E Division have their reasons for releasing him, Mr Nicholls.”

      “That may be so, but what does the Yard say? I urge you to reconsider O’Donoghue as a suspect, Inspector Blakely. I think it’d be of great service if you were able to establish where that man is at this present time, and what he’s doing. Washing the blood from his clothing, perhaps?”

      “We will leave no stone unturned, Mr Nicholls.”

      James took his notebook from his pocket and leafed through its pages.

      “Because the murderer will have a lot of blood on him, won’t he, Inspector? You can’t cut a man’s throat without making a great deal of mess.”

      “Thank you for your opinion, Mr Nicholls, but I must examine the scene of the crime and see what clues, if any, the perpetrator has left behind.”

      I expected Mr Nicholls to take this as his cue to leave, but still he persisted. “You’d be looking for a young man with some strength in him, I suspect. He’d be strong enough to overpower his victims because I should think they’d all have put up a fierce struggle. And who wouldn’t? A man’s desire to stay alive is extremely strong, wouldn’t you say, Inspector?”

      The door of the pawnbroker’s shop opened and Inspector Fenton pushed his head out. “So you’re finally here then, eh Blakely? You took your time.”

      “Meet me at the Tavern at six o’clock if you can,” James said to me quietly, before stepping past the two constables guarding the shop door.

      “Goodbye, Mr Nicholls. Please send my best wishes to your mother,” I said. “I hope she is not too upset by this latest murder.”

      “Oh, she will be. There was a time when this place was safe. Many people will now be too frightened to leave their homes.”

      I saw Tom Clifford swaggering over to us out of the corner of my eye.

      “The Scotland Yard detective’s here now, eh?” he said, spitting a globule of chewing tobacco onto the icy ground.

      “You shouldn’t spit in front of a lady,” said Winston.

      “Lady? This is Miss Green we’re talking about.”

      Tom gave me an unpleasant leer.

      “You’re the Yard’s favourite, aren’t you, Miss Green? There’s little chance of any other newspaper getting time with Blakely now. Doesn’t really seem fair, does it, sir? Sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      I introduced the two men. Winston immediately began to talk about the murders and Tom listened intently.

      I realised this was the perfect opportunity to depart and headed off to find some other local people to interview.
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      All the tables were taken at The Museum Tavern that evening, so James and I found a place to stand by the staircase at the back of the pub. The air was filled with tobacco smoke, chatter and laughter. James hung his overcoat and jacket on a coat stand and stood with his shirt sleeves rolled up and a pewter tankard in one hand. I noticed that today his tie pin was topped with a small gold star.

      “I’ll be interested to read your news article when it’s published in the morning,” he said. “Did you find anyone with useful information in St Giles today?”

      “Some of Larcombe’s customers and a neighbour. They all described him in a similar manner: rather short-tempered, friendly when he’d had a drink and often cantankerous. He had lived in St Giles for about fifteen years, and prior to that had been living in Clerkenwell, close to the King’s Cross end, where he’d also run a pawnbroker’s shop. He was married, but his wife was often away. Some think she was staying with a daughter who was in poor health, but someone else suggested it was a maiden aunt. Either way, it seems she was helping to look after a family member of some description.”

      “Or perhaps someone she chose the company of over him,” suggested James. “I’ve taken statements from eight people today and their views of Mr Larcombe largely match the description you’ve been given. The inquest will be held within the next day or so, and we’ll hear more from the witnesses then. CID in E Division are trying to find his wife. I’m struggling to understand why the pawnbroker was attacked. If it had been an isolated incident, I’d be tempted to speculate that it could have been a falling out with a customer or a burglary gone wrong. But because of the other murders in the area recently, I feel certain that the attacker is the same man.”

      “Perhaps it’s a different killer this time and he’s simply copying the other murders?”

      “We can’t rule that out. I suppose there could be more than one murderer. But to have two people in the locality who could kill so brutally would be unusual, I think. Tell me who you’ve spoken to in St Giles so far.”

      I held James’ tankard of porter while he fetched his notebook from his overcoat pocket. “Are you all right holding my drink with your injured hand?”

      “It’s my arm which is injured.”

      “Yes, but even so. Doing anything much with your hand will put strain on your arm. How long until the sling can come off?”

      “Another two weeks, my doctor tells me. Have you heard about the man in the mask?”

      “Yes, now that sounds rather queer. Several witnesses have mentioned him to me.” He flicked through the pages of his notebook. “There are some pertinent sightings of him, in fact. On the night that Roger Yeomans died, a man wearing a mask was seen over on Broad Street at half past eleven. He was seen again at half past three in the morning on Betterton Street. There is also a sighting of him on the seventh of January, the day that Jack Burton was murdered. A man wearing a mask was seen shortly after sundown on Tower Street.”

      “About the time Jack was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what sort of mask was it?”

      “Apparently, the sort of mask an actor would wear on the stage. It’s dark in colour and covers the eyes and nose. A Pulcinella-style mask, if you like. Perhaps it’s an actor from Drury Lane having a bit of fun.”

      “Let’s hope so. Otherwise, he sounds rather sinister.”

      “He could be. The mask would be the perfect thing for concealing someone’s identity. E Division are making enquiries about further sightings and are asking the theatres if any of their actors are walking about St Giles in costume. Now, tell me who you spoke to today.”

      By the time I had finished giving James the particulars of the people I had interviewed, a table had become available and we sat down. James bought us another drink and consulted his notebook again.

      As he bent his head over his notes, his brow furrowed in thought, he absent-mindedly tapped the end of his pencil on the table. I watched him closely and pictured him standing at the altar with Charlotte. She would wear a beautiful dress, perhaps similar to my sister’s, which had been made of white satin trimmed with lace and orange blossom. I imagined the happy couple illuminated by beams of sunlight from a colourful stained-glass window.

      “Which church are you getting married in?” I asked.

      “What?” He looked up at me with a puzzled expression. “Oh. St John the Baptist in Croydon. Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t think I’ve asked you before.”

      “The future Mrs Blakely and her parents live in Croydon.” He returned to his notebook. “So, in summary, we have Ellen O’Brien found close to her home in Nottingham Court on the twenty-seventh of December. Then we have Roger Yeomans on the second of January, Jack Burton on the seventh and Ernest Larcombe the pawnbroker on the fifteenth. All of them have had their throats cut. Judging by the examinations of the E Division police surgeon, it seems the incisions have been made from left to right while the victim was lying on the ground. By ensuring that the victims are on the ground, the murderer is taking care not to get too much blood on his clothing, although there must surely still be a fair amount.”

      “He must have some considerable strength to get his victims onto the ground before he uses his knife,” I said.

      “It’s interesting you should say that, because something peculiar was found in Mr Larcombe’s mouth.”

      “Really?”

      “A rag which had been soaked in chloroform. I imagine the attacker would have held the rag over the pawnbroker’s nose and mouth to render him unconscious before administering the fatal wound.”

      “That must have taken some doing in itself.”

      “Yes, Mr Larcombe must have put up a struggle. It would have taken him two or three minutes to succumb.”

      “So the murderer was carrying a bottle of chloroform with him?”

      “It would seem so. I suspect he hid himself somewhere in the shop and waited for the pawnbroker to lock up for the day. The police surgeon estimates that the time of death was between seven and eight o’clock yesterday evening. Mr Larcombe was last seen by a customer who visited his shop shortly before Mr Larcombe closed up at seven. The customer didn’t see anyone else inside, which suggests our man was perhaps hiding somewhere. It’s full of curios that place. Very easy to hide away.”

      “Mr Nicholls intimated that many of the items at the pawnbroker’s shop were stolen.”

      “They might have been. There’s a great deal of criminality in the area. So once Mr Larcombe had closed his shop, the killer poured some chloroform onto a rag, emerged from his hiding place and caught the pawnbroker unawares. He approached him from behind, perhaps, and got the rag over his face before his victim could react. By all accounts, Mr Larcombe was a fit man in his forties, so he should have been able to defend himself well in a fair fight.”

      “So there would have been a struggle in the shop for a short while and then the pawnbroker would have collapsed to the floor? And after that, the attacker used his knife on him?”

      “Yes, I think so, and the fact that the rag was pushed into his mouth suggests it was used to restrict his airway as well. It was a brutal attack, during which the murderer did all he could to ensure that the pawnbroker was certainly dead. Photographs are going to be taken of the pawnbroker’s eyes in the hope that they hold the image of the murderer.”

      “Could that really happen?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a new idea that the eyes retain the last image beheld before death. It’s called optography.”

      “And does it work?”

      “A scientist in Germany claims to have found that it works in rabbits. But it’s a new idea, as I say.”

      “I’ve not heard of it before. If it works, solving the murder should be easy! I can’t imagine it being so straightforward, however. How do you think the killer got out of the shop unseen?”

      “A window was left open in the pawnbroker’s accommodation at the back. He probably escaped that way, because the shop door remained locked. It seems his wife was not in the property at the time, as you said. E Division are still trying to find her.”

      “Do you think the killer could have colluded with his wife?”

      “It is a line of enquiry that we may consider. But I think it’s rather likely that this is the same man who cut the throats of the previous three victims. The question we need to answer is, why did he do it?”

      “But chloroform wasn’t used in the other murders.”

      “Sadly, because it probably wasn’t needed. Mr Yeomans was drunk and only had one leg. Mrs O’Brien and Jack Burton were both of a smaller build. It is likely that our killer found it quite easy to overpower them.”

      As with the other murders, I couldn’t understand the motive. “So this despicable man went to the pawnbroker’s shop armed with chloroform and a knife, and laid in wait for his moment to attack. Then it was not a chance killing; he deliberately targeted the man. But why?”

      “Once we understand that, we will be closer to discovering the killer’s identity, but for the time being we must continue with our investigations. We know the motive could not have been robbery, because the day’s takings were left alone in the shop along with a whole range of valuables. Perhaps our man helped himself to something, but there is no way of telling. This is a similar case to Jack’s murder, when the killer could have taken your bag with him and helped himself to the money in your purse. Instead, he just left it there, didn’t he?”

      “Jack’s murder was so swift. He was attacked and killed within a matter of minutes, and yet the murderer took more time with Mr Larcombe. I suppose that’s because he knew he might have been discovered at any moment in that courtyard, while in the pawnbroker’s shop he was hidden from view. Where might he have obtained the chloroform?”

      “It’s found in many household apothecary kits, although the rag found in Mr Larcombe’s mouth had been soaked in quite some significant amount. The kits usually contain small bottles, so we need to remain on the lookout for someone buying large quantities from an apothecary. There is no doubt that he may try to use this method again.”

      “On whom? And when?” I shivered. “I can’t bear the thought of anyone else suffering in this way. Surely he’s done enough?”

      “I would like to think so, but this man is clearly a degenerate. There’s no telling what he’s capable of.”
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      “Understanding how the victims knew each other has to give us a clue to the murderer, doesn’t it?” I said. “I’ve discovered that Jack ran errands for Mr Larcombe as well as for Mr Yeomans. Jack was a member of the Seven Dials Gang. It’s led by Edward Keller, who calls himself the Earl of York.”

      “I’ve been finding out about them. One of the gang’s activities is to run messages for people. They also move around money and stolen property. I don’t know enough about Ernest Larcombe’s character yet, but it is not unheard of for pawnbrokers to collude with gangs and thieves in criminal activity, pawning stolen watches and jewellery, for example. However, I don’t think that’s why he was killed. I think it must be something less obvious than his criminal activities, just as it was with Jack.”

      “Might he have fallen out with Keller?”

      “It’s a possibility, and the other victims may also have done so. I certainly need to interview Keller and find out whether he can enlighten me any further. I’ve yet to find a connection between three of the victims and Mrs O’Brien.”

      “Mr Yeomans was once married to her sister.”

      “Ah, was he indeed?” James wrote this down.

      “I’m not sure why that should mean that the two of them had to be murdered, but it’s a connection that Mrs Nicholls told me about.”

      “And the rather queer man we met earlier is her son?”

      “Yes.”

      “I can’t say that I took to him. He said a number of strange things. I suppose these murders are rather shocking, and they obviously affect people in many different ways. He must be worried about his mother living so close to these crime scenes.”

      “I suppose you hadn’t anticipated a case as challenging as this on your return to London.”

      “No, and I could have done with something a little more straightforward.” James sat back in his seat and glanced over at a man sitting beside the bar, who was refilling his pipe. “It’s almost enough to persuade me to smoke tobacco again.”

      “What’s stopping you?”

      “The future Mrs Blakely abhors the smell of pipe smoke.”

      “But she isn’t here.”

      “True,” he smiled. “The odour lingers though, doesn’t it?” He took a sip of stout. “Tell me what else you’ve been working on recently, Penny. I need to stop thinking about the murders for a moment.”

      “Well, until this unfortunate business with Jack Burton occurred I had just begun writing a book.”

      “A book?” His face brightened. “That’s impressive news indeed! What about?”

      “It’s on the subject of my father’s plant-hunting travels. I’ve wanted to collect together all his letters and diaries and publish them in one volume for a number of years now, and that is what I’ve started doing. My mother and sister have given me all the papers they had and I have a fair few myself.”

      “And your father’s papers were in your bag when Jack took it, isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, so it was an enormous relief not to have lost them permanently.”

      “You had a close shave. To think that Frederick Barnsley Green’s papers were almost lost for good!”

      “I keep them all safe in my room now to avoid that ever happening again. You’re welcome to come and visit me if you would like to see them.”

      “I’d like to.”

      He smiled again and I felt my cheeks grow hot. I knew it was inappropriate to invite James to my room, but I couldn’t help suggesting it. Besides, I knew that he would be interested in seeing my father’s papers.

      “I think it’s an admirable task, Penny. You have a lot of patience.”

      “Having a little more time to do it would be preferable. I have so enjoyed rereading his letters and diaries. There are many details I had forgotten. In his last letter to me, he mentioned seeing tins of Peek Freans biscuits in the market in Bogota. Isn’t that astonishing? After reading that, I bought myself a tin of the same biscuits. Whenever I look at the tin I think of my father, and it helps me feel closer to him.” I paused to quickly dab at my eyes with my handkerchief. “It’s quite ridiculous, when you think about it, that I need to look at a tin of biscuits to create an association with my own father!”

      “Why do you need to feel close to him?”

      “I miss him.” I heard my voice waver. “He was away a lot on his travels, but when he was home I could see how very like him I was. And although he didn’t want me to move to London initially, I felt as though he understood my need to journey off on my own and pursue a profession which would take me into all manner of risky places and situations.”

      James looked at my arm in its sling. “I’m not certain he would have approved of some of the danger involved.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      “He would no doubt be proud of you for having kept such a calm head during the incident. Some people would have run screaming from the room.”

      “From what I’ve read of my father, he also seemed to remain calm in the face of adversity. He found himself in a whole range of sticky situations. He was almost shipwrecked in the Atlantic on one occasion and survived a bite from a venomous snake another time.”

      “It sounds as though it will be a fascinating book.” James finished off his stout. “Is your father the only person who truly understood you, do you think?”

      “Perhaps he is. My mother and sister are less inclined to understand my profession, they seem determined to see me settled with a husband instead.”

      “Sensible advice.”

      “I consider it rather dull advice.”

      “You don’t harbour any wish to be married and settled?”

      “No. And I’m not entirely happy to be in London at this present time, either. With the harsh winter and these terrible killings, I think I would much rather be travelling on a steamboat up the River Magdalena watching brightly coloured kingfishers dive into the water, while the alligators lay basking on the sandbanks.”

      James laughed. “Somehow, Penny, I feel sure that one day you’ll be doing just that.”

      We exchanged a long smile. Then he suddenly appeared startled and checked his pocket watch.

      “Goodness, it’s late and I must help you find a hansom cab. Before we leave, I need to tell you that I think that the St Giles murderer has been practising.”

      “Practising ways to murder people?”

      “I’ve heard talk of a few seemingly random attacks. Having spoken to people in St Giles today, I have gleaned that these attacks were similar in nature. They were carried out at night and nothing was stolen from any of the victims.”

      “Might these victims be able to give us a description of the man?”

      “I should hope so.”

      “Why didn’t the police do anything about these attacks?”

      “Few of them were reported as the assailant chose his victims carefully. Many of them are prostitutes, drunks or criminals, who would rather have as little to do with the police as possible. The man is clearly familiar with the people who live and work in St Giles, and he must know the layout of the streets very well to escape as quickly as he does.”

      “Have you managed to speak to any of the victims?”

      “Not yet, but I plan to visit a lady tomorrow who claims that she was attacked by a mystery assailant one evening. Would you like to accompany me? She’ll probably be wary of speaking to a detective, but I think your presence might encourage her to speak more freely in my company. You mustn’t identify her in your newspaper, though.”

      “Can I mention that the killer may have attacked other people before embarking on this murdering spree?”

      “Yes, please do. I think it would be useful to print that, as it may encourage more people who have encountered or witnessed this man to come forward. Please choose your words carefully, however, as we need to minimise panic.”

      “I will, although I think some newspapers will particularly enjoy printing such lurid stories.”

      “I’m sure they will. I’m learning that the press can be both a help and a hindrance, in equal measure.”
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      “Read all about the St Giles murders!” shouted a paper boy. “Four of ’em’s ’ad their throats slit!” He made a cutting gesture across his neck as I walked past him. “’Eard abaht the murders, lady?” he called.

      ‘Another St Giles Horror’, ‘Murder in St Giles’, ‘Another Shocking Murder’, screamed the newspaper headlines. The Illustrated Londoner carried a large drawing of a miserly-faced Mr Larcombe with thinning hair, a dark moustache and a long, pointed chin. Smaller pictures around him depicted the scene of the crime, the discovery of the murder, the conveyance of the body to the mortuary and a map of St Giles. There were even illustrations of the detectives working on the case, which included a poor, yet amusing, likeness of James.

      The killer had been branded ‘the St Giles Monster’ by many, and some newspapers had commissioned artists to draw what they thought he might look like, with a black hat and cloak, and a sinister black mask. Some even speculated that ‘Spring-heeled Jack’ had returned to wreak fresh terror on the streets of London. There were sightings of suspicious-looking figures and even ghosts in many areas of the capital, and some claimed to have been terrified by a man with glowing eyes and claws.

      In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it was difficult to argue with the hysteria. People were understandably frightened. Each day I awoke feeling nervous that there would be news of another murder.

      Mr Larcombe’s inquest was held at St Giles’ Coroner’s Court and hordes of people filled the narrow street outside the red-brick building. Once again, the verdict was recorded as wilful murder at the hands of a person or persons unknown.

      

      More snow had fallen during the week, and when I met James at Seven Dials late in the afternoon on the Friday, a pall of grimy frozen fog hung over the city. My nose was so cold that I felt sure it had turned an unbecoming shade of red. I wore a new skirt and fitted jacket, both of blue wool with a black velvet trim. A row of two dozen black glass buttons fastened my jacket and although I felt happy to be wearing a new outfit, it didn’t keep me as warm as I would have liked.

      Unusually for James, he was a few minutes late arriving.

      “I’m sorry. I received an unexpected visit from my grandmother.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “She is, but my grandfather isn’t. He’s very unwell.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. He’s the grandfather you help with the gardening?”

      “Yes. Fortunately, there’s nothing to do in his garden now as we’ve just dug up the last of the leeks.” He rubbed his gloved hands together for warmth. “You look very smart today, Penny.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      “Still wishing you were on a steamboat on the River Magdalena?”

      “I’d like either to be on the steamboat or watching the beans dry on a sun-drenched coffee plantation.”

      “Ah, that does sound pleasant. I expect the coffee has a superior taste in Colombia.”

      “Yes, apparently the quality of the beans deteriorates during the crossing of the Atlantic.”

      “That’s a pity. The only solution is to travel there yourself and drink it at source, then.”

      “I’m afraid it is.”

      “Shall we go there next week?”

      We both laughed and James nodded in the direction in which we were about to walk.

      “The woman we need to speak to is often found at the lodging houses on Mercer Street. I thought that if we met close to sundown we might find her in that area looking for a bed for the night.”

      We walked along Mercer Street, passing a noisy pub. Many of the people milling around us had Irish accents and a couple of mean-eyed men carried thick sticks of wood with rounded clubs at the ends.

      “I see they’re armed with their shillelaghs,” said James. “I’m not sure whether they’re doing so in response to the recent murders, or whether it’s a usual habit for them.”

      “How have the past few days been?”

      James sighed. “The Yard has received so many reports of the man in the mask now that I have to question whether they can all be genuine. There have also been reports of a group of men loitering suspiciously outside the pawnbroker’s several hours before Mr Larcombe was murdered, and varying descriptions of a man seen running away from the shop at nine o’clock in the evening.

      “Some witnesses say he had brown whiskers and others say he had a thick orange moustache. A customer of Mr Larcombe’s says he saw a man hiding behind some shelving in the pawnbroker’s shop a week before Mr Larcombe was murdered. There’s so much to follow up on that we barely have enough men to do the work. Thankfully, Chief Inspector Cullen is doing more work on the case, which is especially important now that the Home Secretary is asking for regular reports on progress.”

      “And I suppose the difficulty is in deciding which witnesses have seen something helpful and which are fabricating tales.”

      “Yes, the skill lies in determining between what’s relevant and what’s hogwash.”

      We stopped halfway along a row of shabby buildings. “Let’s try here,” said James.

      A dirty yellow blind in the window was inscribed with: ‘Dorney’s Good Lodgings. Single Bed. 4d.’

      We walked up the steps and James inquired as to whether Sarah Fisher was inside. A woman with a hacking cough told us to go next door to the lodging house called Parker’s.

      A short, thick-set man at the door of Parker’s eyed us suspiciously as we approached.

      “Are you the schools’ inspector?” he asked James.

      “No, I’m Detective Inspector Blakely and I’m investigating the St Giles murders.”

      A flash of interest flickered across the man’s face. “Is that so?”

      “I’d like to speak to Sarah Fisher. Is she here?”

      “What, you think she done the murders?” The man cackled.

      “I have heard that she was attacked a few weeks ago and I’m wondering if the perpetrator was the same man who has been carrying out these terrible killings.”

      The man nodded. “You’ll find ’er somewhere round ’ere, but just speak to ’er and no one else. I don’t want yer wanderin’ round harrestin’ people for what they may or may not’ve done. You’ll be keepin’ me customers away. Police hofficers ain’t good fer business.”

      “I won’t be marching anyone down to the station, Mr Parker, you have my word.”

      “Well, ’ave a look around then.” He made a wide gesture with his chubby arm. “The men’s rooms is hon the first floor and the ladies hon the second. If she hain’t there, ’ave a look in the kitchen.”

      We thanked Mr Parker and made our way up a flight of wooden stairs with a number of steps missing.

      “I’ll check the men’s rooms,” said James, “and you look on the ladies’ floor. I’ll meet you in the hallway downstairs.”

      I continued up the greasy staircase, my boots clomping noisily on the flimsy timber. I could hear the scuttle of rats ahead of me as I rounded the stairs and found myself in a grim, dingy corridor. Leading off from it were several doorways, which opened out into rooms filled with small, timber-framed truckle beds lying side by side. Some had torn and discoloured bedding on them, while others were bare wood. The windows were covered with rags, and I guessed that these rooms would be packed full of people once night fell.

      For now, there were only a few women and girls in the rooms, including an old lady who was fast asleep, snoring loudly. There was a strong odour of unwashed bodies.

      I asked if anyone knew where Sarah Fisher was, and those who acknowledged me shook their heads in reply. I stepped over broken floorboards and peered in at each doorway, aware that I was being regarded with great suspicion.

      “Don’t tell me yer one o’ them missionaries,” said a thin woman who was trying to comfort a crying baby. “Always on at us abaht goin’ ter chapel.”

      “I’m not a missionary. I’m looking for Sarah Fisher.”

      “Ain’t seen ’er.”

      I couldn’t decide whether she was telling the truth or simply didn’t want to help me.

      Eventually, I made my way down to the hallway, my mood darkened by the sight of the miserable rooms I had already looked around.

      James was waiting for me.

      “No sign of her? I suggest we try the kitchen,” he said.

      “Must we? I would sooner leave.”

      The kitchen was in the basement and the sound of drunken singing drifted up the rickety staircase. Most of the occupants sat around a long table and a large coke fire burnt fiercely in the fireplace. The low ceiling was blackened with soot and the walls were patchy with damp.

      A filthy-looking man lounged in a chair in the corner chewing on a fish, and in another corner a couple sat locked in an embrace. I felt aware that my face might easily display sadness and disgust, so I wore a faint smile and tried to present myself as unthreateningly as possible.

      A few people turned to look at us as we entered the stifling room, while others continued to sing or argue.

      “This isn’t the sort of song a lady should hear,” commented James.

      “They’re all words I’ve heard before,” I replied.

      James cleared his throat. “May I have a moment of your attention, please, ladies and gentlemen?”

      “It’s a copper!” shouted out a man with a yellow, wizened face.

      He pulled off his wooden leg and brandished it. I noticed another man quickly shovelling something into his pockets.

      “I ain’t done nuffink,” said an old lady, who took a swig from a tin cup. “Don’t come nowhere near me, ’cause I ain’t done nuffink. I’m as pure as the driven snow.”

      The man eating the fish howled with laughter.

      “I’m Inspector James Blakely and no one is in trouble. I’m in need of your assistance.”

      “What? Ain’t you come for Whelk-’Ead?” asked the old lady.

      “Who’s Whelk-Head?” asked James.

      “’Im!” A gnarled finger was pointed at the man eating the fish. “Hev’ryone always comes for Whelk-’Ead!”

      “I have no need to speak to Mr Whelk-Head unless he knows the whereabouts of Sarah Fisher,” said James.

      “She’s ’ere.”

      The one-legged man pointed his wooden prosthetic in the direction of a dark-skinned woman sitting on a bench by the fire. She got to her feet and stared at us warily. She wore a woollen skirt of faded blue and a red shawl over a jacket which had been clumsily patched and repaired. She looked to be no older than seventeen.

      “Hello, Miss Fisher. Is miss correct, or should I say missus?” asked James.

      “Miss.”

      “Please don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. I need to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere more private where we can talk? My friend here, Penny Green, will accompany us.”

      “Private?” cackled the old lady. “Round ’ere?”

      “Try the yard,” said Mr Whelk-Head.

      “Thank you,” said James. “Do you mind if we talk in the yard, Miss Fisher?”

      She shrugged and the three of us moved outside.

      

      It was a relief to be outside again, even though the air was far from clean and fresh in the yard by the privies.

      “I didn’t see who it was,” said Sarah when James asked her about the attack.

      “Which street were you on?”

      “Clark’s Buildings.”

      Her voice was quiet and she fidgeted nervously with the fringing of her shawl. Her features were dimly lit by the light from the kitchen and our breath hung frozen in the air.

      “What time of day was it?”

      “Evenin’.”

      “It was dark?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ve already told me you think it occurred during the first week of December. Where were you headed?”

      “Can’t remember. I needed money.”

      “Did you see the man before he attacked you?”

      “No.”

      “And what did he do exactly?”

      “’E put a rag over me nose and mouth. It ’ad an ’orrible smell.”

      “And as you didn’t see him before he did this, I’m assuming that he was behind you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The man crept up behind you while you were walking?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And what did you do when he put the rag over your nose and mouth?”

      “I tried to push ’im off. And I screamed as best I could.”

      “And what was his response?”

      “He pulled me onto me back.”

      “He pulled you backwards so that you fell onto the ground?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And did you do anything as this happened?”

      “Yeah, I fought ’im. I dug me nails into ’is ’ands, and I kicked wiv me legs, and I cried out. It ’urt what ’e were doin’ and that rag smelt somethin’ rotten.”

      “Could you see his face?”

      “Nah.”

      “Could you see if he was wearing a particular type of hat?”

      “He ’ad an ’at on. Dunno what sort.”

      “Did he have whiskers?”

      “Yeah, I fink so.”

      “Did he speak at all? Or make any noise?”

      “Nah.”

      “And how did you get away?”

      “Someone came alongside o’ me. I was kickin’ me boots on the ground and they made a noise. An’ I cried out some, and someone ’eard it.”

      “So your attacker was disturbed?”

      “Yeah, ’e let go and run off.”

      “And do you know in which direction?”

      “Down the ’Igh Street.”

      “Did you see anything more of what he looked like as he was running away?”

      “Black coat. Nuffink else.”

      “How long was his coat, would you say?”

      “Long.”

      “Did you see the colour of his trousers?”

      “Nah.”

      “And what of his stature? Would you describe him as a tall man? Short man?”

      “In between.”

      “Large? Thin?”

      “Just normal.”

      “And strong?”

      “Yeah, ’e were strong a’right. But a coward ’cause he done a runner soon as someone else come along.”

      “And who was that other person? Did you speak to him or her?”

      “Yeah, it were a man what ’elped me up and asked if I was a’right.”

      “Did the man tell you his name?”

      “Nah.”

      “And what did you say to the man?”

      “Just told ’im I was a’right and then ’e walked off one way and I walked the other.”

      “Would you recognise him if you saw him again?”

      “Dunno. It were dark. ’E were an Irishman.”

      “And where did you go after the attack?”

      Sarah shrugged. “I felt a bit faint ’cause o’ the smell on the rag. But I ’ad to get some money, didn’t I?”

      I guessed that there was only one way a woman in her position could acquire money on the streets at night.

      “Were you injured?” I asked.

      “Nah, not much.”

      “And do you feel recovered from the attack now, Miss Fisher, or does it still worry you?”

      “I’m more scared now. ’Specially wiv all them murders ’appenin’.”

      “Do you make sure you’re safely indoors when night falls?”

      “I try ter. It ain’t always easy.”

      I wished there was something I could do to help keep this young woman off the streets.

      “This is where you usually stay, is it?” I gestured toward the lodging house where the sound of drunken singing was drifting up from the basement again. I had struggled to walk around the place for ten minutes and couldn’t imagine how awful it would be if I had to rely on it for shelter.

      “When I can pay fer a bed.”

      “And what happens when you can’t?”

      “There’s doorways, under bridges and carts. That sorta thing.”

      “Miss Fisher, what do you suppose your attacker was attempting to do to you?” asked James.

      “Murder, for some reason. Dunno why.”

      “And he would have persisted, you think, if the Irishman had not come to your aid?”

      “Proberly, yeah. I could’ve been dead. I ’ad a lucky escape.”

      “You did, Miss Fisher. Indeed, you did.”

      After James had bid her goodnight, I slipped a shilling into her hand.
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      We left Mercer Street and turned into Long Acre. It was dark, but the night was brightened by pools of gaslight reflected in the snow. There were only a few people about; most had likely been driven indoors by the cold.

      “A rag placed over her mouth which smelt bad. It sounds suspiciously like the attacker tried to subdue her with chloroform,” James said.

      “It has to be the same man who killed Mr Larcombe, doesn’t it?”

      “There’s quite a similarity. She really did have a lucky escape, as she says. If that Irishman hadn’t turned up, she would have been overpowered by the chloroform and the attacker would have surely cut her throat.”

      I felt nauseous. “What sort of man does something like that to a defenceless girl like Sarah?”

      “She needs to stay off the streets at night.”

      “But I think that people should be able to walk about at night without someone trying to murder them. What she needs is somewhere safe to stay and a life which doesn’t force her onto the streets. There are lots of people like Sarah here. They’re easy prey for this monstrous man.” My jaw clenched with anger.

      “It’s a shame she didn’t see much of her attacker, as we could do with a decent description of him. I’ll ask E Division to carry out enquiries in and around Clark’s Buildings and see if they can find anyone who saw or heard anything on the night that Sarah was attacked. It would be even better if they could find the Irishman who helped Sarah, as he may be able to give us a more detailed description of the attacker.” James glanced around us. “It looks like the fog has lifted a little. Let me find a cab to take you home.”

      “There’s no need. I’ll get on the underground railway at Charing Cross.”

      “I don’t like the thought of you travelling home alone in the dark with this monster about. You’ve just heard what he did to Sarah Fisher.”

      “It’s not late, and the killer seems set on terrorising only the residents of St Giles. I’ll feel much safer once we’ve left this area.”

      “Quick, in here!”

      James grabbed my arm and pulled me into a doorway.

      “What?”

      “Shush! I think someone might be following us.”

      We were hiding in the doorway of a grocer’s shop in deep shadow as the nearest gas lamp was several yards away.

      “Who?” I whispered.

      My heart began to thud. James was so close by that I could smell his cologne and hear his gentle breathing.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      He peered out of the doorway and looked back up the street in the direction from which we had just walked.

      “I think he’s stopped in a doorway too,” he whispered. “I can’t see him now.”

      “When did you catch sight of him?”

      “I thought someone was following us after we left the lodging house, and I looked back and saw a figure behind us once we had walked a short stretch.”

      “Is it the man in the mask?”

      “It’s difficult to see at the moment.”

      “The murderer?”

      I felt an unpleasant tingling sensation at the back of my neck.

      “Don’t worry, Penny. When you’re working on a well-known case, all manner of queer folk will take an interest in what you’re doing. I’m sure the chap means no harm. Let’s walk on and see what happens. Take my arm if it helps you feel safer.”

      I did as he suggested and we walked on down Long Acre.

      “There’s a shortcut through this way,” said James, suddenly leading me down a dark, covered walkway. “This lane zig-zags somewhat, but it will bring us out on Garrick Street.”

      “I can barely see a thing!”

      We walked briskly, our feet slipping in the snow. Ahead of us I saw the warm glow of a pub.

      “The Lamb and Flag,” said James. “We must have a drink in there one evening. It’s said to be one of Charles Dickens’ favourite pubs, although many other public houses make the same claim.”

      He looked over his shoulder.

      “Is he there?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      We reached Garrick Street and continued to walk as quickly as we could. The snow had made my green woollen skirt damp and heavy.

      “If a hansom cab appears now, may I suggest that we hail it, Penny? You need to get home safely.”

      I didn’t like the worried tone in James’ voice.

      “The man’s still following us, isn’t he?”

      “There’s someone behind us still. I don’t know whether it’s the same man or not.”

      “What do you think he’ll do if we stop and wait for him?”

      “I’m not sure. Shall we try it? I have my revolver with me in case of any trouble.”

      We stopped at the top of Bedford Street and turned just in time to see the dark figure disappear into the shadows.

      “He’s following us all right, isn’t he?” said James.

      I gripped his arm tighter.

      “Let’s see what he does when we walk back towards him,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “What can he do? There are two of us and only one of him. And you have your revolver.”

      “I don’t want to put you in danger, Penny. That’s precisely the reason why I suggested that we find you a cab.”

      “I want to find out who he is! It may even be that good-for-nothing reporter from The Holborn Gazette, Tom Clifford.”

      “Very well, we shall go and see. But let’s be careful.”

      We walked back up the street over our smudged footprints in the snow.

      “He hasn’t moved yet,” whispered James.

      We continued to retrace our steps, drawing nearer to the place where we had last seen him.

      “He must be close to the Garrick Club,” said James. “I wonder if he’s a member!” he added with a quiet laugh.

      Then I felt him jump. “Look! There he goes! We’ve flushed out the fox!”

      The man sprinted out from the shadows a few doorways ahead of us, then ran across the street into a road on the opposite side.

      “He’s gone up Hart Street,” said James. “Should we follow?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Come on, let’s see where he goes.”

      I let James take my hand as we ran across the road and up towards Hart Street. Ahead of us, the man was still running. He turned sharply to his left.

      “There are a number of passageways here which lead up to Long Acre,” said James. “He’s probably heading back to St Giles. Let’s leave him to it. We could be playing this game of cat and mouse all evening.”

      “But who is he?” I said.

      I felt a shiver run down my spine.

      “I don’t know.”
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      “That machine makes an infernal racket, Miss Green.”

      I paused from my typewriting and stared at Edgar.

      “It’s not as loud as the printing presses.”

      “No, but they’re in the basement. That contraption you’re typewriting on is merely yards away from me. What’s wrong with the inaudible pen and paper?”

      “Have you looked at the notes I compiled for you on the Sudan yet?”

      “Yes, and they look fairly comprehensive, thank you. There’s a good deal there that I can use. But I need a little more on Khartoum.”

      Frederick snorted. “If I know Miss Green, she’s probably spent most of the weekend in the reading room writing all that down for you. And with her left hand too! You’re an ungrateful oaf.”

      “Well said, Frederick!” I added. “Has your father managed to pull any strings yet, Edgar?”

      “He’s working on it. Don’t forget that it’s your fault I had my reading ticket confiscated in the first place.”

      “It’s my fault you came to blows with Tom Clifford?”

      “I think so. I’m just trying to recall the sequence of events now.”

      “It takes two to fight.”

      The newsroom door slammed shut behind Mr Sherman as he strode in with a copy of The Holborn Gazette and flung it down next to the typewriter.

      “Seen this morning’s edition, Miss Green?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Turn to page three.”

      I did as I was told and saw an article about Ernest Larcombe’s murder. Halfway down the column was a headline in a small yet eye-catching font: ‘Interview with the Pawnbroker’s Wife’.

      “You spent much of last week down in St Giles, didn’t you? Why the deuce didn’t you speak to Larcombe’s wife?”

      “I couldn’t find her. Even the police couldn’t find her on the morning after the murder. Inspector Fenton told us they were trying to establish her whereabouts.”

      “Tom Clifford clearly established her whereabouts. Why couldn’t you manage to do so? Especially seeing as you’re constantly on the arm of Inspector Blakely!”

      “That’s the problem,” said Edgar.

      “What is?” barked Mr Sherman.

      “Miss Green being on the schoolboy inspector’s arm. She was too distracted by him to find the wife for an interview.”

      “Is that right, Miss Green? Is Blakely too much of a distraction for you?”

      “Not at all! On the contrary, we have spoken to a woman who we think was attacked by the killer. He was disturbed by an Irishman and fortunately she escaped from his clutches.”

      “That’s capital. Are you working on that now?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And we have a description of the attacker?”

      “Not much of a description, sir.”

      “Because The Holborn Gazette has a description.”

      “Really? How?”

      “Have a read for yourself. There.” Mr Sherman jabbed his forefinger at the second column within the same story.

      “An account from a witness by the name of Winston Nicholls,” I said. “No, this is wrong. Winston Nicholls wasn’t a witness. He’s the son of a woman who lives in St Giles and is a rather peculiar man.”

      “It says that he witnessed a masked man leaving the pawnbroker’s shop late on the evening of the murder.”

      “If he did, then he didn’t mention it to me. I saw him the morning after the murder.”

      “Perhaps he mentioned it to the police.”

      “Maybe he did, but if so Inspector Blakely is not aware of it. I know that much.”

      “Perhaps Blakely needs to be speaking directly to E Division.”

      “As far as I’m aware, the two units speak regularly.”

      Mr Sherman sighed. “We could waste our time discussing the whys and wherefores this morning, Miss Green, but the fact of the matter is The Holborn Gazette’s coverage of Larcombe’s murder trumps ours. Your work on this is in the suds. I don’t expect to pick up a rival newspaper on a Monday morning to discover that its reporters are a step ahead of my own. The public out there is hungry for information and, with three columns of exclusive news, The Gazette is printing exactly they want to read! I even heard people talking about The Gazette in the Turkish baths yesterday evening.”

      “They may be printing what the people want to read, but I’m not sure that a great deal of it is accurate. Winston Nicholls is not a witness. I don’t know how he is claiming to have seen the murderer.”

      “Have we any evidence that The Gazette is reporting inaccurate news?”

      “Only that Winston Nicholls is not a witness.”

      “You know that for sure?”

      “I would need to check.”

      “You’d need to check. So that means you don’t know for sure.”

      “I will check, Mr Sherman, and fully establish the facts.”

      “The Holborn Gazette purports to be reporting the facts.”

      “I believe their ‘facts’ have been somewhat embellished.”

      “Would you indeed?”

      “Tom Clifford is not a man I consider to be careful in his reporting.”

      “Penny’s right,” said Edgar. “He’s a deplorable fellow.”

      “He may be deplorable, but at the present time he is no doubt keeping his editor happy. Tell me more about this woman who was attacked. Can we say for sure that it was the St Giles murderer who assailed her?”

      “There’s a strong possibility. It seems the attacker attempted to sedate her with chloroform, the substance also used to overpower Mr Larcombe.”

      “Readers aren’t interested in possibilities, Miss Green. They want to know that the same man attacked this poor woman and that she narrowly escaped death at his hands. They want to discover what he looked like and exactly what he did, so they can look out for him themselves. There are many concerned people out there who are desperate to know more, and it’s our job to feed them what they want. That’s what The Gazette is doing. Now, get your story written about the woman who was attacked and give me plenty of time to read it as it will no doubt require some alterations.”

      He glanced around the room, scowling. “No sign of Purves yet? Send him to my office without delay when he arrives.”

      Mr Sherman left the room with another slam of the door.

      “Tom Clifford lies!” I said to Edgar. “He makes his stories up, doesn’t he? When I was in St Giles there was no sign of the pawnbroker’s wife. For all we know, he’s concocted the interview and no one will question him because he claims to have a piece of exclusive news. And Winston Nicholls is not even a witness!”

      “So you have said a few times now.”

      I thumped my desk in anger. “I don’t see how I’m supposed to outdo Tom Clifford unless I begin creating stories myself, and I refuse to do that. It’s not how news reporting is supposed to be.”

      “You know what your problem is, Miss Green?”

      “What?” I hissed.

      “You take your job rather too seriously. Sometimes you’re so determined to establish the exact truth that you miss out on interesting opportunities.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Gossip, rumour, that sort of thing. You don’t really have an ear to the ground, do you? You’re good at spending your time in learned places, such as the reading room, and you have highly accomplished writing skills, but I suppose the fact that you’re a woman hinders you slightly when it comes to accessing the best sources of news.”

      “And where might they be found?”

      “In the taverns.”

      “I suppose you mean Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese?”

      “Yes. Frederick owes his living to it, as do I. Tom Clifford certainly does. How about we go there once we’re finished here?”

      “I’ve worked with you for seven years, Edgar, and you have never once invited me to join you in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese.”

      “There you go, you see. You’re pleasantly surprised now, aren’t you?”
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      I sat with Edgar and Frederick at a table in one of the many quaint, wood panelled-rooms on offer in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese.

      “There’s a wide choice on the menu, Miss Green,” said Edgar. “You can choose between the chop or the steak.”

      “Sometimes you can get a sausage here,” added Frederick, rubbing his large stomach.

      “Occasionally sausage or eggs, but usually chop or steak. Have you got a light, Potter?”

      The men lit their pipes as I sipped my sherry and glanced around the busy room, recognising some of the faces from Fleet Street. I saw one other woman there, who I was sure worked on one of the periodicals.

      “There are quite a few reporters from the News of the World here,” I said.

      “There are always hordes here from the News of the World,” said Edgar. “How they find the time to do their reporting and writing I’ll never know.”

      “Perhaps they do most of it here.”

      “Highly likely.”

      We ordered our food from the waiter and Edgar had just opened his mouth to speak when he was interrupted by a roar of laughter behind us. We turned to see Tom Clifford and his colleagues chuckling at a neighbouring table and Edgar groaned.

      “Is there a single place in this city you can go to without bumping into someone from The Holborn Gazette?”

      “In their defence, this is the pub which everyone on Fleet Street comes to, so it’s not much of a surprise, is it?” said Frederick.

      “Perhaps we need to find a new pub,” said Edgar.

      “But isn’t this the place where you can have your ear to the ground?” I asked.

      “Anyway, forget about The Gazette,” said Frederick. “Their circulation may be up, but it’ll fall again. Just wait and see.”

      “Why should it fall?” I asked.

      “Because it’s a tawdry newspaper. It doesn’t have the pedigree of the Morning Express.”

      “That’s what will carry us through? Our pedigree?”

      “Of course. Other papers will come and go, but the Express will stay its course,” Frederick replied.

      “If only Sherman believed that,” said Edgar. “He’s got the needle about our circulation, and don’t forget that he has the proprietor, Mr Conway, breathing down his neck. No wonder he’s getting into a stew about Tom Clifford’s reporting on the murders. London hasn’t seen anything like this for years and people want to buy the newspapers each day so they can find out whether another poor fellow has been murdered or if the killer’s been found.

      “It’s times like these that present us with our prime opportunity to procure more readers. A large number of the masses can read now, and we need them to buy our paper rather than any of the others. To do that, our reporting needs to be more entertaining. Look how popular the penny dreadfuls are! If you’ve ever read one, you’ll know what utter tosh they contain. But tosh is what the masses want to read.

      “The Morning Express may have pedigree. But if we don’t cater for all those readers out there, and rely purely on the old guard, our circulation is certain to spiral downwards. You laughed at me concerning the story of the man selling his fat wife’s corpse, but that’s the direction in which we’re heading. Tom Clifford has the right idea, much as I dislike to admit such a thing.”

      He glared in the direction of Tom and his colleagues.

      “But don’t you think he might be making his stories up?” I asked quietly.

      “He is probably elaborating on the truth. And he has done so for quite some time now.”

      “Well, he won’t get away with it for much longer,” said Frederick. “We’re merely seeing a temporary craze for sensationalist stories. The fad will pass and people will demand quality again.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said, draining my sherry.

      “I don’t blame Sherman for losing his rag this morning,” said Edgar. “Although I know you’ve been working hard, Miss Green, I also believe there’s more you could be doing to grab the reader’s attention. Think about how involved you are in all this. The boy who was murdered had stolen your bag! Why not write a piece about how you discovered him on the ground with his throat cut?”

      “I didn’t discover him; someone else did.”

      “But you saw him.”

      I nodded in reply.

      “Then write about what you saw! What was it like to witness the corpse of a poor boy who had been savagely murdered just moments earlier?”

      “It was awful.” I felt tears prick the backs of my eyes. I didn’t like to think about poor Jack and how he had suffered. “I can’t write about it. It doesn’t seem respectful to write about him in that way. People should be allowed to remember him as he was.”

      “As a thief, you mean?” Edgar smirked. “It may not seem respectful to you, but it’s what people want to read. Don’t you see that?”

      “How would you feel if the death of your son was described so publicly in a newspaper?”

      “I’d be devastated if anything of the sort happened to my son. But you must detach yourself from such thoughts, Miss Green. The boy was neither my son nor yours. He was a thief, and he was also the victim of an exceptionally dangerous man who is still roaming the streets of St Giles! Now, don’t tell me there’s no story in that. You must commit it to paper and give it to Sherman. He would be extremely grateful for it.”

      Frederick placed another glass of sherry in my hand and I gratefully took a large sip.

      Could I really write about the boy’s death so graphically?

      The more I considered it, the more convinced I became that I couldn’t. Even though he had been a thief, Jack had undoubtedly been born with a good heart. A short lifetime in the slums had turned him into a criminal, and I believed that, following his tragic demise, he deserved to rest in peace.

      “You are very quiet now, Miss Green. I apologise if my last words were rather strong.”

      “There was sense in them.” I took another sip of my drink. “But I don’t think I can do that sort of news reporting.”

      “Perhaps you would be better off reporting on the society dinners and balls?”

      “Perhaps I would, but I cannot think of anything more tedious.”

      “It would be, but don’t forget, Miss Green, that our job is to make the dullest of events seem interesting to our readers. That’s the skill of a journalist. You may not like Tom Clifford’s method of exaggerating the truth, but perhaps you have been adding your own embellishments to your work without actually realising it. Every story requires embellishment to make it interesting, does it not?”

      “Yes, Edgar, you’re right. I suppose I’m doing that already without realising.” I finished my drink and rested my shoulders against the back of the bench, feeling slightly carefree after two sherries. “We don’t often find the opportunity for conversations like this, do we? When we’re in the office we’re so busy with our work and very often end up sparring over something.”

      I watched Edgar take off his jacket and roll up his shirt sleeves. We hadn’t always worked well together and there was still a faintly venomous glint in Edgar’s eye, but I felt that we could perhaps work more harmoniously from this time onwards.

      “There’s always a deadline hanging over our heads, and although we work together there’s a sense of competition, isn’t there?” he replied. “We all want to be the one who is patted on the back by Sherman. We all want to be given the important story. In fact, truth be told, I’m rather envious that you’re reporting on the St Giles murders. I wouldn’t mind having a go at that story myself.”

      “At the present time, I would say that you are welcome to it.”

      “You don’t mean that, Miss Green.”

      “I’m not sure whether I’m really suited to some of this news reporting.”

      “Of course you are. You’re responding to what I said a few moments ago, aren’t you? That’s why I apologised for my words being a little strong. You don’t have to do what I say.”

      “But it’s the right thing to do, isn’t it? I need to forget about any emotional attachment to the boy and write a lurid story about his death.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, Miss Green. Really, I wouldn’t.”

      “Do you think it’s because I’m a woman?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Perhaps I’m more sensitive with regard to reporting on such events. Perhaps if I were a man I should find it easier.”

      “There’s no doubt that you’re sensitive, Miss Green, but I don’t think you would find it any easier if you were a man.”

      “Look at the people standing around us,” I said. “Most of them are men. Perhaps news reporting is better suited to the masculine population.”

      “What are you saying? This is the very opposite of what you usually stand for, Miss Green! I know I sometimes joke about female reporters and poor bad grammar, but I only speak in jest. I believe that you are just as well-suited to this job as any man I know, including myself.”

      “That’s kind of you to say, Edgar.”

      “I’ll be brutally honest with you.” He leant forward and fixed me with his earnest gaze. “Do I think women make good news reporters? On the whole, I would say no. But you’re a little different, Miss Green. You’ve worked on Fleet Street for ten years and you do your job extremely well. I have faith in you.”

      Our eyes locked and his cheeks reddened, so he busied himself with refilling his pipe.

      “And I’m only saying this because I have drunk two tankards of beer.,” he added. “You won’t ever hear me say such a thing when we’re in the newsroom. That wouldn’t be right, would it? Well, look who it is! Your schoolboy inspector.”

      I turned to look over my shoulder and saw James weaving his way between the tables towards us wearing his bowler hat.
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      “James! How did you find us here?”

      I moved along the bench to make space for him to sit down with us.

      “I’m a detective, remember?” He grinned and took off his hat. “Good evening, Mr Fish. Mr Potter.”

      “Jam Keys Label!” said Edgar.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It’s just one of Edgar’s infernal anagrams,” I said. “He concocts them while I’m busy in the reading room doing his work for him. Why are you here? Please don’t tell me there’s been another murder.”

      I felt a sudden sinking sensation in my chest.

      “No, just some intriguing correspondence.”

      He removed some folded pieces of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket while Frederick ordered more drinks from the waiter.

      “Tell me what you think about these. You know Winston Nicholls, don’t you?”

      I groaned. “Yes, according to The Holborn Gazette he witnessed the murderer leaving the pawnbroker’s shop.”

      “Did he? Well, it’s the first I’ve heard of it. Perhaps Inspector Fenton is aware, although he hasn’t said anything to that effect.”

      “Winston says the murderer wore a mask. I think it’s more likely that he or Tom Clifford invented the story.”

      “I shall have to speak to him and find out more, especially in light of these letters he’s sent us.”

      He passed me three pieces of parchment, handwritten in sloping blue ink.

      “Tom Clifford is just over there.” I pointed him out. “You can speak to him about Nicholls in a moment.”

      I read the first letter.

      

      Dear Inspector Blakely

      

      I have spent many hours studying the murder scenes in St Giles and I can tell you that the murderer is most certainly Mr O’Donoghue. He was arrested for the murder of Jack Burton, but later released. I saw him going into the pawnbroker’s shop on the day of Mr Larcombe’s murder. I thought nothing of it until I heard that Mr Larcombe had been murdered. Mr O’Donoghue is a violent man and he is responsible for the murders of Mrs O’Brien, Mr Yeomans, Master Burton and Mr Larcombe. You must arrest him at once.

      

      Winston Nicholls

      

      “How confusing,” I said. “He told Tom Clifford that he saw the masked murderer leaving the pawnbroker’s shop after Mr Larcombe’s murder, yet in this letter he says that he saw Reuben O’Donoghue going into the pawnbroker’s shop, presumably before Mr Larcombe was murdered.”

      “I believe so.”

      “But in his interview in The Holborn Gazette, he didn’t mention Reuben O’Donoghue at all. I don’t understand him.”

      “It’s as clear as mud, isn’t it?” said James. “There are two more letters to read.”

      I perused the second letter.

      

      It is a great shame that you do not employ me as a detective at Scotland Yard. I tell you now that I know who the murderer is, and what’s more, I can lead you to him. I have seen the man with my own eyes and if you do not arrest him forthwith he surely will kill again.

      

      The third read:

      

      I am worried for the safety of my mother. She lives by the courtyard where Master Burton was murdered. If there are any more murders in St Giles, she will have to move as she is not safe. Why do you not arrest the man? His name is Reuben O’Donoghue. He was arrested once and then released. The police do not know what they are doing. I hope that you do.

      

      “Most peculiar,” I said, handing the letters back to James.

      “Do you have any insight into Winston Nicholls’ state of mind?”

      “Sadly, I don’t. I have had only two conversations with him, and on both occasions I found his manner to be rather odd. He seems unable to look anyone in the eye. His mother is a friendly, pleasant lady, however.”

      “Do we know for sure that he is a clerk, or is that only what he tells his mother? From what I’ve heard, he spends a good deal of his time hanging about in St Giles.”

      “I couldn’t say for sure. I know very little about the man.”

      “I’ll interview him properly and find out more, although I have to say I’m wary of doing so. I think he considers himself to be more of an expert on this investigation than any police officer, but we do occasionally encounter men such as him and we must entertain what they tell us, as we could miss a trick if we were to ignore them completely.”

      “Let’s hope that he has something useful to tell you and it isn’t a complete waste of your time.”

      “Have you encountered anyone in St Giles by the name of Adam?”

      I considered this question while I thought about all the people I had met during my visits.

      “No.”

      “Because I have another letter here from someone who calls himself Adam. It was sent to Bow Street station.”

      James unfolded the letter and handed it to me.

      “Could this actually be another letter from Winston, although he calls himself Adam?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. Look, the handwriting and paper are quite different.”

      “Goodness,” I said, my hand beginning to tremble. “This man claims to be the murderer!”

      

      You took your time to wake up. No one noticed me after the woman in Nottingham Court and the man in The Three Feathers. It was the boy what did it, and after the shopkeeper they’re all running scared.

      

      Adam D.V.

      

      “It was the boy what did it. What does he mean by that?”

      “I think he means that Jack’s murder was what finally got the Yard involved.”

      “Well, he’s not wrong about that. I still despair at the fact that E Division did so little about the deaths of Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans. But do you think this letter is actually from the murderer?”

      “Of course not!” interjected Edgar. “These people are all time-wasters. You can’t take them seriously. You should have seen how many fishy letters the Morning Express received at the time of the Lizzie Dixie case last year.”

      “I remember,” I said. “We were sent a lot of bewildering letters, many of which made little sense.”

      “It’s not unusual for the Yard to receive letters about crimes,” said James, “and there’s no telling whether Adam has any connection to the murders. He doesn’t give away any information here which isn’t already public knowledge, so this letter could have come from anyone, I suppose. I was interested to find out whether you had come across someone by that name, but as you haven’t I shall add it to the case file with Mr Nicholls’ letters and wait to see whether we receive any more.”

      “Adam D.V. He tells you his first name but not his surname. What can the letters D and V stand for?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Edgar. “He cannot be sane. Just ignore it.”

      “That’s the challenge of detective work,” said James, folding up the letters and putting them back in his pocket. “You have to determine which elements deserve your attention after discounting all the red herrings.”

      “I don’t envy you,” I said, finishing off my sherry. “I really don’t.”

      

      James ordered a chop and Edgar ordered two bottles of wine, and we ate and drank together.

      When we had finished eating, James went to speak to Tom Clifford for a while, and by the time he returned I realised that my head felt rather fuddled.

      “So, what did Tom say?” I asked.

      “Penny, your words are slurred. I think we need to get you home.”

      “Yes, that’s probably a good idea,” I replied.

      I noticed Edgar smiling at me, and for some reason I began to giggle.

      “She’s three sheets to the wind!” laughed Frederick.

      “So are you,” said Edgar.

      “What did Tom Clifford say?” I asked after I had recovered from my laughing fit.

      “Penny you have just asked me that same question!” James laughed. “It’s no use me telling you now, as you won’t remember. I’ll tell you when you’re sober.”

      “Oh.” I sank forward and rested my forehead on the tablecloth.

      I heard Edgar and Frederick talking, but I didn’t raise my head because it felt so comfortable where it was. I closed my eyes and decided that I could quite happily sleep there.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “Come on, Penny, I’ll escort you home,” said James.

      “There’s no need. Just carry on talking and I’ll have a rest.”

      “Not here, you won’t. Come on.”

      

      The icy air cleared my head slightly and James quickly found a cab. We both got in.

      “There’s no need for you to travel with me,” I said. “I’ll be fine now.”

      “No, I insist. It’s late and I intend to ask the driver to take me to my house after dropping you safely at Milton Street.”

      I felt pleased to have James sitting beside me. I told myself it was the chill in the air that encouraged me to lean in a little closer to keep warm, so that our shoulders were touching slightly. He didn’t object, nor did he edge away from me. The lights in the street were spinning slightly.

      “Why are you helping me home? You don’t need to help me home.”

      “I want to make sure you get back to your lodgings safely.”

      “But you don’t have to. Why are you?”

      “Because I want you to be safe.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I don’t ensure that you return home safely, I shall be worried about you.”

      “You’d be worried about me? Why?”

      “Penny, you sound like my little niece asking why all the time.”

      “Why?” I began giggling again.

      “That’s enough. Get some sleep! You almost fell asleep at the dinner table just now.”

      “I can’t sleep, I’m not comfortable.”

      “Here, you can rest against my shoulder.”

      I happily leant up against James and closed my eyes. I could smell the wool of his coat mingling with his pleasant eau de cologne.

      I thought again of James and the future Mrs Blakely standing together at the altar.

      “You must be looking forward to being married,” I said.

      “It will certainly be a new chapter.”

      “It’s a shame.”

      “Penny, don’t.”

      I sat up. “Don’t what? It’s a shame. That’s all I said.”

      His face was cloaked in shadow, but I could tell that he was looking out at the street ahead.

      “Am I not allowed to say it’s a shame?”

      “I thought you wanted to sleep.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Penny, you’re tipsy. We can’t talk sensibly when you’re tipsy.”

      “So you’re not going to speak to me, then?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s a shame you’re getting married. There, I said it. I said it sensibly, too.”

      I watched him as he turned to look at me.

      “Oh, Penny, you’re insufferable. Do you know that?”

      We passed a gas lamp, and for a brief moment I saw his face. His eyes were open wide and fixed on mine.

      I felt a strong instinct to kiss him and acted on it without further thought. My lips were against his only for a moment. His mouth was warm and the slight stubble on his chin rubbed against my face and sent a tingle down my spine.

      He pulled away.

      “Penny, it wouldn’t be right.”

      The night air suddenly felt cold on my face again, and I quickly turned away.

      “You’re drunk and I’m engaged to be married,” he added.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. Please forget that I did it. I’ll ask the cab to stop and walk the rest of the way.”

      “I said I would accompany you home.”

      “I expect you wish you’d never offered to do so now.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      James sighed and I pushed myself into the far side of the carriage and hugged my bag. My whole body felt tense with shame and regret. What if James now thought of me as a woman with loose morals? Perhaps he thought me disgraceful for drinking too much sherry and requiring an escort home? I silently urged the horse to walk faster and bring the calamitous journey to an end.
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      “Are you feelin’ a’right today, Miss Green? Yer lookin’ peaky.”

      Martha was busy scrubbing a shirt collar on her washboard, the suds foaming up around her red knuckles.

      “I’m fine, thank you. Just tired.”

      I didn’t want to admit that I was suffering from the effects of the sherry the night before. My stomach kept turning, but the smell of the soap was refreshing.

      The snow and ice had melted away and a smoky fog was curling itself around the rooftops. A small pot of flowers had been placed in the corner where Jack had been found and Susan was sharing the toast I had given her among her children by the privies. I wondered whether she would eat any of it herself and then my thoughts turned to Sarah Fisher. I wondered if she was managing to stay off the streets at night.

      “Poor Mr Larcombe, God rest ’is soul,” said Martha. “No one wants ter be out on the streets now ’less they can ’elp it. Problem is, people ’ave ter get out and get a bitta money, don’t they? No one can stay indoors the ’ole time. It’s worryin’ me. Who knows but I could be next!”

      “Of course you won’t be, Martha.”

      “’Ow d’yer know that? I might be! The killer ain’t choosy. He’s done two men, a boy and a woman. There ain’t no particular type what ’e’s goin’ for. It could be me as much as the next person.”

      “Why don’t you go and stay with Winston?”

      “Nah, I’m stayin’ ’ere. I were born in St Giles, and that’s where I stays. I ain’t lettin’ some murderer frighten me off. And there’s a lotta people ’ere what can’t get away. They’re stuck ’ere, so I’m stayin’ wiv ’em.”

      “Winston appears to have some theories about who the killer might be.”

      Martha laughed. “Oh, ’e would! ’E’s got an opinion on hev’rythin’. ’E’s been writin’ letters about it all, and ’e were in the newspaper, weren’t he? Weren’t yours, were it?”

      “It was The Holborn Gazette.”

      “That’s the one. I always knew he were a clever ’un. Reckons ’e can solve it all afore the police can, he does. Proberly ain’t too difficult. The coppers ain’t doin’ much, are they?”

      “It’s a difficult case for them, Martha, but Scotland Yard is involved now and I’m sure they’ll soon catch the man.”

      Talk of the Yard brought James to mind. My toes curled as I thought about the journey we had shared in the cab. Hopefully, I would be able to avoid him until I felt fully recovered from the embarrassment. I cleared my throat and tried to occupy my thoughts with work.

      “Martha, can you tell me where I might find Ed Keller?”

      I wanted to obtain an interview which Mr Sherman would appreciate.

      Martha stopped scrubbing and gave me a sharp look.

      “The Earl o’ York? Yer don’t wanna be talkin’ to ’im. ’E’d give you a punch on the nose by way of an ’ow-de-do.”

      “I need to interview him for the Morning Express.”

      “You won’t get nothin’ from ’im. And there’s no tellin’ what ’e’d do to a pretty young girl such as yerself.”

      I smiled at the vague compliment. “I’m not a girl, Martha. I’m almost thirty-five.”

      She stopped scrubbing again and looked me over. “Thir’y-five? Yer don’t look a day over twenny-eight.”

      She resumed her scrubbing.

      “That’s very kind of you. Didn’t you say he lived in King’s Head Yard?”

      “I don’t remember sayin’ that.”

      “You told me Jack lived there with Ed Keller and some of the other boys.”

      “Don’t remember.”

      “Please, Martha, I’m certain you told me he lived in King’s Head Yard. Is that far from here?”

      She shook her head and glared at me. “Miss Green, yer don’t give up, do yer?”

      “I’m a news reporter.”

      She pointed a soapy finger at me and her jowls quivered with anger.

      “Yer don’t wanna be goin’ nowhere near King’s ’Ead Yard or the Earl o’ York or none of them street-arabs! We don’t want anuvver murder on our ’ands, do we?”

      “You think they would murder me?”

      “King’s ’Ead Yard ain’t no place for a lady!”

      “I want to interview Ed Keller. Perhaps he might like to be interviewed.”

      “Nah, not ’im.”

      “I’ve spoken to some quite unpleasant people in my time, Martha.”

      “None as bad as ’im, I can tell yer.”

      “You’d be surprised at how many people like him enjoy speaking to the press. They seem pleased to have their say.”

      “Not ’im.”

      “But he does live in King’s Head Yard?”

      “I ain’t sayin’.”

      “You’ve already confirmed it, Martha. Thank you. I’ll find the place and I will be careful. I’ve done this sort of thing before.”

      I said goodbye and turned to leave.

      “Wait!” she called out from behind me. “If yer gonna be brainless, then don’t do it on yer own.”

      I turned to face her again. “Martha, I don’t expect you to come with me.”

      “There’s no chance o’ that! You think I’m goin’ anywhere near King’s ’Ead Yard? Yer need a man wiv yer.”

      She dried her hands on her apron and I prepared myself to argue in the event that she suggested I take her son. Fortunately, she had someone else in mind.

      “Let’s ask one o’ the missionaries.”

      

      “It’s not a sensible idea, Miss Green. I would urge you to reconsider,” said David Meares, his freckled face crumpled with concern.

      “Yer won’t change ’er mind, I’ve already tried me best,” said Martha. “Yer’ve got ter go wiv ’er, else she’s goin’ by ’erself and that ain’t safe.”

      The simple altar at the far end of the chapel was ablaze with candles. Martha and I stood by the doorway with Mr Meares and Mr Hawkins in the flickering gloom.

      “I shall accompany you, Miss Green,” said Hugo Hawkins, his close-set eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “Ed Keller and I usually see eye-to-eye.”

      “Not always,” said David.

      “I said usually. Sometimes he comes up here to pray with us.”

      “What do you want to speak to him about, Miss Green?” asked David.

      “I’m interested to find out what such a prominent gang leader thinks about the murders. Perhaps he has something to do with them.”

      “That’s a matter for the police.”

      “I realise that, but it would still be of interest to find out whether he knows anything. And I should like to ask him about Jack Burton. I still think about Jack a good deal.”

      “We all does,” added Martha.

      “Well, I can’t guarantee that Keller will give you a warm welcome,” said Hugo, “but we can try. Can you run fast in your skirts, Miss Green?”

      “Not very fast.”

      “I didn’t think so, but we will take care and God will watch over us. Please don’t antagonise Keller with any tricky questions.”

      “I’ll come too!” said David cheerfully.

      “Really? I wouldn’t wish to inconvenience you both. I know that you’re busy.”

      “There’s safety in numbers,”

      “There yer go, Penny. Two strappin’ men ter look after yer.”

      “Thank you. I’m very grateful to you all for your help.”

      “I must say that it’s rather reckless of the editor of your newspaper to ask a young woman to venture into such a dangerous part of London,” said Hugo.

      “It wasn’t his idea,” I replied. “It was mine.”

      The two missionaries exchanged a glance and Martha sighed.
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      “Did you know Mr Larcombe well?” I asked the missionaries as we walked towards King’s Head Yard.

      The fog was thickening and creeping down into the narrow streets, and it had a disorientating effect. I thought I was familiar with St Giles by now, but the weather had changed that. I felt grateful for the missionaries’ company.

      “We knew him, but not very well,” replied David.

      “He was once a good man,” said Hugo, “but there was some trouble with the wife and it led him to drink.”

      “Had he not always been a drinker?”

      “Well yes, but it made him drink more. He had deteriorated noticeably over the past year,” David continued.

      “But he still managed to look after his shop?” I asked.

      “It seems so, although he wasn’t averse to consorting with people of a dubious nature.”

      “Do you think he might have been murdered by a criminal associate?”

      “It’s possible. I wouldn’t discount it,” said Hugo.

      “I’m quite convinced that a fellow criminal murdered him,” said David. “He was a drunkard and had argued with many people. He may have owed money or someone may have owed him money. You know how it is with these people.”

      I was startled by the sound of raised voices close by and discerned the figures of two men in the fog ahead of us, one much taller than the other.

      “She asked me for help!” said a well-spoken man’s voice.

      His companion began to reply but fell quiet as he noticed us approach.

      As we drew closer, I saw that the taller man was Reuben O’Donoghue. The other man was about fifty years of age with an orangey-grey moustache and a top hat.

      “Is everything all right, gentlemen?” asked Hugo.

      “Of course, Mr Hawkins. Mr Meares. Miss Green.” Reuben doffed his hat and gave me a smile.

      “I’ve said all I need to,” said the short man. “Good day, gentlemen. Madam.”

      He gave a slight bow and scurried away, leaving Reuben to shrug nonchalantly and saunter on past us.

      “I wonder what was going on there,” said David.

      “Mr ’Awkins! Mr Meares!”

      The limping figure of a woman loomed out of the fog ahead of us. There was no bonnet or hat on her head, but she wore many layers of grimy clothing and had a woollen shawl clasped around her shoulders.

      “Can I trouble yer for a sixpence?”

      She pushed her matted hair out of her sunken eyes and held out a dirty hand.

      “I needs a bed fer tonight. I slept in a doorway in Broker’s Alley last night and woke with wermin crawlin’ all over me. And the cold... I’ve ’ad enough o’ the cold. I was stayin’ down Parker’s, but the deppity says I’m trouble. ’E’s kicked me out and me sister’s kicked me out ’n’ all. I ain’t got no money fer a bed.”

      “Have we seen you at Chapel recently, Maggie?” asked Hugo.

      She scratched the back of her neck. “Well, it ain’t been easy recently. Most o’ the times I bin tryin’ ter find money to get a bed fer the night. But I promise I’ll come ter chapel tomorrer. I’ll be there tomorrer.”

      “Don’t forget that we serve soup each day in the winter.”

      “Yeah, I’ll come and get a soup tomorrer. That’s what I’ll do.”

      She tentatively held her hand out again.

      “But I need a bed fer tonight, I won’t be able ter stand that cold again. It’ll be the death o’ me.”

      There was a long pause before I opened my handbag, rummaged about for my purse and gave Maggie a shilling.

      “Oh lor! Bless yer, ma’am. Bless yer.” She curtsied.

      “Please make sure you find somewhere safe to sleep tonight,” I said, thinking of the attack on poor Sarah Fisher.

      “I will! I will! Thank you. God bless yer.”

      Maggie limped away and the missionaries both turned to face me.

      “You realise that she’ll spend that coin on gin down at The Three Feathers?” said Hugo.

      “She would be foolish to do that.”

      “These people are foolish!” said David. “That’s why we don’t allow them to become accustomed to money. She’ll need more coins tomorrow and more the day after that.”

      “Your shilling could have done far more good in the hands of the mission,” added Hugo. “With such a donation, we could provide food and prayer for these people and steer them away from the dangers of alcohol.”

      “She needed a bed for the night,” I retorted. “No one should be wandering the streets after dark with a killer on the loose. I gave her enough money for gin and a bed.”

      “We always encourage temperance,” said Hugo.

      “Probably a good idea,” I said, mindful of the ill-effects of my indulgence the previous evening.

      I took another shilling from my purse and gave it to Hugo Hawkins.

      “Does that seem fair now?” I asked sharply.

      “Thank you.”

      “Are we almost at King’s Head Yard?”

      “Almost,” Hugo replied stiffly.

      

      We turned into a foul-smelling walkway and emerged into a murky courtyard. I heard scampering footsteps around us as we came to a stop.

      “Who’s there?” called a boy’s voice.

      “Mr Hawkins and Mr Meares,” replied Hugo.

      The buildings around us formed grey silhouettes in the fog. I heard the slam of a door or shutter, and then another voice rang out from behind us.

      “Waddya want?”

      “We’ve come to see the Earl of York,” said Hugo.

      “Why?”

      “I wish to interview him for a newspaper,” I called out.

      “Is that a woman?” asked a boy’s voice.

      “No women allowed!” shouted another.

      There were more running footsteps and then further slamming of doors.

      “This isn’t promising,” said David quietly. “Usually we’d have been invited in by now.”

      “Hello?” Hugo called out. “Mr Hawkins here! What’s keeping you?”

      Everything fell silent and I saw a flickering light in the fog, but when I looked directly at the flame it disappeared. I sensed there were people hiding in the gloom around us, watching us. My heartbeat began to pound in my ears.

      “Hello?” said Hugo again, in a quieter tone this time.

      Another door slammed.

      “Show the woman in!” came a voice. “Jus’ the woman, no one else!”

      I stepped forward, unsure as to where I was going. The missionaries walked with me and I saw a dark doorway up ahead of us. A boy stepped out with a tallow candle in his hand.

      “We said just the woman!” His face was twisted into an expression befitting someone far beyond his years.

      “We should accompany her,” said David.

      “No yer don’t.”

      “Then you mustn’t harm her!” he ordered.

      The boy grinned. “I won’t do nuffink to ’er, mister.”

      “Please be careful, Miss Green,” said Hugo.

      Nervously, I followed the boy through the dark doorway.
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      I remained a few paces behind the boy as we walked along a wooden corridor lit only by the candle in his hand. We entered a high-ceilinged brick and timber room with a large fire at the centre of it.

      The walls were lined with boys dressed in ill-fitting clothing. Some of them removed their pipes from their mouths to whistle or to make crude remarks about me. I stopped and looked around for Edward Keller. My mouth felt dry and there were prickles of perspiration on my forehead and under my arms. I felt as though I were about to be preyed upon.

      My spectacles misted up from the warmth of the fire, and I wiped them with my trembling, gloved fingers. I had thought my decision a brave one, but now I began to consider it foolhardy. If these boys decided to harm me I would be entirely defenceless.

      “Miss Green!” called out a voice from somewhere above me.

      I looked up to see Ed Keller climbing down a ladder from a gallery I hadn’t noticed until that very moment. Once he had descended, he strode up to the fire and gave a short whistle. A small terrier wearing a silk neckerchief trotted out from the shadows to join him.

      I stood taller than Ed, but I had no doubt that he was my superior in strength. He had a wispy moustache and his face appeared younger than I guessed he was. He wore a top hat and a dark frock coat over a colourfully striped velvet waistcoat. The gold of his tie pin and watch chain glittered in the firelight.

      “You know my name?” I asked in surprise.

      My voice sounded timorous in the large room and I was uncomfortably aware of all the eyes fixed upon me.

      “Hev’ryone knows who the reporter is.” He grinned at me, displaying two rows of crooked yellow teeth. “Where’s your mate the inspector today?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Ain’t he your friend?”

      “He’s investigating the murders and I am working on the news stories surrounding them.”

      “So ’e ain’t your friend?”

      “We are colleagues, nothing more.”

      Ed laughed. “I get it.” Then he winked. “I wouldn’t of let yer in if yer’d been with ’im. The coppers ain’t welcome round ’ere. He ain’t waitin’ outside, is ’e?”

      “He doesn’t know that I’m here.”

      “Don’t he?”

      Ed sat himself on a stool by the fire, spread his legs wide and ran his tongue along his upper lip as he looked me up and down. “Yer didn’t tell ’im yer were comin’ ter see me? This ’ere’s a dangerous place for ladies. We don’t usually allow women in ’ere, do we boys?”

      There was a murmur of agreement from the rest of the room. The dog lay down next to the stool and licked itself.

      “Can I offer yer some ’ot gin, Miss Green?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Go on, I insist. I’ll tek offence if yer refuse.”

      He clicked his fingers and a boy with a large birthmark on one cheek approached me with a clay flask in his hand. I reluctantly took it from him and the sharp smell immediately struck my nose.

      “Go on, Miss Green!” Ed cajoled.

      Although I didn’t want to drink a single drop of it, I felt too afraid not to. I took a quick sip and tried not to choke as the gin burned my throat. Once the burning sensation had gone, I was left with a warm, pleasant feeling in my forehead and I finally understood why so many people found comfort in this particular drink.

      The boy with the birthmark retrieved the flask from me.

      “There you go. Ain’t too bad, is it?” said Ed with a wink.

      “Why do they call you the Earl of York?” I asked.

      “I calls meself it. And I calls me dog Prince Regent. Will all this be goin’ in yer newspaper, Miss Green?”

      “Not all of it. I thought I could ask you a few questions about Jack and the other terrible murders. Then I will write up your answers and it will be published.”

      “I like the sound o’ that. I ain’t never been in a newspaper before!”

      I removed my notebook and pencil from my handbag and noticed that my hands were shaking as I did so.

      Ed had also noticed.

      “Give ’er a bit more gin, Pie Face.”

      I took another obligatory sip and couldn’t help but gasp as it burned my throat again.

      Ed laughed. “Good stuff, ain’t it, Miss Green? Now you sees why hev’ryone’s drinkin’ it day and night. What questions yer gonna ask me, then?”

      I held the notebook in my weak right hand and prepared to write with my left.

      “Tell me about Jack.”

      Ed scratched his chin.

      “He lived here with you, I understand? Where did he come from?”

      “I dunno where he comed from. I found ’im shinin’ shoes on Shaf’sb’ry Avenue. I had words with ’im ’cause my boys was shinin’ shoes there ’n’ all. But he were good at what he done, so I told ’im if he come and lived and worked ’ere and gived me a cut that would do us all jus’ fine.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Abaht two years, I reckons. He were a good ’ard worker, but he ’ad an ’abit o’ not always doin’ what he were told. There’s certain rules what we all got ter stick to ’ere. It’s all abaht survival. Yer must understand that, Miss Green. The boys ’ere ’as ’ard lives.”

      “I can imagine they do.” I glanced around at their watchful faces. “What did Jack do wrong, exactly?”

      “He didn’t do nuffink wrong in the usual sense o’ the word, but if I told him to go a-cadgin’ then he’d go a-thievin’, and if I told him ter go a-shinin’ e’d go a-cadgin’. See what I means?”

      “I think so.” I began to relax as I took down my notes. Perhaps it was the effect of the gin, or perhaps I had begun to feel reassured because Ed was being so co-operative. “Did Jack ever mention his family?”

      Keller shook his head. “That’s one o’ the rules. We don’t talk abaht fam’ly ’ere. Why d’ya think we’re all ‘ere? This is our fam’ly. Ain’t no use in talkin’ abaht the people what’s let us down.”

      “Is that what happened to you?”

      “I ain’t talkin’ nuffink abaht that.” His jaw tightened and he inhaled deeply as he sucked on his pipe.

      “May I ask how old you are?”

      “Twenny-seven.”

      “And how long have you lived here?”

      “Since I were eleven or twelve.”

      “And you get by through begging and stealing?”

      “The boys do shinin’, carryin’, sellin’, sweepin’ and they takes messages from one place to anuvver. Then we gots a few crippled boys and they do the cadgin’, ’cause there’s nuffink else they can do, is there? And people takes pity on the cripples. Them lot earns more money than the rest of us! I trains the stronger boys to box. We makes money off o’ some of the boxin’, depending on whether we wins or loses. And we looks after fings fer people.”

      “Such as?”

      “Pubs ’n’ shops. If the landlord o’ The Three Feathers don’t want no stones thrown at ’is windows, ’e’s gotta pay a few of our boys to keep a lookout, like.”

      “The boys threaten to throw stones if he doesn’t pay them?”

      “Nah, Miss Green!” Ed laughed. “You got me wrong, you ’ave. All wrong. And when we does thievin’ we only thieves from the rich people ’cause they can spare a bit, can’t they?”

      “Jack took my bag. Do I look like a rich person?”

      “Yer got proper togs on and yer got food to eat and someplace ter live.”

      “But I’m not rich.”

      “Nah, but that’s what were wrong wiv Jack, weren’t it? He weren’t s’posed to go nickin’ yer bag like that. I never asked ’im ter do it.”

      “So he did something wrong?”

      “Yeah. He were one o’ me best, but he done things wrong ’n’ all.”

      “Did you punish him?”

      “Yeah, now ‘n’ then like. ’E’s gotta stick ter the rules like ev’ryone else.”

      “How did you punish him?”

      “I ain’t sayin’. That’s private.”

      “Did you tell him that if he kept on doing things wrong he would have his throat cut?”

      “Now, that ain’t right, Miss Green.” Ed got up from his stool and walked towards me with his jaw pushed out. Prince Regent followed behind him, emitting a low growl.

      “You take that right back! Yer can’t say nuffink o’ that sort. I punished ’im when I ’ad ter, but I never laid no finger on ’im. That ain’t ’ow I do fings. Ain’t I right, boys?”

      There were mutters of agreement from all directions as Ed stared me in the eye, unblinking.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t wish to upset you. I just want to find out who killed Jack.”

      “We all wanna find out who killed ’im,” said Ed. “You fink I don’t miss ’im? He reminded me of meself when I were younger. I were right fond of ’im. What’s ’appened is he strayed onto the Daly Boys’ patch and they’ve got all upset abaht it. I’ve got some of me own boys lookin’ into it.”

      “You think he was killed by a rival gang?”

      “Yeah, so it won’t do yer no good tryin’ a blame me fer it. Watch what yer sayin’, ’cause you can be dealt wiv if needs be.”

      He tapped his foot on the ground, and when I looked down I noticed a trapdoor beneath him. My breath quickened as I thought about the miserable cellar it almost certainly led down to.

      “Have you ever seen the man in the mask?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I seen ’im. What of it?”

      “Do you know who he is?”

      “A lunatic, proberly.”

      “Do you think he could be the killer?”

      Keller shrugged. “How’d I know?”

      “How many times have you seen him?”

      “Dunno. Three, four p’r’aps. Some of the boys ’ave seen ’im ’n’ all.”

      “Doing what exactly?”

      “Just walkin’. I’ve ’eard ’e only comes out night-times.”

      “Did you see him on the evening of Jack’s murder, or the night when Mr Larcombe was murdered?”

      “Nah.” Ed returned to his stool and I began to relax once again.

      “You did some work for Mr Larcombe, I believe?”

      “Yeah, and I were one of ’is best customers. A lotta the jewellery in that pop-shop’s mine by rights.”

      “Actually yours?”

      “Yeah, from people what ’ave paid me wiv jewellery for favours.”

      “I’ve heard that Mr Larcombe was ruining himself with drink.”

      “Who ain’t?” Ed laughed.

      “Did you have a good relationship with Mr Larcombe?”

      “A good relationship?” Ed repeated, mocking my accent. “What’s that mean, Miss Green?”

      “Did you get on well?”

      “Sometimes. The drink got to ’im, as yer say. It ain’t easy doin’ business wiv someone when they’ve bin drinkin’ a lot, like.”

      “Were you still doing business with him up until the day of his death?”

      “Not so much. Some o’ me stuff ’ad gone missin’, and I weren’t too trustin’ of ’im after all that.”

      “What stuff?”

      “Things what yer don’t need to worry about. He were killed by one of ’is customers.”

      “Which one?”

      “How would I know? It’s obvious, ain’t it? The drink took a hold of ’im and ’e ’ad a fallin’ out with just about hev’ryone what knows ’im.”

      “So you think Jack and Mr Larcombe were murdered by two different people? What about Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans? What do you know about them?”

      “Enough now, Miss Green. Time to ask you a few questions o’ me own.”

      He ran his tongue along his upper lip once again.
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      “I don’t need to answer any questions. I’m a news reporter.” My voice still sounded weak.

      “My place, my rules. Where d’ya live, Miss Green?”

      “Cripplegate.”

      “And you ain’t married?”

      “No.”

      “Fancy marryin’ the finest yer can find in St Giles?”

      He emptied his pipe onto the floor before getting up from his stool and taking off his frock coat. He walked over to me with his hands on his hips.

      “I have no desire to be married, Mr Keller.”

      “Yer don’t?” He loosened his necktie. “Well then, yer don’t know what yer missin’, do yer, Miss Green?”

      He was close enough for me to smell the tobacco and gin on his breath.

      “Who do you think killed Jack and Mr Larcombe?”

      I fixed his eyes with mine in the hope that I could bring him back to the conversation in hand.

      “Put yer pencil and notebook down, Miss Green. We’ve finished wiv all that.”

      His hand gripped my left wrist, and I noticed that his fingernails were yellow and dirty. I pulled my arm away and quickly put my notebook and pencil in my bag, my heart thudding against the wall of my chest.

      I had to get out of there as soon as possible.

      “Thank you for agreeing to speak to me, Mr Keller. I’ll take my leave now.”

      “There’s no need ter leave quite so quick, Miss Green. ’Ows about some more gin?”

      “I must go.”

      I glanced behind me, hurriedly looking for the door through which I had entered.

      Pie Face appeared at my side with the clay flask.

      “That’s a nice jacket yer wearin’, Miss Green,” said Ed. “Does it unbutton easy?”

      He grabbed the hem of my jacket and tugged at it.

      “Get off me!”

      I felt a swell of anger. I would do my best to fight him off if I had to, but I knew that he was stronger, and he had all his boys to help him. A few of them had gathered closer to us, surrounding me.

      “’Ave some gin. That’ll ’elp.”

      He took the flask and pushed it up to my face. I turned away and tried to walk towards the door, but he still had hold of my jacket.

      “I told yer this were a dangerous place for ladies, but yer didn’t listen, did yer? Get ’old of ’er skirts, Pie Face.”

      “No!” I cried out as loudly as I possibly could in the vain hope that the missionaries were still waiting for me in the courtyard.

      Ed laughed as the boy grabbed at my skirts. I kicked out with my foot and caught him squarely on the shin.

      “Ow!” he shouted, cursing loudly.

      “Bring a candle over ’ere!” Ed called out. “I wanna be able ter see what I’m doin’.”

      Then he gave me such a violent shove that I fell backwards onto the floor. I held my breath and screwed my eyes up tight.

      Was there any use in me fighting when I was so heavily outnumbered?

      I opened my eyes again to see Ed fumbling with his belt.

      “Get off me!” I yelled, kicking out my feet with as much strength as I could muster.

      Ed skipped back a few steps and laughed.

      “She’s a fighter,” he said. “I’ll ’ave ter knock ’er out.”

      He raised his fist threateningly.

      I covered my head with my bag, cowering beneath it. As I did so, I heard a loud crashing, splintering sound.

      “Leave her alone!” came a man’s voice.

      I remained where I was, waiting for the inevitable blow to come.

      “Mr ’Awkins,” said Ed in a calm voice. “And Mr Meares. Good mornin’ to yer both.”

      Tears of relief sprung into my eyes. I lowered my bag to see the missionaries’ concerned faces staring down at me.

      “No, Ed,” Hugo said, glaring at the gang leader.

      Ed backed away.

      “She were willin’,” he said. “She just needed a bit more persuadin’.”

      “Are you all right, Miss Green?” David bent down and helped me to my feet. “We heard you cry out. We should never have let you come in here alone.”

      My entire body was trembling. “It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have come. I made a mistake. I didn’t realise what it would be like.”

      I didn’t look back at Ed. Instead, I stumbled as quickly as I could through the door, along the dark corridor and out into the cold, murky courtyard.
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      The foyer of St James’s Hall was filled with the bright colours of evening gowns and the glossy shine of silk top hats. Polite chatter and perfume mingled in the air.

      “I read your interview with the gang leader,” said Eliza.

      She wore a turquoise satin dress, which was unfashionably loose fitting. My sister had stopped wearing her corset the previous year and no longer had any desire to strap herself into a tight bodice.

      “Tell me more about him,” she said. “Was he frightening?”

      “A little. He was unpleasant.”

      “I think you’re extremely brave, Father would be proud of you.”

      “Mr Sherman is delighted with the interview and sales of the Morning Express were brisk yesterday.”

      I was trying desperately hard not to dwell on what had almost happened to me in King’s Head Yard.

      “How marvellous! And it’s so pleasing to see you in such a pretty dress.”

      My gown was of russet-coloured satin with fringing around the hips, a small bustle and a buttoned bodice. I wore a fur-lined cape over the top, which was beginning to make me overheat.

      “And you’ve lost your sling too, I see. Is your arm feeling fully recovered?”

      “Almost. It still feels weak, but I shall practise writing with my right hand again and that will soon strengthen it. How was your meeting with the London Society for Women’s Suffrage?”

      “Quite enlightening. There was a wonderful speech given by Miss Annie Hodgkins of the Isle of Man, where women landowners are permitted to vote. England really must do a lot more to catch up. The good news is that support is increasing within Parliament, particularly among the Liberal members. You must come along to the next meeting of the West London Women’s Society. There is so much more you could write about our work in your paper. On second thoughts, I suppose you’re quite busy reporting on these horrific murders these days. Will there be no end to them?”

      I sighed. “The funeral of Mr Larcombe was held today, and you should have seen the crowds. I feel so sorry for the people living down in St Giles. It must be terrifying for them to know that the killer is stalking their streets!”

      “Look at you, Penelope! Your face is all creased up with worry. You’ll start to look older than your years if you’re not careful.”

      “I can’t help but worry.”

      “Dreadful things are happening in that slum, and it may sound awful to say it, but thank goodness it has been confined to that area alone. I have great confidence that they’ll catch the man. Your friend Inspector Blakely is working on it, isn’t he?”

      My stomach flipped uncomfortably at the mention of his name.

      “Are you blushing, Penelope?”

      “No, I’m just rather warm in this cape.”

      “Come, it’s time to take our seats.” Eliza glanced at the piece of paper in her hand. “It’s a miscellaneous programme tonight. I’m so looking forward to the piano recital by Madame von Belloc.”

      We took our seats on the green horse-hair benches in the magnificent concert hall inspired by the Moorish palace of Alhambra.

      Three violinists and two cellists were seated on the stage. I gazed up at the colourful arches and carved geometric patterns on the ceiling, lost for a moment in their beauty until the leering face of Ed Keller loomed into my mind. I was grateful for the loud applause that interrupted my thoughts as the conductor strode onto the stage and took a short bow.

      “String Quintet in B Flat,” whispered Eliza. “One of my favourite Mendelssohn pieces.”

      The music was pleasingly light, rising and falling in a smooth rhythm. I found I could listen to it more clearly when I closed my eyes. I imagined it washing away all of the unwelcome thoughts in my head and resolved that I would protect myself from making any further mistakes. Although Mr Sherman had been overjoyed to read my interview with Ed Keller, I wasn’t sure that the risk I had taken was really worth it. Hugo Hawkins and David Meares were the only other people who knew what had happened to me at the hands of Ed Keller, and I had sworn them to secrecy, embarrassed that I had ignored everyone’s warnings so flagrantly. I had behaved foolishly.

      Could Ed be the murderer?

      The rumours had begun as soon as my interview with him was published. He had admitted to falling out with both Jack and Mr Larcombe, and when I asked him about the other murders, he hadn’t answered my question. Instead, he had attempted to attack me.

      Had he tried to silence me?

      I wondered whether James had read the interview. I watched the conductor nod, dip and sway on the stage and struggled to imagine how I could ever face James again without a deep sense of shame.

      

      “That was marvellous,” said Eliza as we left the auditorium. “I do enjoy our concerts. I can’t bear to take George with me because he always falls asleep and snores dreadfully. Would you like to join me at the ballad concert in aid of the London Orphan Asylum? I think it’s in May.”

      “I’d love to, Ellie.”

      “What were we talking about before that pleasant interlude? Ah, yes, the inspector. I noticed you blushing.”

      I had hoped she would have forgotten.

      “Do you have feelings for him?” she probed.

      “No!”

      “The vehemence of your reply suggests that my guess was correct.” She surveyed me as if she were a doctor trying to ascertain what was wrong with her patient. “Is he not engaged to be married?”

      “Yes, he is. To a lady named Charlotte.”

      “Oh Penelope, how awful.”

      “Awful? There’s nothing awful about it. I have no romantic feelings toward him. I’ve only been working with him because the boy who snatched my bag fell victim to the St Giles killer.”

      Eliza shook her head sadly. “Of all the people you would choose, Penelope. A man who is to be married.”

      “I haven’t chosen him,” I hissed. “I don’t care for him at all. In fact, he is rather dull. Police officers often are.”

      Eliza laughed, which angered me even further.

      “It’s no use pretending to me, Penelope. I’m your sister and I know you too well.”

      “Let us suppose for a moment that I do appreciate the inspector’s company. And I’m speaking theoretically, of course.”

      My sister gave a solemn nod.

      “I would suggest that spending a number of years living alone may sometimes make another person – who would ordinarily be of no consequence at all – seem rather more appealing than they might be under other circumstances.”

      “My goodness, Penelope, you don’t half mince your words when talking about your feelings! You’re almost as bad as my husband. You’re lonely and have been for some time, and now a dashing detective has entered your life and you have fallen for him.”

      “I’m not lonely and he is not dashing!”

      “But you’ve fallen for him?”

      “And not that either!”

      I pulled out my handkerchief and wiped my brow. I refused to believe that I could be attracted to James. For one thing, he was younger than me, and for another he was engaged to be married. The incident in the cab had been nothing but a moment of weakness. Perhaps a moment of loneliness. It would never happen again.

      “I must return home now, Ellie. I plan to do some work on Father’s papers this evening.”

      “Of course.”

      “I bought a tin of Peek Freans biscuits, did I tell you? I’ve eaten all the biscuits, but I keep the tin on my writing desk. It gives me something new to remember him by. This is more than just writing a book, isn’t it?”

      “Is it?”

      “Each evening I sit down to read something he’s written or look at one of his sketches and I feel closer to him. Closer perhaps than I ever did when he was with us. Reading his words gives me a sense of how much he adored his plants and his travels.”

      “I have no doubt that he did. More than his own wife and daughters, I should say.”

      “Oh no, I don’t agree. I’m sure he loved us and Mother even more so. But when I read his work I find his enthusiasm and excitement almost enchanting.”

      “Have you read everything he wrote Penelope?”

      “No, not yet. He wrote so much, didn’t he?”

      “Yes indeed. I haven’t read everything yet either, but a few of his diary entries are not quite so enchanting.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. Father must have experienced dull days just like the rest of us.”

      “That’s not quite what I meant, Penelope.”

      “What did you mean?”

      “I’ll let you continue with your reading and you will discover it for yourself.”

      “To what are you referring, Ellie?”

      “Just continue reading, Penelope. Read everything and then tell me what you think.”

      

      Back at my lodgings, I made myself a cup of cocoa, sat by the fire and read some more of my father’s diary entries. I read them more thoroughly this time, searching the words for any clues to what Eliza had alluded to earlier that evening.

      

      I travelled by mule from the Lebrija River to Bucaramanga, and from thence along a pleasant valley of sugar cane, coffee and tobacco to the small town of Piedecuesta, where the local people make cigars and straw hats. I collected some specimens of Epidendrum Atropurpureum, which grows plentifully here, and continued my journey along a narrow mule track up to La Mesa de Los Santos, a plain 6,000 feet above the level of the sea.

      Here the mighty condor can be seen, the span of its wings reaching up to ten feet. I observed one soaring without a beat of its wings for the best part of half an hour. Cattleya Mendelii is to be found on the vertiginous rock faces which descend from this great plain. I have heard of orchid hunters dangling natives on ropes over these precipices in order to retrieve the beautiful specimens.

      Unwilling to risk the life or limb of myself or any other man, I rode on to Los Santos and then Curiti, where the last portion of my journey was completed on foot. Before long, I came across a profusion of rose-coloured Cattleya Mendelii among the ferns and bromeliads. After constructing a makeshift basket out of twigs, I collected as many plants as I could and prayed that at least a dozen would survive the heat of the journey back to the river.

      

      I still felt certain that my father’s final visit had been to the falls of Tequendama. His diaries and drawings had been discovered by a search party in a hut not far from the falls.

      I would need to return to the reading room and once again examine the map which Mr Edwards had found for me. La Mesa de Los Santos sounded like a magical place to me and I pictured my father there watching the soaring condor. I closed my eyes and wished I could have been there to share the sight with him.

      What had Eliza meant? And why had she refused to tell me?
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      “We need to continue with our reporting on St Giles’ Rookery.” Mr Sherman strode around the newsroom as he talked. “The interview with the Earl of York – what a wonderful name! – was extremely popular with our readers. The men were even talking about it in the Turkish baths yesterday evening.”

      “High praise indeed,” said Edgar.

      “I detect a fashion for slum stories,” continued Mr Sherman. “I suppose it began with The Bitter Cry of Outcast London last year, and the public’s appetite for such tales shows no sign of waning. I have heard tell that some journalist is disguising himself as a slum dweller and going to the trouble of spending nights in the dosshouses.”

      “Slummers,” piped up Frederick.

      “What?”

      “That’s what they call people who go sightseeing in the slums. They wear common clothes and mingle with the inhabitants. A rather grimy experience, I suspect.”

      “Slummers. So that’s what they call them, eh? There is great interest in these abysmal places these days.”

      “I’ve come across a lady who organises tours of St Giles,” I added. “I saw her showing people around and I’m told that she charges quite a bit for the experience.”

      “A friend of mine is a regular slummer,” said Frederick. “So much so that he has fathered a child with a gingerbread seller in Whitechapel.”

      “Is that so?” Mr Sherman raised an eyebrow.

      “A chap from Magdalene College, Cambridge! Who would have thought it? Don’t tell his father.”

      “There’s no danger of that, Potter. I have no idea who the chap’s father is.” Mr Sherman turned to face me. “Miss Green, I need an article now which details the daily hell these people are living in. I want to read of dirt, disease and drunkenness. And we need to mention dead infants.”

      “Dead infants?”

      “Have you read The Bitter Cry? There are tales of numerous families sharing one room and a dead infant lying in the midst of them.”

      “And pigs,” added Frederick. “They keep pigs in the rooms as well.”

      “Yes, I’ve read it,” I said. “And some of the living conditions described are more horrendous than I could ever have imagined. But I haven’t encountered anything quite as terrible as that in St Giles so far.”

      Although articles on conditions in the slums had informed the public about the plight of people living there, I couldn’t help but think there was an element of gleeful exploitation of their misery on the part of some writers.

      “Keep on looking, Miss Green. I wouldn’t wish for you to be distressed, of course, but if you can write about something which instils horror in our readers then your article will be all the better for it. Mr Fish, I will need you to work undercover.”

      Edgar’s brow furrowed. “Me?”

      “Yes. Do what this other chap is doing and disguise yourself. You must drink in some of the public houses there and sleep in some of the lodging houses.”

      “I’m not sure that—”

      “Mr Fish, as your editor I am ordering you to do so. It needn’t be for long; just long enough to get a good story out of it. See if you can get talking to a gang. I like the sound of this rival gang the Earl of York mentions in his interview. Remind me what they’re called, Miss Green.”

      “The Daly Boys.”

      Edgar looked at me then back at Mr Sherman, his mouth opening and closing several times. “But I’m not sure I’m suitable—”

      “Of course you are, man! You’re a news reporter!”

      “But I’m supposed to be working on the General Gordon story.”

      “Hand it over to Purves.”

      “The gangs are dangerous, Mr Sherman,” I said.

      “Well you managed to speak to one of them without any problems, Miss Green. I’m sure Mr Fish can do the same.”

      “Ed Keller is unpleasant.”

      “I can imagine he is, but you made it out of there alive, didn’t you? You got the story and that’s all that matters.”

      Mr Sherman was interrupted by a knock at the newsroom door.

      “Come in!” he exclaimed. “Why, Inspector Blakely! What brings you here?”

      I hadn’t seen James since the mortifying incident in the cab. My heart began to thud furiously and I bent my head over the typewriter, trying to hide my face as best I could.

      “Good morning, Mr Sherman,” said James. “I have more news on the St Giles killer.”

      I felt him glance at me and knew that it would be churlish to ignore him. I looked up and gave him a meek smile. He took off his hat and smoothed his hair. He appeared more handsome to me than he ever had before. His suit was grey with a subtle check and he was wearing the star-shaped tie pin once again.

      I cursed myself silently and busied myself with pressing the keys on the typewriter.

      “Not another murder?” said Mr Sherman.

      “No, but a rather odd letter. It mentions someone whom Miss Green may know. Please may I ask her about it?”

      “Of course,” Mr Sherman replied.

      A messenger boy barged into the room with a telegram and thrust it into the editor’s hand.

      “Thank you, boy. My apologies, Inspector, I must deal with this. Please discuss the letter with Miss Green and I shall return shortly.”

      As Mr Sherman left the room, James cleared his throat, pulled up a chair next to mine and sat down. The scent of his cologne reminded me of the moment in the cab when I had kissed him. I sat stiffly in my seat and wished I could have been anywhere but there.

      “Hello Penny. How are you?”

      “I’m very well thank you, Inspector.”

      I steeled myself to look at him, then grinned widely, aware that my expression was far from genuine.

      “The sling has finally gone!” he said with a smile.

      “Yes. Hurrah!”

      “I read your interview with Ed Keller. You took a big risk speaking to him, but the article was very insightful. How was he with you?”

      I felt my stomach turn. “He relished the idea of being interviewed.”

      “I’m sure he did. He thinks rather highly of himself.”

      “I think you should treat him as a suspect.”

      “Did he let anything slip?”

      “Not overtly, but he ignored my questions about Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans. He is adamant that Jack was killed by a rival gang and that Mr Larcombe was killed by a customer with whom he had argued. But by suggesting that other people are responsible, he could be trying to deflect attention from himself.”

      “It’s possible.”

      “It’s more than possible. I think it’s extremely likely. He admitted that he’d fallen out with both Jack and Mr Larcombe in the past.”

      “Is that a motive, do you think?”

      “Of course it is. I’ve given it a lot of thought since I met him and I’m certain he must be responsible for the murders. He’s an objectionable man.” I felt a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “He is indeed. I know E Division have had a number of dealings with him. I’ll investigate further.”

      “You must! Will you speak to him today?”

      I gave him an imploring look and his expression was puzzled, as if he were wondering what I hadn’t told him about Keller.

      “I’ll try to. In the meantime, here’s the letter I mentioned.” He unfolded it and smoothed it out on the desk next to the typewriter. “It arrived at Scotland Yard this morning and is signed Adam D.V. again.”

      

      What a turnout for the funeral, and all because of me! It’s flattering to finally have everyone’s attention. It is also rather pleasing to see Mrs Baxter learning her lesson.

      

      Adam D.V.

      

      “He was at Mr Larcombe’s funeral?” My heart felt as though it had leapt up into my throat. “But how strange! Why would he do that? That’s peculiar behaviour. Anyone could have seen him. I might have seen him! I didn’t attend the service, but I mingled with the crowds outside the church before Mr Larcombe’s burial at Kensal Green. I didn’t notice anyone acting suspiciously.”

      “Why would you? I think our man might be quite adept at blending in with the crowd. And this letter cannot be construed as firm evidence that he attended the funeral. He may have simply heard that many people turned up.”

      “The name Mrs Baxter is familiar,” I said.

      “She is Mr Larcombe’s sister. Have you come across her?”

      “Yes, I think I saw her at the inquest, and she’s the same lady who organises the slum tours, isn’t she?”

      I recalled the wide-faced woman with copper eyes whom Martha and I had encountered. “I didn’t realise she was Mr Larcombe’s sister; no one had told me that. What does Adam mean when he says that she’s learning her lesson? Does he feel that she is deserving of her grief?”

      “It’s possible. I was hoping that if you knew her you might have some idea. This letter may be a hoax, but I’ll go and show it to Mrs Baxter all the same and find out if she knows who this Adam is. Perhaps she spoke to him at the funeral or can tell us about an argument she’s had with him. He appears to bear some animosity towards her. She lives in Clerkenwell and I’ve already alerted G Division, who are sending officers to her home. I should get over there now. If this letter is from the murderer, it seems that Mrs Baxter is familiar with him. And it’s a fair bet that Mr Larcombe also knew him.”

      “Why’s he doing this?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      James stood up and put his hat on.

      “I wonder if Ed Keller was at Mr Larcombe’s funeral,” I said. “He must have been.”

      “I’ll find out.”

      We held each other’s gaze for a moment and I wanted to apologise to him for my behaviour in the cab. I wanted to reassure him that it would never happen again, but with Edgar and Frederick in the room it was impossible to say anything of the sort.

      “Good luck, James.”
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      I worked in the reading room that afternoon and asked Mr Edwards for the map of Colombia once again.

      “Is your friend missing the library?” he whispered as he unrolled the map across my desk.

      “I don’t think so. I’ve had to do some of his work for him, which he’s rather happy about. And he isn’t a personal friend of mine. We just happen to work for the same newspaper.” I felt the need to distance my association with Edgar and the altercation that had happened there a few weeks previously. “Hopefully his reading ticket will be reissued soon.”

      “I doubt it,” said Mr Edwards, pushing his spectacles up his nose. “The Head Librarian doesn’t like fighting in the reading room.”

      “Do you think La Mesa de Los Santos would be marked on this map?”

      We spent a moment looking for it.

      “I think it’s near Bucaramanga,” I added.

      Mr Edwards wafted his forefinger over the map as he searched it. “There’s Bucaramanga.” He planted his finger on it and I noticed that his nails were neatly manicured.

      “Ah yes, it’s a number of miles northeast of Bogota. Quite far from the Tequendama Falls, then, which are just south-west of Bogota. I’m finding it quite difficult to track my father’s movements during his final journey.”

      “What was the name of the first place you were looking for? Santos something?”

      “La Mesa de Los Santos. Apparently, it’s beautiful there and I should like to know where it is.”

      “I should think that much of Colombia is beautiful. The name has such an agreeable sound to it.”

      I began to feel reassured that Mr Edwards had forgiven me for associating with the type of men who got themselves into fights in the reading room.

      “Would you like me to find out more about Mesa, La Mesa, Santos la Mesa – however it’s said – for you?”

      “Let me write it down for you.” I tore a page from my notebook and spelt out the name. “And thank you, Mr Edwards. If you could find a mention of it in any of the books on Colombia that would be extremely helpful. Oh, and the Tequendama Falls. Let me write that name down as well.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Green.” He took the piece of paper from me and smiled.

      Loud muttering from the other side of the room distracted us and we both turned to see what was happening. Readers were supposed to remain quiet and, although some whispering was sometimes tolerated, any noise above that level was prohibited, as I had already discovered.

      I could see people getting up and going over to speak to others. A few people left the room abruptly.

      “Something’s happened,” I said.

      “I shall go and ask them to lower their voices.”

      He walked off and I watched him speaking to the group for a moment. But instead of returning to their desks, a number of people entered into conversation with Mr Edwards. My curiosity got the better of me, so I stood up from my seat and walked over to join them.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “Another murder,” said Mr Edwards with a grim expression on his face.

      I felt a heavy sensation in my stomach.

      “Not again. In St Giles?”

      “Not this time. It happened near King’s Cross,” said a man with bushy whiskers and a bald head.

      “I must go.” I cried.

      I dashed back to my desk, packed away my papers as quickly as I could, left the museum and hailed a cab on Great Russell Street.

      “Not ’eard nothin’ abaht a murder,” said the cab driver.

      “Can you take me to King’s Cross?”

      He nodded and I climbed into the cab. I pulled the collar of my jacket up to keep warm and reminded myself not to be too hasty in making any assumptions about this murder.

      Perhaps it had been committed by a separate perpetrator under altogether different circumstances. Perhaps someone had met with an accident which had been mistakenly reported as murder.

      I prayed that the man who called himself Adam hadn’t struck again.

      The cab made good progress until Gray’s Inn Road, where the traffic was blocked by a brewer’s cart unloading barrels.

      I could hear the cab driver hollering at him: “Why don’t yer block up the ’ole road while yer at it?”

      The man unloading the barrels replied with a derogatory comment about the cabbie’s parentage and a torrent of profanity was hurled back at him.

      All around me, horses, carts and carriages were at standstill. Even the horse-drawn tram couldn’t get through and its driver knew curse words I had never heard before and almost drew a blush from my cheeks. I lifted up the hatch in the roof and handed the cabbie my fare.

      “I’ll walk from here.”

      I walked up Gray’s Inn Road and it soon became apparent that it wasn’t just the brewer’s cart that was stopping the traffic. Ahead of me, I saw people standing in the road as more impatient drivers tried to make their way round them. People were gathered around the junction with Acton Street and I pushed my way through to see what was happening.

      “Press!” I called out, waving my card in the air. “Let me through!”

      It made little difference, but it did give me an excuse to push and shove. At the end of Acton Street, I reached a line of bobbies who were trying to keep people back.

      “Miss Green from the Morning Express.” I showed one of the constables my card. “Is Inspector Blakely here?”

      He turned his nose up, clearly reluctant to allow a reporter through his barricade, but his reaction reassured me that James was already on the scene.

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “Yes.”

      The lie allowed me to walk past him and up the hilly street to Percy Circus: a circle of well-to-do townhouses arranged around a pleasant, wooded rotunda. Five streets radiated out from the circus and I could see that each had been blocked off by the police to prevent public access. The rotunda was encircled by railings with a small gap forming an entrance. The presence of a constable at the entrance suggested that the murder had taken place within the wooded rotunda.

      I shuddered and took my pencil and notebook from my bag to demonstrate that I was there on press business. A number of constables stood speaking to people in the doorways of their homes and press reporters were busy scribbling away in their notebooks. The sound of sobbing drifted towards me and I saw two women sitting on the steps leading up to a house, one comforting the other.

      I walked up to the entrance of the rotunda.

      “Can I help you?” asked the young, chubby-faced constable.

      “I’m looking for Inspector Blakely.”

      “He’s in there.”

      I stepped forward, but he blocked my way.

      “No, you ain’t goin’ in. Wait for ’im ’ere.”

      I tried to peer through the railings and between the trees, but all I could see were a few men in dark coats.

      The weak sunshine found its way through the clouds and the street was eerily quiet apart from the sound of the woman’s sobbing.

      “Penny.”

      I turned to see James walking out from the rotunda. His face was pale and solemn. He passed the constable and joined me.

      “How are you?” I asked. I felt no embarrassment seeing him now that there was something far more serious for us to work on.

      “I’ve been better. We came here to speak to Mrs Baxter, but it seems someone else got here before us.”

      “She’s the victim?” My knees felt weak. “It’s him again, isn’t it?”

      “Sadly, yes.” James rubbed his brow. “I should have come here as soon as I received that letter. I was foolish not to. It was obvious she was to be the next victim, wasn’t it?”

      “No, I don’t think it was obvious. There was a strong possibility that the letter might have been a hoax.”

      “It wasn’t a hoax though, was it? I should have treated it more seriously.” His face was flushed with colour and he spoke through clenched teeth.

      “Don’t blame yourself, James.”

      “At the moment I do, I’m afraid. The killer gave us fair warning and now he’s vanished again and we have no hope of finding him.”

      “You’ll find him.”

      “We had better do so. You don’t want to see what he’s done to that poor woman in there.”

      He pointed back at the trees and I felt a lurch of nausea as I thought of Mrs Baxter with her copper-coloured eyes, wearing a colourful feathered hat and talking to the slummers in St Giles.

      How could she be dead?

      “No one should suffer in that way,” said James.

      He took his handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face. I reached out and touched his arm. I wanted to reassure and comfort him, but briefly touching his arm was all I could do. I withdrew my hand and readied myself with my notebook and pencil.

      “What have you found out so far?”

      “Mrs Baxter lived in Holford Place, about fifty yards from here. Her husband says she left the house to go on a shopping trip and was walking down to King’s Cross Road, where she planned to take the tram. It was something she did every Friday. Somehow, our man apprehended her between her home and Percy Circus, and has taken her into the trees, where he has cut her throat. He may have forcibly taken her there, but I’m inclined to think she willingly went with him because no one heard any cries for help.

      “The police surgeon has estimated her time of death at between midday and half after one o’clock. She was found by a neighbour, who noticed what she thought was a bundle of clothing left among the trees. The killer has left a bloodstained coat and pair of gloves at the scene, presumably because he didn’t want to be seen wearing them after he left. This is a brazen attack in the middle of a pleasant place such as this, and just around the corner from King’s Cross police station!”

      “In daylight. This is the first murder in daylight, isn’t it? He’s taking more chances. Someone must have seen something.”

      “They will have. We’re getting as many witness statements as we possibly can.”

      “Where did he go? Where is he now?” I shivered.

      “Probably as far away from here as he could get.”

      I thought about the killer’s most recent letter.

      “If he attended Mr Larcombe’s funeral, he might also attend the next one,” I said.

      “That’s a good point. I’ll ensure that there’s a good police presence at Mrs Baxter’s funeral in case he decides to put in an appearance. It’s a strange thought that the killer should attend the funeral of his victim, but I suppose we already know we’re dealing with a strange man.”

      “It could be Ed Keller, couldn’t it? Someone must have seen the killer around here. If the description of him is even remotely similar to that of Ed then he must be arrested. Did you manage to discover what Winston Nicholls told Tom Clifford about having seen the murderer after Mr Larcombe was killed?”

      “I found Tom to be rather nebulous on the matter.”

      “Does that mean Winston didn’t see the murderer? One of them must have made the story up. I wonder which.”

      “And look who’s approaching now,” said James, looking over my shoulder. “Speak of the devil and he will appear.”

      I turned to see Tom Clifford and Winston Nicholls approaching us.

      “Nicholls has an unusually keen interest in the case, doesn’t he?” said James. “I’ve lost count of all the letters he’s sent to Scotland Yard.”

      Tom strode up and greeted us. “Inspector Blakely and Miss Green. One rarely seen without the other.” He cackled. “And Larcombe’s sister, eh? Someone’s clearly got a grudge against the family.”

      “What does this mean for the investigation, Inspector?” asked Winston, the brim of his black felt hat shielding his eyes.

      “It means G Division is now involved in the case, along with E Division and the Yard. We have a lot of men working on this now.”

      “And still no idea who did it?”

      “We’re gathering as much information as we can.”

      “I’m convinced enough of one man’s guilt, that’s for sure. What are you doing about Reuben O’Donoghue? I put it in a letter to you detailing his involvement.”

      “He was arrested, as you know, Mr Nicholls, but we have witnesses who saw him at the time of Jack Burton’s murder and he cannot have been in two places at the same time.”

      “You have witnesses who saw him and yet no witnesses who saw what happened to the boy? It makes no sense to me, Inspector. I think you’re protecting him.”

      “I have no interest in protecting Mr O’Donoghue. My only interest is in catching this killer before he strikes again.”

      “Clifford tells me you have received letters,” said Winston.

      “We have quite a number now, including those from yourself, Mr Nicholls.”

      “Letters from the killer as well?”

      “Given the nature of what has happened here today, I have no wish to make the contents of the letters public. They form an important part of our investigation.”

      “Does she get to see them?” asked Winston, nodding in my direction without actually looking at me.

      “I am not prepared to divulge any more, Mr Nicholls.”

      “Of course she’s read them!” scoffed Tom. “Inspector Blakely and Miss Green have a close friendship.”

      He gave me an unpleasant leer as his jaw worked on a piece of tobacco.

      “Please excuse me, gentlemen, but I need to continue with my work. Today is certain to be a long one, as you can imagine.”

      “Same goes for us all, Inspector,” said Winston.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m investigating this case myself.”

      “Thank you for your offer of assistance, Mr Nicholls, but this is a matter for the police.”

      “I’m now working as a private detective.”

      “Are you indeed? I thought you were a clerk. Where did you gain your credentials to become a detective?”

      Winston removed his hat and prodded a finger into his damp hair. “My credentials are in here. Sleuthing is an innate skill.”

      “If you say so, Mr Nicholls.”

      On an easier day, James would probably have been amused by the man’s delusions.

      “I wish you the best of luck with your detective work,” he continued.

      Then his expression turned stormy and he pointed his finger at Winston. “However, let me warn you now that misleading, obstructing or otherwise interfering with a police investigation is a punishable offence. For the benefit of the poor victims, I suggest you leave well alone. And if you, Tom Clifford, print anything else fallacious, such as questionable sightings of the murderer, the Yard will not hesitate to speak directly to the editor of The Holborn Gazette.”

      “That’s happened before, hasn’t it, Miss Green? Didn’t the Commissioner of the Yard once have you removed from your job?” goaded Tom.

      “That was a long time ago, and he made a mistake,” I replied. “This is different, Tom. James is warning that the pair of you could endanger the investigation.”

      “We could endanger it, could we?” Tom laughed. “How nice to have such power! Don’t you agree, Winston?”

      I felt my heart pound with anger.

      Winston placed his hat back on his head. “I shall keep you informed of my investigations, Inspector.”

      “Which is more than the inspector will do in return!” added Tom.

      The two men turned and walked away.
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      “‘A man of five feet and eleven inches in height with a black moustache, black silk hat, a black coat, and speckled trousers,’” read Mr Sherman from a copy of The Holborn Gazette. “‘His eyes were wide, green and unblinking.’”

      He paused and glanced at me. “He sounds a tall fellow, and with those eyes you’d think he would be easy for the police to find, wouldn’t you?”

      “I don’t know where Tom Clifford got such a description from,” I replied. “It’s rather different from the ones we’ve published.”

      “Tom’s description sounds more intriguing.” He put his pipe in his mouth.

      “Of course it does. He’s making up facts to sell newspapers.”

      “And he’s working closely with a private detective, I hear.”

      “He’s not a private detective,” I scoffed. “It’s Winston Nicholls, son of Martha Nicholls, who lives in St Giles. When I first met him, he claimed to be working as a clerk, but now he says he’s a detective. He’s been sending Inspector Blakely letters about the case.”

      “As has the murderer, although frustratingly the Yard won’t let us print them.”

      “James is worried in case they cause too much upset. Once people learn that the murderer has attended the funeral of one of his victims and identified the next victim in advance, there’ll be pandemonium. Some people will stay away from the next funeral, fearing for their lives, while many more who had never known Mrs Baxter might descend on it in the hope that they will be able to spot the murderer.”

      “That’s understandable, although it’s still rather frustrating that we can’t print them. The letters must give some clue to the murderer’s identity, surely?”

      “Not a great deal. He calls himself Adam D.V., but the police don’t yet know what the D and the V stand for. The postmarks on his letters are all from the Chapel Place post office on Oxford Street.”

      “So the staff at that post office need to look out for a man who matches the description we’ve published, is that right?”

      “Yes. The description we’ve printed is hopefully reliable. It’s based on the statements of the witnesses Inspector Blakely spoke to.”

      Mr Sherman picked up a copy of The Morning Express and turned to my article on Mrs Baxter’s murder. “‘Jeanette Barnett, who resides at number twelve Holford Place, says she saw a young man walking with Mrs Baxter at ten minutes to midday. He was respectably dressed and five feet nine inches tall. He wore a black top hat and a dark overcoat. Harry McCarthy, who is a milk delivery boy for Armitage Dairies, says he saw a tall man speaking to Mrs Baxter at midday. The man wore a brown woollen coat and had fair-coloured whiskers.’ We do know that this chap’s called Adam though, don’t we?”

      “It’s unlikely to be his real name. But whoever he is, we can be sure that he knew Mrs Baxter because he identified her in his letter and she seems to have willingly spent time in his company. Not only was she seen talking to him, but she appears to have entered the rotunda in Percy Circus without putting up any resistance. No one reported hearing or seeing signs of an argument or struggle between them.”

      Had Mrs Baxter known Ed Keller? Would she have walked into the wooded area alongside him without concern?

      I wondered if he had been arrested yet.

      Mr Sherman sighed and folded up the newspaper. “I don’t envy the police in this case. It’s a hard nut to crack, but there hasn’t been a great deal of progress, has there? This Adam fellow must be amused by the force’s lacklustre efforts so far.”

      “They’re doing their best. Have you read what Winston Nicholls has said about the police in The Holborn Gazette?”

      I picked up the newspaper, turned to the article and read out: “‘“Once again, Londoners have been left reeling by another horrific attack,” said private detective, Mr Winston Nicholls. “There is no telling where the killer might strike next and people cannot sleep in their beds at night until this man is caught.” Frustrated by the lack of police progress with the investigation, Mr Nicholls believes he will soon have the killer snared. Perhaps our gratitude will not be due to the Metropolitan Police, but to the singular efforts of one brave man in tracking down this murderous brute.’”

      “Oh dear,” said Mr Sherman. “I wonder whether Inspector Blakely has read that yet.”

      “I hope not.”

      “Good luck to this private detective fellow,” Frederick piped up. “Hopefully he’ll be the next victim!”

      “Let’s stop short of ill will against the man, shall we?” said Mr Sherman, puffing out a cloud of pipe smoke. “This article angers me as much as it does you, and Clifford’s only written it because he feels excluded from the investigation. Why else would he team up with a lunatic who, out of nowhere, considers himself an expert sleuth? It would be funny if it wasn’t so damn worrying. We’re losing readers to the Gazette and I’m worried this trickle will become a stream and then a river if we don’t do something about it. Miss Green, I want you to interview the husband, Mr Baxter, about the loss of his wife and brother-in-law.”

      “I can’t imagine he will want to speak to me at this time.”

      “Of course he won’t, but I need you to be insistent with him, Miss Green! Don’t take no for an answer!”

      “He will no doubt be at Mrs Baxter’s funeral. I could try and find a way to speak to him there rather than calling at his home.”

      “When is the funeral?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Do it tomorrow, then. I know the man is upset, but tell him that a few words from him in our newspaper will remind people to be on the lookout for the killer.”

      “As if anyone needs reminding,” said Frederick.

      Mr Sherman left the newsroom with a familiar slam of the door.

      “By the expression on your face, Miss Green, I’d say you’re less than enamoured with the prospect of interviewing a grieving man at his wife’s funeral!” Frederick laughed.

      “Have you heard from Edgar? How’s he finding his undercover work?”

      “He’s thoroughly miserable!” Frederick laughed again. “He’s been bitten by rats and fleas, and had to rid himself of an infestation of lice. Those lodging houses are crawling with vermin.”

      “Why did we choose this profession, Frederick?”

      “I don’t know, Miss Green. I really don’t know.”
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      A large crowd gathered for Mrs Baxter’s funeral in foggy Myddelton Square. The tower of St Mark’s Church loomed above us, ghostlike, and I felt uneasy as I walked among the mourners, surveying them through the black veil of my mourning hat.

      Could the murderer really be among these people?

      It was easy to spot Martha Nicholls among the crowd in her wide-brimmed hat covered with black ribbons and bows. She was accompanied by her son.

      “I’ve told Winston that I don’t want none of ’is sleuthing while we’re ’ere. We’re mournin’ Mrs Baxter and that’s it. Once ’e’s got an idea in ’is ’ead, yer can’t stop ’im!”

      Martha laughed affectionately, while Winston looked straight past me.

      “’E’s chattin’ to all the reporters now. ’Ave you spoke to ’im?”

      “I have. We saw each other in Percy Circus.”

      “Winston’s workin’ all hours on it, ain’t you Winston?”

      He gave a weak smile by way of reply and said nothing.

      “’Ow did yer get on with the Earl o’ York?” she asked.

      “I managed to interview him.”

      “Did yer? Well, I must say I’m impressed. ’E didn’t try nuffink, did ’e?”

      “Such as what?”

      “Yer know what I mean. ’E tries it on wiv the ladies, or so I’ve ’eard. I tried to warn yer abaht ’im, but yer got outta there alright, so ’e must’ve gone easy on yer.”

      “I was fine, thank you Martha.”

      My skin prickled and I glanced around at the crowd, worried that Ed might appear among the sea of faces.

      

      Inside the church, I found James standing next to the font. He wore a black suit and had dark circles under his eyes.

      “You look tired,” I said.

      “I am, rather. This case is consuming such a lot of my time, and unfortunately it’s coincided with my grandfather’s ill health.”

      “How is he?”

      “Frail. Does anyone here rouse your suspicions?”

      I watched the mourners as they took their places in the pews and recognised a number of them from St Giles. They were easy to identify as their clothing was so threadbare.

      “Everyone looks rather similar when they’re dressed in mourning clothes don’t they? And it’s difficult to recognise the women when they wear veils over their faces. Is Ed Keller here?”

      “No, he’s in the cells at Bow Street.”

      “He’s been arrested?” A grin spread across my face.

      James smiled in return. “I knew that would please you. E Division are currently holding six men, including Ed Keller, and G Division are holding another four. The Home Secretary is taking a keen interest in our progress now and we’re rounding up anyone with the faintest whiff of suspicion about them.

      “Ed Keller’s no stranger to Bow Street station, of course, and they can always find a number of petty charges to hold him on. The crucial business will be finding evidence to connect him to the murders, if there is any. I doubt that he’s literate enough to write the letters.”

      “He may have had someone write them for him.”

      “It’s possible, but it would be risky to have an accomplice who might betray him. He has a habit of falling out with people.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the fact that Ed Keller was behind bars for the time being.

      “So the murderer may not be here at all?”

      “He may be, and he may not be.” James stifled a yawn. “All we can do for now is observe and remain vigilant.”

      

      Mrs Baxter was buried in the churchyard of St Mark’s. As the mourners gathered by the graveside, I surveyed the crowd once again, looking for someone who didn’t appear to fit in. I couldn’t see everyone clearly in the fog, and I wasn’t exactly sure who or what I was looking for.

      Someone with a strange stare or a sinister way about them? Perhaps someone who didn’t appear particularly upset about Mrs Baxter’s death?

      Although my veil obscured my vision slightly, it was a useful means of concealing my prying eyes.

      I saw Reuben O’Donoghue standing a head taller than the mourners around him as we listened to the committal. I had forgotten that he was quite handsome, and as I watched him I struggled to believe the stories I had been told about his violent past.

      Could Winston Nicholls be right about him?

      As the mourners began to depart, I introduced myself to Mr Baxter, a pale-faced, bewildered-looking man with a quivering grey moustache. He didn’t refuse to speak to me; instead, he appeared to be locked in his own grief, indifferent to my presence. He gave brief answers to my questions about his wife and brother-in-law, pausing to wipe his face with a sodden handkerchief a number of times.

      “I’m going to stay with my sister in Weymouth,” he said at the end of our conversation. “I need to leave London and I shan’t be sorry if I never return.”

      

      “Let’s ’ope there ain’t no more,” said Martha Nicholls as she came to say goodbye to me, accompanied by her son and the missionaries. “I don’t want there ter be no more.”

      “All they need to do is arrest O’Donoghue, Ma,” said Winston. “That’ll put an end to this awful business. It’s an outrage that he’s been allowed to attend his victim’s funeral, and looking so pleased with himself at that. I dread to think what he’s planning to do next.”

      “How are you, Miss Green?” asked David Meares.

      It was the first I had seen him and Hugo Hawkins since they had rescued me from Ed Keller.

      “Very well, thank you.”

      I smiled broadly, as if to demonstrate that I was fully recovered from my ordeal.

      “That is good news indeed,” said Hugo kindly. I felt relieved that the missionaries were keeping to their word and had not mentioned the attack to anyone else. “Are you ready, Mrs Nicholls? The carriages are waiting out in the square.”

      “They brought us out ’ere. Ain’t that kind of ’em?” said Martha. “Saves me shoe leather, that does.”

      “We try to help where we can,” said Hugo. “Would you like to join us for prayers in the chapel, Miss Green?”

      “Thank you, but I must get back to Fleet Street if I’m to meet my deadline.”

      I watched the small group leave and felt worried for Martha returning to her cold, dilapidated home in the slum. She deserved better. They all did.

      I was one of the last to leave the churchyard. As I did, I found James standing by the gate smoking a pipe.

      “Tobacco?” I said. “A pipe? Doesn’t the future Mrs Blakely abhor pipe smoke?”

      “Much needed, I’m afraid,” replied James.

      “But doesn’t the odour linger?”

      “It can linger all it likes. Quite frankly, the tobacco will help steady the ship.”

      “Are you all right, James?”

      “No, I’m not all right.” He glowered. “I hoped I would pick up some clues from the funeral today. This is a damned frustrating business. Mrs Baxter shouldn’t have lost her life. I should have stopped him! He sent a letter to the Yard practically telling us what he was about to do! And if he sends another letter saying he was at the funeral today I will find it exceedingly difficult to keep a calm head.”

      “Perhaps he wasn’t here. Perhaps he’s one of the men who’s been arrested.”

      “I hope so, but what if he isn’t? What if he writes another letter taunting us and then murders again? I don’t like this pattern, not one little bit.” He thumped his gloved fist against the gatepost. “I’m supposed to be stopping him! And yet I am no closer to the man than I was when this sorry business first began!”
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      The News of the World was the first newspaper to print Adam’s letters, but the rest of Fleet Street quickly followed suit. I knew James hadn’t wanted the letters published and suspected that CID in E or G Division had shared them with the reporters. The murders had also made the news on the continent and in America. The murder of a middle-class woman in a pleasant district of London had caused many to fear that just about anyone might become the next victim.

      I managed to distract myself for an evening by continuing my work on Father’s letters and diaries. The stove in my lodgings was only small, so I wore an old, thick shawl over my shoulders for warmth. Mr Edwards had kindly found me a book in the reading room that contained some information about La Mesa de Los Santos, and I had made brief notes on its environment and topography.

      Now Tiger was sitting on them atop my writing desk, next to the empty tin of biscuits. ‘Peek, Frean & Co Biscuits, London’ was written beneath a picture of an elephant frolicking in the jungle with a brightly coloured howdah on its back.

      Had the tins my father saw in Bogota carried the same picture? I wondered.

      I read a letter which he had written to my mother in March 1875.

      

      The jaguars are a particular nuisance during the month of March, when the turtles lay their eggs. A jaguar can scoop a turtle out from its shell without even opening it! The natives must keep their cattle in enclosures at night, but even then a jaguar has been known to break in and steal a calf or goat. In a village here, I found six well-armed men willing to take a canoe up from the Santo Domingo wetlands in the direction of the San Lucas mountains, where there are great deposits of gold.

      

      I was interrupted by a knock at my door. Tiger dashed under my bed as I opened it to find my sister and Mrs Garnett standing there, deeply engaged in conversation.

      “Be on the lookout for foreign gentlemen,” said my landlady to Eliza. “Everyone’s saying that only a foreigner could be capable of such murderous behaviour.”

      “What about the man in the mask?”

      “He’s what everyone was talking about a week or so ago, but now they’re saying that he’s a foreigner.”

      “What sort? From Europe or India or Africa?”

      Mrs Garnett shrugged. “I don’t know. He might be a Jew for all we know; perhaps a Polish Jew. Lots of them have a look about them, don’t they? It’s best to avoid any foreign-looking men, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Green? And you would help yourselves, ladies, by not staying out after dark.”

      Her dark eyes were wide and fearful.

      “But Mrs Baxter was murdered in the middle of the day!” said Eliza. “And I arrived here on my bicycle. No man is likely to accost me while I’m on my bicycle, is he?”

      “I should think he would stay well away from your bicycle, Mrs Billington-Grieg.”

      Mrs Garnett sucked her lip disapprovingly as she looked down at Eliza’s divided woollen grey skirt.

      “Hello Penelope,” said Eliza. “I found myself bicycling along Fore Street and thought I would pay you a quick visit. We were just discussing these terrible murders.”

      She removed her bonnet, which, like her jacket, was damp with rain.

      “So I heard.”

      “Any further news on the culprit? What’s the latest from the Yard?”

      “A number of men are under arrest at the moment. Each police department has been rounding up all the petty thieves, drunkards and lunatics in their divisions. I’m sure our streets are safer now than they have been for a long time!”

      I smiled in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      “A friend of my neighbour knew Mrs Baxter. Isn’t it dreadful?” said Eliza. “Especially when you consider that she could have been saved. The killer actually wrote to the police telling them he was about to murder her next!”

      “Disgraceful,” added Mrs Garnett.

      “He didn’t quite say that,” I said. “He mentioned her in the letter, but when the police received it they weren’t sure whether it was a hoax or not.”

      “One can’t take risks with such a letter. He actually wrote her name down! They knew about her!” said Eliza.

      “The police have received a great many letters about the murders,” I replied.

      “They’re overwhelmed, aren’t they? They need more constables to cope with it.”

      “They have so much to do. James is rather frustrated with the lack of progress at the moment, but he’s working as efficiently as possible.”

      “I’m sure he is. But they’re no closer to catching the man, are they? How many people have been killed now? Four? Five?”

      “Mrs Baxter was the fifth victim.”

      “And a respectable lady, too! It’s extremely frightening,” said Mrs Garnett. “Until now, I’ve always slept well at night, safe in the knowledge that murder has a higher incidence among the lower classes. But things have changed now! It could be any of us! There, but for the grace of God, goes Mrs Garnett.”

      She tucked a steel grey curl under her white, cotton bonnet.

      “I wonder whether it’s worth leaving London until he’s caught,” said Eliza.

      “I would go at the drop of a hat,” replied my landlady. “But we have to stay here and make a living, don’t we?”

      “There’s no need to leave London. He’ll be caught very soon,” I said hopefully. “Would you like some sherry, ladies?”

      “I never touch the stuff but I’ll make an exception tonight for medicinal purposes,” said Mrs Garnett, bustling past me into my room.

      Eliza followed, removing her damp tweed jacket. “I think that shawl you’re wearing once belonged to Grandmother, Penelope,” she said. “How it’s survived the moths over the years, I’ll never know.”

      I retrieved the bottle from beneath my bed and poured a measure of sherry out into three tin cups.

      “You haven’t bought yourself any glassware yet?” asked Mrs Garnett, examining a dent in her cup.

      Eliza hung her jacket up by the stove and sat in the chair at my writing desk while Mrs Garnett sat on my bed, wiping her brow with her apron. I knew that there were thousands of people like Mrs Garnett in London worrying about the murderer and where he would strike next. I felt a twinge of anger that one man had been the cause of such anxiety for so many.

      “The chances of any of us becoming victims are extremely slim,” I said, feeling the need to reassure my visitors, even though I felt worried myself. “And although these deaths are regrettable, we can’t allow ourselves to become hysterical about them. Instead, we must focus on catching the man responsible. That’s what Inspector Blakely is working on, along with many other police officers. We must trust in them to do their job.”

      “But it’s taking them a while, isn’t it?” said Eliza, gulping back most of her sherry.

      “What’s your inspector doing about it?” Mrs Garnett asked me.

      “He’s not my inspector.”

      I could see Eliza smiling out of the corner of my eye, but I chose not to look at her.

      “He was in this room once,” said Mrs Garnett.

      “Is that so?” said Eliza.

      “That was not a social visit. It was an important meeting about the Lizzie Dixie case,” I retorted. “And the door was kept open all the time, wasn’t it, Mrs Garnett? And you remained close enough to hear our conversation, did you not?”

      “But what’s he doing about this murderer?”

      “Everything he possibly can: examining the scene of each crime, talking to witnesses, pursuing every new lead, writing reports and all the rest of it.”

      “I like a man who works hard,” said Mrs Garnett wistfully. I noticed that her cup was already empty. “Hercules was always inclined towards lethargy.”

      “Hercules?” Eliza said.

      “My husband. He died twenty years ago and not from overwork, I can assure you. I don’t think the man did twelve labours in his entire lifetime, despite his name!”

      She cackled at her own joke and put her cup to her lips, appearing disappointed when she realised there was nothing left in it.

      “Would you like a drop more sherry, Mrs Garnett?”

      “No, no. That’s quite enough for me.” She stood up slowly. “It’s made me get to thinking about Hercules, and I don’t want to go thinking about him too much.”

      She sucked her lip again and walked over to the door. “No visitors after nine o’clock, Miss Green, remember? Goodnight Mrs Billington-Grieg.”

      Once Mrs Garnett had left the room, Eliza surveyed the papers on my desk. “I see you’re working on Father’s letters,” she said.

      “Yes, I didn’t realise a jaguar could eat a turtle without even opening its shell. In fact, I didn’t realise jaguars ate turtles at all.”

      I poured some more sherry into our cups.

      “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

      “I think I’ve read most of Father’s diaries now and I haven’t yet come across the entries you alluded to.”

      “Which ones?”

      “The ones which you said weren’t as enchanting as the others. I’m still not sure what you could have meant by that.”

      “It’s not worth dwelling on that too much,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You’ll know what I’m talking about as soon as you read it. Do you know which publishers you plan to approach?”

      “Yes, I’ve drawn up a list. We need a publisher who can print Father’s drawings in full colour plates. Wouldn’t that look good? And some maps would be useful too. I find I often need to refer to a map so that I can picture the routes he took. And to think he was doing all this and we had no idea how fascinating his life was. If only he had taken us with him!”

      “If only. It would have been far too dangerous for us, of course.”

      “Perhaps not as dangerous as London with a killer wandering the streets.”

      “Oh, Penelope, stop frightening me! You said yourself that there was little chance of us falling victim to this man. I should go before it gets too late and I find myself being chased by a strange foreigner with a knife.”

      She finished her sherry, stood up and put her jacket on. “This hasn’t dried out at all. Oh well, it will have to do.”

      “Ellie, I can’t help thinking that you’re being evasive.”

      “About what?”

      “About the event I haven’t yet encountered in Father’s diaries.”

      She sighed. “I’ve told you to read it for yourself and then tell me what you think about it. If I describe it to you, there’s a danger that I will colour it with my own opinion on the matter. I’d like to find out what you think of it first.”

      “Can’t you give me a clue?”

      “It’s when he canoes up a river, and I can’t remember which river it is, I’m afraid.”

      She put on her gloves.

      “Father wasn’t perfect. You realise that, don’t you, Penelope?”

      “Of course. No one’s perfect.”

      “Good.” She pulled on her bonnet and tied it firmly under her chin. The bow on her bonnet was limp and wet. “Because I have a growing concern that you think he might have been.”

      “I think he went on some wonderful adventures, and that he was the first person to bring certain varieties of plant to Britain.”

      “Yes, he did some admirable things, but it’s important that we try to remember him for the person he was and not as some idealised individual. When one spends quite a lot of time alone it’s easy to develop a strong attachment to someone.”

      “Ellie, he was our father! Of course I have a strong attachment to him!”

      “Yes, and so do I. Perhaps I’m not explaining this very well. Father is probably dead. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      My throat tightened and I saw that my sister’s eyes were damp.

      “Don’t become too attached to him, Penelope. Remember it’s likely that he spent the best times in his life without us.”

      “How can you say that?” My voice cracked and I felt a hot tear roll down my cheek. “We were his daughters. He loved us and Mother very much. Why are you saying such things, Ellie?”

      She took a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at each eye.

      “I’m just trying to give some perspective on matters. I’m very happy that you’re writing this book about Father, but while you’re doing so, don’t forget to live in the present. You spend a lot of time on your own. Don’t forget that there are people here with you now to whom you can also be attached.”

      She opened the door and looked back at me. Her brown eyes looked just like Mother’s.

      “You don’t have to be alone, Penelope.”
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      “Turner? I think I’ve ’eard the name round ’ere, but can’t fink who it is,” said Martha.

      James and I stood with her in the cold, breezy courtyard, with laundry billowing over our heads.

      “Is ’e a suspect?”

      “Not necessarily,” replied James. “We believe he was at Mrs Baxter’s funeral. You don’t recall seeing anyone you know as Mr Turner being there?”

      She screwed up her face in thought. “I’m gonna ’ave ter think on it. Keep askin’ round ’ere, though. There’ll be someone what knows ’im. Common name ’n’ all. There must be a fair few Turners in these parts.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Nicholls.”

      James’s reply was curt. I could see the tension in his jaw and his brow was more furrowed than usual. What we hadn’t told Martha was that Mr Turner had been mentioned in the latest letter Adam D.V. had sent to Scotland Yard. James was certain it could only mean one thing: that Mr Turner was to be the next victim.

      “What do we do now?” James had asked after showing me the letter. “Tell everyone with the name of Turner to stay in their homes?”

      

      I saw you looking for me when Mrs Baxter was laid to rest. You could have reached her in time, but I think you know that by now. I had a pleasant conversation with Mr Turner, who was polite to me for once.

      

      Adam D.V.

      

      “It’s nice of yer ter visit me, though,” continued Martha. “Hev’ryone’s forgot about St Giles since Mrs Baxter got murdered. We ain’t ’ardly seen no bobbies round ’ere, nor reporters neither. I’m ’opin’ that murderer ain’t botherin’ wiv us no more and ’e’s moved on ter ovver parts o’ London.”

      “Did anyone at Mrs Baxter’s funeral look suspicious to you?” I asked.

      “Nah, didn’t see no one what looked out o’ place. Apart from all the police and reporters, of course. They proberly started suspecting each other! Hev’ryone else looked normal to me. D’yer think the murderer were there?”

      “Anything is possible,” said James.

      “Reuben O’Donoghue were there. P’r’aps it’s ’im? Police ain’t come up with no one better, ’ave they? Yer needs to arrest ’im again, Inspector, and ask ’im some proper questions.”

      “We’ll speak to him again, Mrs Nicholls,” said James. “If you can think of anyone who might harbour a grudge against Mr Larcombe and his sister, you’ll let me know, won’t you? Perhaps someone had an argument with them?”

      “Oh, lotsa people ’ad arguments wiv ’em alright.”

      “Such as who?”

      “I’m gonna ’ave ter think on that one ’n’ all.”

      “Well please do, Mrs Nicholls, and let me know. Please excuse us, we must continue our search for Mr Turner. If you recall anyone with that name, will you please let a constable know or tell them down at Bow Street station?”

      “Will do, Inspector.”

      “Do you think Winston might know a Mr Turner?” I asked Martha.

      “’E might.”

      “Do you know where he is this morning?”

      “I dunno. ’E’s doin’ ’is detective work now, ain’t ’e?”

      “If you see your son, Mrs Nicholls, please can you ask him to speak to us?” said James. “He may well have come across this Mr Turner in the course of his, er, detective work.”

      “Course I will. Oh, I almost forgot.” Martha rummaged in the pocket of her apron and pulled out a small piece of card. “I found this blowin’ across the yard this mornin’.”

      She handed the card to James.

      “It’s dirty, like someone’s trod on it. But I ain’t got no idea who ’e is. Weren’t the letters from someone called Adam?”

      I looked over James’ shoulder at the crumpled card, which read:

      

      
        
        Mr Adam de Vries

        23 Leinster Gardens

        London W2

      

      

      

      I felt my heart miss a beat.

      “Thank you, Mrs Nicholls,” said James. “This is extremely interesting. Do you know this man?”

      “Never ’eard of ’im.”

      We left the courtyard and turned into the street which led to Seven Dials.

      “It could be him!” I exclaimed in a loud whisper. “Adam D.V.! Adam de Vries!”

      “Let’s not leap to conclusions, Penny,” replied James as a broad grin spread across his face, “but this is an encouraging find, indeed. It seems Adam has been rather careless. Oh, look at this.”

      Ahead of us, the cobblestones were covered with little rectangles of white card. I stooped to pick one up.

      “Here are more of them. He’s accidentally dropped them, hasn’t he?”

      James bent down and began to gather them up. “I suspect so. The card case must have fallen out of his pocket, but there’s no sign of it here. It’s likely someone has made off with it, especially if it was a good one and made of silver.”

      We continued gathering up the cards.

      “Or perhaps the card case was picked from his pocket?”

      “Yes! You could be right. The thief could well have taken the case from him and then run along this street emptying the cards as he ran. These ones aren’t particularly muddy or damp, so I shouldn’t think they’ve been on the ground for long. Maybe they were dropped during the night or early this morning. We’re onto him now!”

      We got to our feet and James put the cards in his pocket.

      “I think we need to get to Leinster Gardens now, don’t we?” he said. “Every police division is searching for people by the name of Turner and if we’re quick we might get to Adam before he can reach him.”

      He looked at me, his blue eyes twinkling and his face flushed with excitement. “Are you ready, Penny?”

      My heart began to pound faster still. “I think so!”
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      “The name Leinster Gardens sounds familiar,” I said as the cab made its way through Leicester Square. “I think it’s near where my sister lives in Bayswater.”

      “I should imagine it’s an affluent street,” said James.

      He took one of the cards out of his pocket and examined it. “And a man with a card such as this is likely to be well-to-do. I’ve no idea why someone who lives in such a place would be travelling to St Giles and murdering people.”

      “Perhaps he’s a slummer.”

      “You mean one of those people who likes to visit the slums for the sake of enjoyment?”

      “Yes, and Mrs Baxter organised tours of St Giles, didn’t she? Another of the victims, Mrs O’Brien, used to allow the visitors to look inside her home. Mrs Baxter paid her a tuppence for each visit, Martha told me.”

      “You think the pastime of slumming could provide an explanation? There might be something in that.”

      “Perhaps we can ask Adam de Vries when we see him? I wonder how he’ll receive us.”

      “One can never tell. If the rest of the Metropolitan police force wasn’t so busy looking for Mr Turner, I would have asked a few of the constables to accompany us. With a bit of luck, he’ll come quietly down to the police station at Paddington.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Well, we’ve faced a rather sticky situation together before, haven’t we?”

      “And we were both shot.”

      “Yes, that was rather unfortunate. There’s always a risk when confronting these people, but with a bit of luck there will be house staff present when we call. Possibly even a wife and family. I doubt that he would want to create a scene in front of others. I think it would be best if you were to remain in the cab while I go and see him. I don’t want to put you in danger again.”

      “I won’t be in danger if I’m with you.”

      “Penny, you were shot last time.”

      “The chances of that happening again are rather slim, don’t you think?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      Regent Street was busy and James was growing impatient. He opened the hatch in the roof and called out to the driver: “We’re in a hurry, can’t you take a shortcut? How about going through Berkeley Square and then Grosvenor Square? You’ll get to Park Lane quicker that way, and then we’ll be at Marble Arch before we know it.”

      “You fink I don’t know where I’m goin’?”

      “I have every confidence that you know where you’re going, but I’d like to get there a little quicker if possible. This is urgent police business.”

      I heard the cab driver grumbling as James shut the hatch. We lurched left into a side street and the horse broke out into a trot.

      “Cabmen can’t bear a passenger suggesting another route, can they?” he said. “They always think they know best.”

      James sat back in his seat, so that my shoulder was resting just inches away from his upper arm. Sitting with him in a cab again reminded me of the evening when I had embarrassed myself. The current pause in the conversation finally gave me the opportunity to say something I had been wanting to say for the previous two weeks.

      “James, I haven’t found the chance to apologise.”

      I fixed my eyes on the horse in front of us, too ashamed to look at him. From the corner of my eye, I saw his face turn toward mine.

      “For what?”

      “That evening. In the cab after we’d been to Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese.”

      “Oh that!”

      He chuckled and I finally turned to look at him.

      “What’s so amusing?”

      “I saw a different side to you, Penny.”

      He smiled and his eyes lingered on my face. I turned my attention back towards the horse.

      “You won’t see that side of me again; it was a mistake. It was all a mistake. I want to make that clear.”

      “It sounds as though you’ve been worrying about it. Please don’t. You did nothing wrong.”

      “Did nothing wrong?” I looked at him again. “Of course I did! My behaviour was unladylike, inconsiderate and inappropriate.”

      “I think you’re being rather hard on yourself. You have nothing to apologise for, Penny.”

      “You are engaged to be married and I am a spinster. There are rules regarding how a lady should behave. In fact, I’m not sure it is wholly appropriate for the two of us to be sharing a cab at this moment.”

      “We’re working, Penny!” James laughed. “As I’ve already said, please don’t worry or apologise for your behaviour.”

      “So the embarrassing incident is forgotten about?”

      “If that’s what you wish.”

      The smile left James’ face and I looked back at the horse again.

      The hatch in the roof opened and the cabman yelled down to us: “There’s an ’orse down on Grosv’nor Square. We can sit ’ere ’n’ wait, or ’ave you got any wise ideas about another way ter go?”

      “You’re the cabbie,” replied James curtly. “Can’t you come up with an alternative route?”

      “I would, but I ain’t sure it’s one yer’ll be ’appy with, sir, seein’ as yer know these roads better ’an I do.”

      He slammed the hatch shut and James rolled his eyes.

      

      After passing along the edge of Hyde Park, we turned right into Leinster Terrace and James asked the cabman to stop.

      “I’ll walk from here up to Leinster Gardens,” he said to me. “I’d like to approach the address quietly on foot. Wait here and ask the driver to continue up to Leinster Gardens in about five minutes or so. That should give me enough time.”

      He climbed out of the cab.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, Penny, it’s not safe.”

      “But I might know him from St Giles. The name on his card is likely to be false and he might be someone I’ve spoken to before. I can help you.”

      James checked his watch and sighed. “I don’t think you should come with me, but I also know that there is no use in my trying to argue with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      We asked the cabman to wait for us and walked up the street, which was lined with trees and large, cream, stuccoed houses with elaborate porches. A cold wind whipped around us and I heard the rumble and whistle of a train, although I couldn’t see where the railway line was.

      “The trains must come through here between Praed Street and Bayswater stations,” said James. “I suspect there is an uncovered piece of track between the houses somewhere in order for us to have heard the engine that clearly.”

      We walked only a short distance further before I stopped. There was a heavy, sinking sensation in my chest.

      “Of course,” I said. “That is why I’ve heard of this street before.”

      “Why?”

      We had reached number twenty Leinster Gardens.

      “We’re almost there. Someone is playing a trick on us.”

      “A trick? Penny, what are you talking about?”

      “Come and look at the number which Adam claims to live at.”

      We reached the house and looked up at its smart front door with cream painted columns either side of it.

      “A trick? I don’t see what you mean. This is Mr de Vries’ house, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not. No one lives here. Look at the windows.”

      “You can’t see into them, they’re blackened out.”

      “Exactly, and the same with number twenty-four next door. Look. And there are no steps down to the basement. These houses are just a façade.”

      The porches, windows, balustrade and railings were exactly the same as those adorning the other houses on the street, but I remembered now that these were not proper homes.

      James looked down at the card again. “Twenty-three Leinster Gardens. Yes, this is the right place. Just a façade, you say. But why?”

      “For the railway line. That train we heard passed through a tunnel beneath our feet here, and there’s a cutting on the other side of this façade.”

      “Well, I’m staggered.”

      “I remember reading about it. When the railway line was built, numbers twenty-three and twenty-four of Leinster Gardens had to be demolished to make way for it. It was decided that they would retain the façade of the demolished houses so as not to spoil the whole street.”

      James stood staring at the counterfeit houses in front of us, his shoulders slumped. “I’ll be blowed. We’ve been fooled! Mr de Vries is playing games with us. He purposefully sent us out on a wild goose chase to Bayswater. He dropped those cards on purpose, and we fell for it!” James pulled one of the cards from his pocket and scrunched it up in his fist. “I should have known it wasn’t a proper address on the card!”

      “How could you have known?”

      “I work for the Metropolitan Police. I should know these things about London! And I should have been suspicious the moment he left a card lying around with his address on. He obviously wasn’t going to lead us to his home, was he?”

      “We weren’t to know. We had to come and investigate the address, didn’t we?”

      “I don’t like being played for a fool!” James spun round angrily and called out to the street: “Mr de Vries! Are you here, Mr de Vries? Are you watching us? Come out of hiding, you coward!”

      Everything was silent except for the whipping of bare tree branches in the wind.
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      “So who are we looking for?” snarled James as the cab took us back along Bayswater Road. “It’s unlikely that his name is truly Adam, and he certainly doesn’t live in Leinster Gardens. He could be five feet and nine inches tall or five feet and eleven inches tall. Or somewhere in-between. He wears dark clothing and a dark hat. Most witnesses say he’s fair-haired, although some say he’s dark-haired. He may have a moustache and he may not. Does he wear a mask? Or is someone entirely unconnected wearing the mask? I’m feeling lost, Penny, truly I am. Do you mind if I smoke?”

      I shook my head and he took out his pipe.

      “Witnesses seem rather tricky to rely on,” I said. “If you see a man briefly and are then asked to recall some hours later how tall he was, how do you decide by how much five feet eight inches differs from five feet nine? And if it’s dark, how is it possible to discern the colour of a man’s hair? I think we should concern ourselves less with what the man looks like and consider instead why he has targeted the victims he has targeted. He must have known Mr Larcombe and Mrs Baxter because he planned for both their murders. So what was it that made him behave so violently toward them? Was it an act of revenge?”

      “They may have upset him in some way.”

      “They must have done. I think it would pay to undertake some more rigorous questioning of the victims’ families and friends to find out who each might have made an enemy of before their deaths.”

      “In theory, E and G Division are doing just that. The trouble is that Mr Larcombe, in particular, made an enemy of so many people.”

      James lit his pipe and inhaled deeply.

      “But we must already know the killer, don’t you think?” I said. “He has a good knowledge of St Giles and he must be good at blending in with the crowd as he’s been able to attend the funerals of several victims without arousing any suspicion. He’s literate, because he is able to write letters, and the quality of his writing suggests a good level of education, unless he has someone else to write the letters for him.”

      “We shouldn’t rule it out, I suppose. He clearly enjoys taunting us and seems to enjoy the hysteria he has created across the city. Are those three bobbies I see running?”

      He leant forward out of the cab door to get a closer look at the three constables in their distinctive blue uniforms running from Bayswater Road into Hyde Park. James sat back and lifted the roof hatch.

      “Driver, follow those police officers! I want to find out what the commotion is.”

      “Perhaps they’re chasing a thief?” I suggested.

      “It’s quite unusual to see three officers running in that manner. And look at this traffic!”

      The cab waited for a gap in the long procession of horses and carriages so that we could turn right onto the carriageway that ran through the park.

      “We’re going to lose sight of them if we have to sit here much longer!” I said.

      The cab eventually found space to turn into Hyde Park and James opened the roof hatch again.

      “Faster!” he ordered. “I need to catch up with them!”

      The driver flicked the horse with his whip and it broke out into a fast trot.

      James leant over the door of the cab, trying to catch sight of the constables.

      “There they are! On the path over there! And it looks like they’ve been joined by some officers from the Royal Parks Constabulary now. Once we’ve got ahead of them I’ll ask the driver to stop and then I’ll speak to them.”

      “And what if it’s nothing?”

      “How can it be nothing?” James snapped. “Something isn’t right.”

      “James, I know you’re angry that Adam keeps evading you, but don’t you think chasing these police officers is a step too far? I don’t see how they can be of any help to us.”

      James turned to face me and I didn’t like the glimmer of rage in his eyes.

      “Have you any idea what it feels like to have the weight of this case on your shoulders, Penny? Five people are dead and I’m no closer to finding the brute than I was four weeks ago. And to worsen matters, he is determined to taunt us by sending us letters and leaving his visiting card, which has directed us to a false address. He’s playing games with us and he’s winning. The public is terrified and the press is full of nothing but disdain. Yes, that’s your lot.”

      He pointed a finger at me and I shrank back from him. This was not the man I knew. He was talking to me as if I were someone else entirely.

      “It’s very easy for the press to point out where we’re going wrong, but I defy anyone to get this right. Anyone!”

      “I saw what he did,” I said quietly. “I saw the boy murdered.”

      I could feel tears building behind my eyes and tried my best to keep them back.

      “So you’ve seen what we’re dealing with. This man is a monster. He needs to be caught. Therefore, don’t question me about why I should want to speak to a group of police officers I see running through Hyde Park!”

      He opened the hatch. “Stop here, driver! That’ll do. Open the doors for me.”

      I watched James as he ran from the cab. Then I removed my spectacles and wiped my eyes with my handkerchief.

      

      I didn’t have long to wait before James returned. He strolled briskly up to the cab with a firm scowl on his face. I heard him speak to the driver and then he leapt back into the seat beside me.

      “Another murder,” he said breathlessly, “and I’ll bet you it’s our poor friend Mr Turner.”

      The horse broke into a trot again as we drove across the bridge over The Serpentine.

      I felt my stomach churn. “Where?”

      “Royal Avenue in Chelsea. B Division has sent a telegram to the neighbouring divisions requesting help. Apparently, the crowds are getting out of control down there.”
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      On reaching Chelsea, we found King’s Road blocked by people, so we made the remainder of our journey on foot. A line of bobbies had been tasked with keeping the crowds out of Royal Avenue, an attractive broad street with smart houses overlooking a strip of lime and plane trees. The constables let James and me pass, and at the far end of the avenue I could see the distant portico of the Royal Hospital.

      “Is Ed Keller still being held by E Division?” I asked.

      “I believe so.”

      “If he is, then he can be ruled out as a suspect, I suppose.”

      The wind blew up the avenue as we walked towards a group of constables gathered about halfway down. The victim was someone of reasonable wealth judging by the appearance of the house, which stood four storeys high with a balcony, window boxes on each sill and a shiny black door. A horse and covered carriage stood outside the property and I guessed that it was waiting to take the victim’s body to the mortuary.

      A wide man with red whiskers and wearing a dark grey suit introduced himself as Inspector Dunleath of B Division CID.

      James shook his hand. “Inspector Dunleath, this is Miss Green from the Morning Express. You don’t mind a reporter being here, do you?”

      Inspector Dunleath shrugged. “No escaping them really, is there?”

      He gave me a smile then blew his nose into a large blue handkerchief.

      “Who’s the victim?” asked James.

      “Mr Albert Turner. Forty-seven years of age. A lawyer. He lived here with his wife, although she wasn’t present at the time of the murder. He had his throat cut in the drawing room.”

      “Who did it?”

      “A guest.”

      The inspector handed James a visiting card, which looked painfully familiar.

      “I knew it,” said James. “Penny, look at this.”

      “Adam de Vries again,” I said. “Inspector, you must have a good description of him from the person who admitted him to the house. Who answered the door?”

      “The parlour maid,” he replied. “She’s speaking to my colleague at this present moment. She’s rather distressed, as you can imagine. All the staff are extremely upset.”

      I took my notebook and pencil from my bag and began to take notes.

      “Mr Turner’s throat was cut?” asked James.

      “Yes, and it made a terrible mess.”

      “Was Adam de Vries known to him?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to establish. He must have had a justifiable reason for agreeing to see the man when he called round. We’ll find out from the maid on what business Mr de Vries was attending.”

      “Has she given a description of Mr de Vries?”

      “So far we know that he was about five feet ten inches tall and had fair hair. He was twenty-eight years of age or thereabouts.”

      “Whiskers?” I probed.

      “The maid hasn’t mentioned any.”

      Inspector Dunleath paused to sneeze, before blowing his nose again. “The butler also saw Mr de Vries, so we are interviewing him as well.”

      “And none of the staff were able to apprehend the attacker?” James interjected.

      “They tell us it all happened too quickly. Mr Turner was attacked within minutes of Mr de Vries being admitted into the drawing room. The parlour maid had gone to the kitchen to fetch tea and she discovered Mr Turner on the floor of the room when she returned with the tea tray. Mr de Vries had already left the room and she found him in the hallway. She hurried after him, but he dashed off out of the front door. He left his hat behind on the hallway table.”

      “Ah, interesting! Has it any distinguishing features which could help us identify its owner?” I asked.

      “Not that we’ve established so far. It’s an inexpensive top hat, but we know little more than that.”

      “Any idea in which direction the assailant ran?”

      “Up that way.” The inspector pointed towards the portico of the Royal Hospital. “He scarpered across Burton’s Court and that would have taken him up to Queen’s Road. From there, he could have turned left and run towards the barracks, or he might have turned right and got as far as the river. For all we know, he’s hopped onto a steamboat. The butler chased him but only got halfway across Burton’s Court. He’s not a young man, and he didn’t see which direction Mr de Vries took from there. Some officers have been sent to the address in Bayswater to apprehend him. He may not be there at present, of course, but they can wait for him to return.”

      The inspector sniffed as he tried to find a clean portion of his handkerchief on which to blow his nose.

      “They’ll have rather a long wait,” replied James. “It’s not a proper address. We’ve just come from there. Mr de Vries left his calling cards scattered about the place in St Giles. I think you’ll also find that his name is a pseudonym. I’ve been chasing after this man for weeks now and am getting no closer to apprehending him. To make matters worse, he’s sending me letters like this.”

      James pulled the most recent letter out of his coat pocket and handed it to the inspector.

      “Good Lord,” said Dunleath. “He named Mr Turner in his letter?”

      “We received it at Scotland Yard this morning and have been searching for a Mr Turner ever since. We were unable to reach him in time.”

      Inspector Dunleath sighed and handed the letter back to James. “Well, you’d better come inside and speak to the staff. You’ll want to see the scene of the murder, I’m sure. Your colleague, Chief Inspector Cullen, is already here.”

      “Yes indeed.” James turned to me. “My apologies, Penny, but we can’t allow the press inside the house as yet.”

      “That’s quite all right,” I replied. “I can’t say I want to go inside in any case.”

      “Do you have everything you need for your report?”

      “I do. I need to get to the office now in time to meet my deadline. Good luck, James.”

      He gave me a smile, but I could see sadness in his eyes.
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      An unpleasant odour greeted me as I arrived into the newsroom that afternoon, a filthy man in ragged clothes sat at Edgar’s desk.

      “Miss Green! Have you missed me?”

      “Edgar?”

      He scratched at his neck, which already looked red raw.

      “Don’t come too close,” he replied. “I’m playing host to a fine crowd of creatures.”

      “Fleas?” I asked.

      “And lice,” said Frederick, wrinkling his nose.

      “How was St Giles?” I asked.

      “It has some hospitable gin shops, but I can’t say I recommend the dosshouses. I’m lucky not to have been struck down by an infectious disease.”

      “Did anyone suspect that you were a news reporter?”

      “Some chaps thought I was a bit fishy, but most of them were too drunk to care. As long as I bought them a drink, that is. I hope I’ll be reimbursed by Mr Sherman in due course. I was an extremely popular chap when I was buying the beer and gin. And look, here’s something that will cheer you up.”

      He handed me a letter, which I took carefully from his grimy hand.

      I read it out: “‘The Director of the British Museum begs to inform Mr Edgar Fish that a reading ticket will be delivered to him on presenting this note to the Clerk in the Reading Room within six months of the above date.’”

      I paused and then said, “Well done, Edgar. You got your reading ticket back!”

      “Father pulled a few strings. I finally managed to find him sober at his gentleman’s club. Thank you for your help with all the Sudan work.”

      The door to the newsroom opened and slammed shut as Mr Sherman strode in. “Our wanderer returns, eh, Miss Green? Are you pleased to see him?”

      “Of course. I’m always pleased to see Edgar.”

      “He’s written pages of notes on his experiences, so we have many good stories to publish. He’s back here now because I want him to work with you on the murders. There’s almost too much to keep up with after today’s terrible events in Chelsea. I take it you’ve got everything you could get your hands on so far?”

      “Just the circumstances of the murder. I didn’t have time to interview any witnesses before the deadline.”

      “Super. Get it all written down and I’ll have a look at it later this evening. I want you and Edgar back in Chelsea early tomorrow morning. Before he does anything else, however, I’m taking him down to the Turkish Baths, where he can get a proper wash and scrub from Ahmet, my favourite tellak.”
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        * * *

      

      Edgar was clean-shaven and well-groomed when I met him outside Sloane Square station early the following morning. The ornate buildings around us were bathed in pale sunlight and there was birdsong in the trees. I took in the scene and reminded myself that there was beauty in this city, even in winter.

      “How nice it is to be in a pleasant part of town again,” said Edgar as we walked along King’s Road. “Wide streets, respectable stores such as Peter Jones and a well-bred class of people.”

      “But it seems that murderers are venturing into Chelsea after all.”

      “Shocking, isn’t it? You come to expect it in a place like St Giles, but Chelsea?”

      “We need to find out what the connection might have been between Mr Turner and St Giles.”

      “You think there is one?”

      “There has to be. He was specifically targeted by the killer.”

      “But does the link have to be St Giles? The killer may have known him by other means.”

      “It’s possible, I suppose. I hope we can interview some of Mr Turner’s servants.”

      “The police may not allow us to.”

      “I’ll ask James.”

      “Ah yes, there’s always your schoolboy inspector.” Edgar smiled.

      We reached Royal Avenue, which was still blocked by a blue line of police constables.

      I asked for Inspector Blakely and Inspector Dunleath.

      “No press allowed down there today,” came the reply.

      “But you let us through yesterday.”

      “Not today.”

      “Why not?”

      “No press today.”

      “Can we see Inspector Blakely from Scotland Yard, please?”

      “No press today.”

      “No press!” came a voice from behind us. I turned to see Tom Clifford grinning, his tobacco-stained teeth on display. “Mr Fish and Miss Green! Looking for a story?”

      “We’re already working on it, thank you.”

      “So am I. I’m assisting the private detective.”

      “Where is he?” I asked, looking around for Winston Nicholls.

      “Not here.”

      “He’s investigating this murder as well, is he?”

      “It’s the same man again, isn’t it? Adam de Vries.”

      “What do you know about Adam de Vries?”

      “Same as you, most probably.”

      “Inspector Blakely only found out his name yesterday.”

      “Did he? Well, Winston Nicholls came across his calling card the day before that.”

      “Perhaps he should have shared his find with the police!”

      “He’s tried a number of times to share information with the police, but they don’t appear to be interested in what he has to say. That’s their loss. Fortunately for him, we print all of his findings in The Holborn Gazette.”

      “And what are his findings?”

      “You mean to tell me you haven’t been reading our superior pages?”

      “I have, but I don’t recall any of his findings leaping out at me.”

      “You wait, Miss Green. Just you wait. Your inspector’s on the back foot. And what a surprise to see you here, Fish. Finally out and about on a story?”

      “Out of our way, Clifford, we’ve work to do.”

      “Well, that’s a first!” Tom laughed again.

      “Where can we find Winston Nicholls?” I asked.

      “What do you want with him? Finally beginning to believe he’s onto something, are you?”

      “I’m keeping my mind open.”

      “There you go, you are indeed! Given up on the inspector now?”

      “Where’s Nicholls?”

      “How do I know? Try his home or his mother. You know his mother, don’t you? Go and find him yourself.”

      Tom sauntered off and Edgar sighed.

      “I regret stealing his story. Tom and I used to be such good friends.”

      “I don’t think that friendship is any great loss.”

      “It helps to be able to work together. We used to share a good deal of information. Oh well, I suppose the best thing to do now is make my way down to The Coopers Arms. Heard of it? You can get a nice drop of porter in there.”

      “I suppose a public house could be a good source of news. You’re likely to find someone in there who might be able to tell us more about Mr Turner.”

      “I get most of my stories from pubs, as you well know. Care to join me?”

      “The last time I went to the pub with you, Edgar, I suffered a bout of intemperance.”

      He laughed.

      “I’ll knock on some doors instead and try to find some witnesses that way,” I said. “Good luck.”
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      “A masked man running through the streets of Chelsea shortly after Mr Turner’s murder?” said Mr Sherman with delight. “What a capital story!”

      He rubbed his hands together excitedly. “What sort of mask was he wearing?”

      “A coal porter in The Coopers Arms told me it was a dark mask which covered the upper part of his face; certainly his eyes and nose,” said Edgar. “The landlord of the pub told me that a number of customers had seen the same man running away from Royal Avenue.”

      “It has to be the murderer! Don’t you agree, Miss Green?”

      “He matches the description of the masked man seen in St Giles around the times of Jack and Mr Larcombe’s murders,” I said.

      “He went into Mr Turner’s home, cut his throat and ran off in disguise! The masked man is back!” said Mr Sherman, clapping his hands together with glee. “Have any of the other reporters got hold of this news?”

      “Not that I know of,” said Edgar.

      “Good, good. Get it all written down as quickly as you can, but ensure that I can read your handwriting, Fish. Did you come across any witnesses who saw the masked man, Miss Green?”

      “I didn’t, sir. I was trying to find someone who could enlighten me in regard to Mr Turner’s connection with St Giles. I found out that he considered himself a philanthropist and liked to help fallen women in the slums.”

      “Did you find anyone who saw the murderer?”

      “No. I’m waiting to speak to one of Mr Turner’s servants about that.”

      “Good, and when will you do that?”

      “When I can persuade Inspector Blakely to permit me to do so.”

      “You didn’t manage to do that today?”

      My editor’s expression had swiftly changed from one of jubilance to one of exasperation.

      “No, the police wouldn’t allow us anywhere near the crime scene.”

      “Shame.”

      Mr Sherman turned away and I felt a sinking sense of disappointment. The large grin on Edgar’s face did nothing to improve my mood.

      However, there was something I had gleaned from my interviews that day which I hoped would prove useful. Neighbours of Mr Turner had told me he had been a short man with greying-orange hair and a thick moustache. The description matched the appearance of the man with whom I had seen Reuben O’Donoghue arguing on the foggy day when I had ventured to speak to Ed Keller accompanied by the missionaries.

      Had Mr Turner and Reuben argued? If so, what about?

      I felt certain that an important clue lay within their conversation, but I didn’t know how to discover it.
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      My room felt cold that evening and my mood was rather despondent. After a day in Chelsea, Edgar had managed to find the best story about Mr Turner’s murder and my efforts had afforded me very little. I put on an old overcoat of my sister’s and cuddled Tiger on my lap as I sat by the little stove and sipped a cup of cocoa.

      I had discovered that Mr Turner had visited St Giles as a philanthropist and I had seen him arguing with Reuben O’Donoghue, but this did not help to explain why the man who called himself Adam de Vries had killed him.

      Could Reuben be Adam de Vries?

      With little more than wild theories in my mind, I put Tiger on the floor, stood up from my chair and went over to my writing desk. I had almost finished reading Father’s diaries. I opened the one from 1875.

      

      Fallen trees are making our navigation of the Opon troublesome and my companions and I have been obliged to lift our canoe out of the water at regular intervals as we try to scramble our way along the riverbank, carrying it above our heads.

      I call it a canoe, but it is little more than a hollowed-out tree trunk. Notwithstanding, it is a capacious tree trunk and accommodates six men reasonably comfortably. I have collected a number of pretty oncidiums from the banks, and their sprays of profuse blooms are quite a sight to behold.

      Despite the beauty of this land, its dangers are not to be underestimated. We regularly encounter alligators enjoying their repose on sandbanks, and the deadly coral snake and the colossal boa are enough to petrify the hardiest of natives. At night, we camp on the sandbanks and take turns to keep watch, our firearms loaded and poised.

      The most concerning source of danger is the red men who inhabit the forests here. Twice today, arrows have whistled across the river, just narrowly missing our heads. The vegetation on the riverbank is so thick and luxuriant that I have yet to catch sight of our foes hiding among it.

      

      Mrs Garnett hammered on my door and startled me.

      “The inspector is here to see you, Miss Green!”

      I jumped out of my chair, removed my sister’s overcoat and tried to re-pin my hair and smooth out my burgundy print dress as I walked over to my door. I prayed that James wasn’t visiting me to bring news of yet another murder.

      “He’s waiting for you in the hallway,” said my landlady.

      I followed her down the narrow wooden staircase, then descended the wide carpeted stairs.

      “James! Is everything all right?”

      He stood in the hallway with his hat in his hand.

      “Everything is very well, thank you, Penny.”

      We exchanged a smile and James glanced over my shoulder at Mrs Garnett, who had decided to remain in the hallway with us, dusting the table vigorously as a pretext for her lingering.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “I was just passing.”

      He glanced at Mrs Garnett again and she hummed a tuneless song as if she wasn’t listening to our conversation.

      “You’ve heard about the man in the mask seen running away from Mr Turner’s house?” I asked.

      “I have. It’s extremely interesting.”

      He fidgeted with the brim of his hat.

      “A neighbour told me he was a philanthropist in St Giles.”

      “It’s good to establish the connection, isn’t it? I’ve heard he discovered the place on one of Mrs Baxter’s slum tours and subsequently visited the pubs in the area and enjoyed the company of...” He paused to clear his throat. “The company of certain ladies,” he added quietly.

      I could sense Mrs Garnett behind me still, almost leaning in to hear more.

      “Now it’s beginning to make sense,” I said.

      “Do you think so?” said James. “I’m finding it all rather baffling.”

      “I meant Mr Turner’s connection with St Giles.”

      “Ah yes, I see what you mean. Yes, it’s a useful development.”

      He scratched the back of his neck and I guessed that this topic of conversation had not been what James had come to talk about.

      “I shall go to St Giles tomorrow and found out more about what Mr Turner did there,” I said.

      “Good idea. You’ll let me know what you discover?”

      “Of course.”

      “And have you seen Winston Nicholls recently?”

      “No. Edgar and I saw Tom Clifford in Chelsea today, but he refused to tell us where Winston was.”

      “Ah. E Division have been on the lookout for him for a couple of days now and there has been no sign of the fellow anywhere.”

      “Is he a suspect?”

      “He’s one of the men they would like to speak to.”

      “I’ll ask Martha where Winston is.”

      “Thank you. Be careful how you go about it, though. If you drop a hint that the police wish to speak to him, she’s unlikely to tell you his whereabouts.”

      “I’ll try to be as tactful as possible.”

      “Well, it’s late and I should be going,” announced James loudly, looking over at Mrs Garnett.

      His brief visit felt rather unfulfilling with the presence of my landlady constraining our conversation. I opened the front door for him and he went out but paused on the top step.

      “I wish to apologise for my short temper yesterday,” he whispered. “I was rather angry about that trick de Vries had played on us. I shouldn’t have spoken to you in that way.”

      “Please don’t worry. You have a lot of work to do and it’s only normal that you should feel the strain of it sometimes.”

      “And I don’t want you to feel embarrassed,” he whispered even more softly.

      “About what?”

      “We didn’t manage to finish our conversation in the cab on the way to Bayswater, did we?”

      “Oh that.” I glanced back at Mrs Garnett, who was dusting the picture above the hallway table and looking over at me.

      I turned back to James. “I’m no longer embarrassed about it,” I whispered. “I’ve forgotten about the whole incident.”

      “Of course.” He put his hat on and scratched his chin. I heard the faint sound of stubble rubbing against his fingernails. “It’s probably inappropriate for me to say this, but I haven’t.”

      “Haven’t?” I felt puzzled. “You’re telling me you haven’t forgotten about it?”

      “Indeed I haven’t. I am happy to remember it.”

      He smiled and I felt a skip of excitement in my chest.

      “But I shouldn’t say any more than that. Goodnight, Penny.”

      He disappeared down the steps and into the darkness before I had the chance to bid him goodnight in return.
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      I drank some coffee at a stall in Long Acre the following morning in the hope that it would clear my head. Weak sunlight emerged between the grey clouds and I watched a shopkeeper open his draper’s store for the day. I had slept little that night; instead, I had repeated the conversation with James in my mind so frequently that I felt perplexed.

      If I had understood him correctly, he had told me that he was happy to remember the incident in the cab. It would have been a flattering comment to hear if he wasn’t engaged to be married, and I felt sure that his future wife would not approve if she knew he had said it.

      His words had both buoyed and saddened me at the same time. And I also felt angry. Why would he say such a thing when he knew that nothing could ever develop between us? It was almost irresponsible. A word from him explaining that he held no affection for me would have been hurtful, but it would have been preferable because it might have removed the what if? question from my mind. What if James had never met his fiancée? I disliked myself for thinking it, but I wished that he had never met her. I returned my coffee cup to the stall and walked up Langley Street, between the looming brewery buildings.

      

      “I’d say spring’s in the air,” said Martha, looking up at the blue patch of sky above the courtyard. “What are we now? Middle of Feb’ry?”

      “Hopefully it won’t be long before the weather warms up,” I said as Martha pegged a shirt onto the washing line.

      “So ’e’s got ’imself another one. And in Chelsea this time,” said Martha. “Mr Turner. I’ve bin reminded on who ’e was now. I couldn’t think of ’im when the inspector was ’ere askin’ after ’im the other day.”

      “I heard he was a philanthropist.”

      “That’s a fancy name for drinkin’ down the pub, is it?”

      “I heard he liked to help fallen women.”

      Martha laughed. “That’s ’ow yer describes it, is it?”

      “And somehow he upset the man who calls himself Adam. Did Mr Turner know Mr Larcombe and Mrs Baxter?”

      “Yeah, I think ’e first started comin’ down ’ere on one o’ them toff tours what Mrs Baxter arranged.” Martha picked up the end of a rope that was coiled up on the ground and pulled on it to winch the line of laundry high up over our heads.

      “It seems that each of the victims knew at least one of the other victims,” I said loudly over the squeaking of pulleys.

      “That’s what you gets round ’ere.”

      “But neither Mrs Baxter or Mr Turner lived here, and both had good reason to come here. I’m sure that reason is linked to their murders somehow, but I can’t understand how exactly.”

      “It ain’t yer job to understand it. Leave that ter the police. They bin makin’ a nuisance of themselves.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “One o’ the bobbies went and started askin’ Winston about Mrs Baxter. They was askin’ ’im as if ’e done it!”

      She looped the end of the rope around a large iron peg on the wall.

      “I’m sure they don’t think that he could have done anything to Mrs Baxter. They’re asking all the men in this area about the murders.”

      “But ’e don’t even live ’ere. ’E lives in Red Lion Square! Why’d they wanna go askin’ ’im questions?”

      “I suppose everyone’s a suspect at the moment because they have no idea who’s behind the murders.”

      “My son ain’t a murderer!”

      “Of course not, Martha.” I realised it was going to be difficult for me to ask her where Winston was without antagonising her.

      “I haven’t seen Winston for a few days,” I said tentatively, avoiding any eye contact.

      “Yeah, well, if truth be told ’e’s lyin’ low.”

      “So where is he now?”

      “Stayin’ wiv a friend.”

      “Where though?”

      “I ain’t at liberty ter say. ’E’s sworn me ter secrecy.”

      “But if he’s innocent, then surely he has nothing to hide?”

      “Of course ’e’s innocent! What are yer tryin’ ter suggest?” Martha put her hands on her hips and glared at me.

      “I’m not suggesting anything, Martha. What I mean is that he’s an innocent man, so there’s no need for him to hide. Besides, that might look like he’s guilty after all.”

      “’E just wants to be left alone.”

      “Left alone where?”

      “Why yer so keen to know where ’e is? It ain’t nothin’ ter you, is it?” She gave me a sharp look.

      “Martha, please don’t be angry. Winston is most definitely innocent, as you say, but by hiding away he’s likely to make the police suspicious. I know Inspector Blakely is interested in talking to him about the investigation work he’s been doing. He may have come across something which the inspector has missed.”

      “That’s more ’an likely.”

      “So if Inspector Blakely can meet with him they can discuss the case.”

      Martha eyed me for a moment, then shook her head. “Nah, there’s summink goin’ on ’ere. The police ain’t never been interested in nothin’ Winston’s got to say abaht the case. So why’s they so int’rested now? Yer workin’ for the police, ain’t yer?”

      She jabbed a finger at me. “They’ve sent yer ’ere in the ’opes I’ll be stupid enough to tell yer where ‘e is. That’s a real shame, Miss Green, a real damn shame ’cause I always thought you was a nice lady. You told me you was a news reporter, not the police. And now it turns out yer the same as the rest of ’em and yer must think I were born yesterday and be ’appy to tell yer where me son’s ’idin’ just so’s yer can go back and tell the police and get ’im arrested. Well, it ain’t ’appenin’, I can tell yer! I may be poor, but I ain’t stupid, Miss Green. Got that? I ain’t stupid!”

      I sighed, desperate to reverse the tone of the conversation. “Martha, it’s not what you think. I’m not working for the police. I just want to help them find the man who’s doing these terrible things. We need to get him off the streets.”

      “Course we do. But that man ain’t my son!”

      Martha stared at me forlornly and I noticed that her lower lip quivered slightly as she turned from me and strode back toward her home.

      “Martha!” I called out after her, but my voice wavered.

      She felt as though I had betrayed her.

      A friendship had been lost.

      

      I left Martha’s courtyard cursing myself over my clumsy attempt to find out where Winston was. I thought the conversation over again in my mind, trying to understand how I could have phrased my words to better effect, but the damage had been done.

      With a heavy heart, I walked down the narrow lane toward Seven Dials, sunshine illuminating the crooked rooftops and rags fluttering in the windows.

      A man swaggered towards me, accompanied by two boys. He wore a top hat and long velvet overcoat, and a small dog trotted by his side. My heart began to pound all the way up to my throat as I realised the man was Ed Keller. E Division must have released him again.

      But when?

      “Mornin’, Miss Green.”

      He stopped when he reached me and grinned widely, exposing his crooked yellow teeth. “Why ‘aven’t you come a’visitin’ me lately?”

      “I heard you had been arrested.” I gripped my bag tightly to stop my hands from shaking.

      “I’m always gettin’ harrested.” He laughed as he looked me up and down.

      “What do you know about Mr Turner?”

      “Another drunkard, like Yeomans and Larcombe.”

      “He was a lawyer.”

      “That don’t mean he weren’t a drunk.”

      Ed stepped closer to me and ran his tongue along his upper lip. “I enjoyed you a’visitin’ me,” he said in a soft voice. “Fancy interviewin’ me again? I got lots I can tell yer.”

      “No, thank you.” I took a step backwards. “Do you know anyone who would want to kill Mr Turner?”

      “I might do. I’ll tell yer if you come back wiv me now.”

      “Goodbye, Mr Keller,”

      I continued on my way, my whole body trembling violently. I heard him mutter something crude to the boys and they laughed. I hated how he had made me so fearful of him. It had been foolishness on my part to try to interview him. I should have heeded the warnings and stayed away.

      I was supposed to be finding out if someone in St Giles could tell me more about Mr Turner, but with Martha angry at me and the danger of Ed Keller ever present, I wished that I could be anywhere but here.
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      We were making slow progress up the river this afternoon when we heard the unmistakable twang of bows. In the duration of less than a minute, countless arrows flew at us and I ducked my head as they whistled around me. In return, I fired several shots into the vegetation on the riverbank, but there was no sign that I had succeeded in hitting my intended targets.

      Once the attack had subsided, we realised that our companion in the stern of the canoe had two arrows firmly embedded in his chest. We pulled the canoe onto the nearest sandbank, but he suffered terribly during his last moments. He died swiftly from his injuries.

      We made camp on the riverbank and dug a resting place for our dead companion. Not one of us rested at nightfall; instead, we all remained awake with our firearms at the ready. The red men had resolved to finish us off and we didn’t have long to wait.

      We kept completely silent as we sheltered under some trees at the edge of our camp clearing. Before long, we heard the vegetation rustling around us and, although there was little moonlight to see by, I could discern the dark forms of our foe gathering in the clearing.

      On my command, we opened fire and such was the blaze from our rifles that the flailing limbs and gaping mouths of our insurgents were briefly lit up in the darkness. Their shrieks and howls curdled my blood, but it wasn’t long before an eerie silence descended.

      When we were certain that they were all dead, we lit our lamps and surveyed the tangled bodies of the men who had attacked us. They were young men with strong physical forms, each wearing no more than a cloth around their loins. We will bury them at first light.

      

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the massacre, Ellie?”

      I was seated on an easy chair in my sister’s drawing room, with sherry almost spilling over the edge of my glass. I had visited her as soon as I had finished reading this diary entry.

      “I didn’t know what to make of it. I still don’t. I prefer to think that it never happened.” My sister was seated on the other side of the fireplace from me, rummaging through the work basket on her lap.

      “I can understand why you would like to forget about it, but it happened. Father killed those men.”

      “He was defending himself.”

      “I suppose so.” I sighed. “And I suppose that if he hadn’t done it they would certainly have killed him. They had already killed one of his companions.”

      “It’s difficult to understand when you live in a civilised country such as ours. Life in South America is rather different, it would seem. The rules are different.”

      “Are they different? I’m not sure they are. Presumably the men who attacked Father did so for a reason. Was it because he was trespassing on their land?”

      “But is it their land? It once belonged to the Spanish.”

      I took a gulp of sherry and enjoyed the warm, comforting sensation in my chest. I had begun to realise that I knew little of the circumstances surrounding Father’s plant hunting. I had always assumed that his work had been honourable.

      “I don’t see how a meaningful pursuit of orchids can degenerate into a massacre,” I said. “It seems that such a high price was paid for all those beautiful plants he brought back to England.”

      “Yes, and Father paid the ultimate price. He lost his life to those endeavours.”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if he was killed in revenge for what he did to those men.”

      “We can speculate for a long time, Penelope, but even if we reached a conclusion we would be unable to bring him back. Conflict such as this is commonplace in any part of the world where the European sets foot outside his own domain. Occasional resistance from natives is natural, although it usually subsides when they realise that we mean them no harm.”

      She took a piece of embroidery out of her work basket and began to stitch.

      “On the contrary, it does them good,” said George, Eliza’s husband, as he marched into the room. “It won’t be long until civilisation is brought to all four corners of the globe, and what a marvellous day that will be.”

      My brother-in-law was a tall man with wavy brown hair swept to one side. He had thick mutton-chop whiskers and the buttons on his waistcoat were strained around his stomach. The buttons pulled even more as he sat down on the settee and opened up his newspaper.

      “How can a globe have four corners?” Eliza asked her husband.

      “Why must women always pick holes in a fellow’s words?” he said from behind the Morning Express.

      “As I was saying, Penelope,” continued Eliza. “There is no need to document any acts of violence in Father’s book. It wouldn’t improve the reputation of Frederick Brinsley Green. Even though people understand that these unfortunate incidents occur in the name of exploration—“

      “Commerce, Christianity and civilisation,” George piped up.

      “Thank you, but that’s a rather old-fashioned phrase now,” she said.

      “It is still relevant.”

      “Thank you, George.” Eliza rolled her eyes. “You know what I’m trying to say, Penelope. Let’s forget about this horrible incident. We both find it upsetting to dwell on and neither of us can imagine our own father doing such a thing. But life is what it is.”

      I gazed into the bottom of my glass and tried to remember what my father had looked like. I could still picture his kindly dark brown eyes, which creased at the corners when he smiled, and I also recalled his light brown whiskers. He hadn’t looked like a man who would commit murder.

      A friend of his had given my mother a sketch of my father, which was a good likeness. I wanted to see it again to remind myself what he had looked like and to somehow find some reassurance in it that he had been a good person.

      “You’ve escaped the masked man so far then, Penelope?” I looked up to see that George had lowered his newspaper and was regarding me with his cool blue eyes.

      “Fortunately, I have, and it shan’t be long before he’s caught now.”

      I thought of Winston Nicholls and wondered whether James had been able to locate him.

      “I haven’t told you yet, Penelope, that I’m taking the children to Mother’s,” said Eliza. “I can’t bear the thought of this killer roaming around. I’ll bring them back to London once the police have caught him. George has suggested I stay up there with them, but I’m helping to organise the women’s suffrage demonstration, which will take place in Hyde Park next month.”

      “How will Mother cope with looking after the children?”

      “The nurse and the governess will also be staying there.”

      I tried to picture Eliza’s six children, along with two members of her staff, residing in Mother’s little cottage in Derbyshire.

      “It will be rather a tight squeeze,” I said.

      “It will indeed! But they will rub along just fine up there, I’m sure. And it is far better than their being murdered!”

      “The children aren’t in danger, Ellie.”

      “How can you be sure of that? Anyone could be targeted next, absolutely anyone. No one is safe. I don’t understand how all this started in the slums and then spread to Clerkenwell and now Chelsea. Chelsea of all places! What are the police doing about it? Every so often I read that some fellow’s been arrested and then he’s let go again, and all the while I have no idea what the police are up to. What does your friend the inspector make of it all?”

      “He’s working extremely hard.”

      I thought of how tired and despondent James had appeared recently. I didn’t want to let slip that he was struggling to find the man responsible.

      “He must have an inkling of who’s behind it, has he not?” said George.

      “He has a good description of the man now, and we know that the killer is using a pseudonym in his letters. James is finding the case a challenging one, but he’s the most capable man for the job. And he’s not doing all the work by himself, of course. There are many officers from each of the divisions working on this.”

      “And a private detective,” said George.

      “Which one?”

      “Some chap whom I saw mentioned in The Holborn Gazette.”

      “George, you shouldn’t be reading The Gazette. It’s the bad newspaper, remember?” said Eliza with a smile.

      “Winston Nicholls?” I said.

      “I can’t recall his name,” replied George. “Anyway, I thought it was an interesting development that the Yard has decided to bring in a private detective to sort this business out.”

      “The Yard didn’t bring him in. He has appointed himself as a private detective. In fact, I’m not sure he has any investigating credentials at all.”

      “Is that so? Well in that case, this thing’s even more of a mess than I first thought.”

      “Anyone can decide to become a private detective if they so wish. I’m not sure why The Holborn Gazette thinks that Nicholls’s findings are worthy of anyone’s attention.”

      “Desperation, I suppose. The police are doing such a dreadful job of it all.”

      “It’s a difficult job,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      “It certainly is,” added Eliza. “Don’t forget, George, that Penelope knows the Scotland Yard inspector extremely well.”

      “This is why I cannot allow you to have a profession, Eliza,” said George. “I won’t have you knowing your male work associates extremely well. I’m afraid this is what happens when men and women are forced to work together. Keep ’em separate, I say. Like doctors and nurses.”

      “Don’t forget that we have women doctors now, George,” said Eliza.

      “Women doctors!” George almost spat out the phrase. “What a ridiculous notion. Can you imagine a chap visiting his doctor on Harley Street and finding a woman sitting behind the desk? How is a chap expected to discuss matters of a personal nature with a member of the female sex? What if she should be required to carry out a physical examination? I pray that I make it to my deathbed without encountering a woman doctor.”

      “You’ve finished your sherry, Penelope. Would you like some more?” asked Eliza.

      “Yes, I’d like a large glassful. Thank you.”
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      ‘Lamplough’s Effervescing Pyretic Saline. Provides Instant Relief in Headaches and Sickness, and Cures the Worst Form of Skin Complaints.’

      I read the advertisement a number of times as the omnibus took me to Fleet Street the following morning. Two men sitting opposite me were browsing The Holborn Gazette.

      I sighed and wondered if my father’s reputation would be damaged if the massacre he had been involved in became public knowledge.

      Was Eliza right when she said that conflict such as this was commonplace when Europeans travelled in remote parts of the world? How had my father been able to write so calmly about the event in his diary?

      I understood that he had been defending himself, but there had been no hint of remorse in his account. Surely he had felt saddened by the deaths of these men? The revelation had changed the way I now thought about him. Did I want to feel close to a man who was responsible for bloodshed? Could I ever feel proud again to be his daughter?

      I could feel my enthusiasm for the book about his life waning. It would be a struggle to write if I was unsure about how I should remember him. I hadn’t seen him for nine years and I had long since accepted that he was probably dead, but this didn’t prevent me from feeling a new sense of loss. I had lost the man I thought he had been, and it left me with an overwhelming feeling of loneliness.

      

      I arrived in the newsroom to find my desk already occupied.

      “James?”

      The surprise lifted my despondent mood.

      James was clean-shaven and wore a smart crimson silk tie I hadn’t seen before. I recalled what he had said to me on Mrs Garnett’s doorstep and my face flushed.

      “Penny!”

      He stood up from my chair and I tried to dampen my smile, aware that Edgar and Frederick were watching us.

      “Meet our new reporter, Miss Green,” laughed Edgar. “He’s given up on his detective work having decided this murder case will be the death of him!”

      James gave a hollow laugh. “Indeed.”

      I sat down at my desk. “There hasn’t been another—”

      “Thankfully, no. No more murders, nor even another letter. I came here to check with you about the location of Winston Nicholls. You haven’t seen him, I presume?”

      “No. So he’s still missing? I think his mother knows where he is, but she refused to tell me. It sounds as though he has already been scared off. She said that a constable from E Division was asking him too many questions.”

      “E Division have been keeping watch outside his home, but there have been no sightings of him for several days.”

      “Probably because the police are loitering outside it,” said Edgar. “Why don’t you just break into his house? If you find a mask and a knife in there, you’ll know you’ve got your man.”

      “That may be our next step,” said James. “Mr Turner’s maid and butler were both able to give us a good description of the man who calls himself Adam de Vries. And although he doesn’t have any distinguishing features, the murderer does seem to bear something of a resemblance to Mr Nicholls. I should like to arrest him.”

      “You think he and Adam might be one and the same?” Edgar asked.

      “I can’t be certain, but he’s a pretty likely candidate. And his disappearance is rather suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “What’s the evidence against him?” Edgar persisted.

      “Apart from a physical resemblance, he has also taken a keen interest in our investigations, possibly because he wants to know how close we are to catching him. By presenting himself as someone interested in the case, he could be hoping that we will automatically exclude him from our investigations. Why would a murderer appear to investigate his own crimes? It makes no sense, which is why I believe he may be doing it to put us off the scent. And he’s found a decent platform via The Holborn Gazette. Can you see how he’s trying to manipulate us? Another manipulation, of course, is the creation of this Adam de Vries character; a man who we know doesn’t exist. However, like Mr Nicholls, he does like to write letters.”

      “But the handwriting on the letters doesn’t appear to be a match,” I said.

      “No, but that’s to be expected, isn’t it? Obviously, if he were to use the same handwriting he would incriminate himself immediately.”

      “Do you see now, Miss Green?” said Edgar. “That’s why you’re not a detective.”

      “Thank you for that, Edgar. We do know that Winston Nicholls attended the funerals of both Mr Larcombe and Mrs Baxter. The more you put the pieces together, the more it makes sense. I’ve never liked the man and he has always struck me as odd in his manner. He struggles to look people in the eye, which is just the sort of thing you would expect from someone who has committed such terrible crimes. Oh goodness, poor Martha.”

      The forlorn look she had given me came back to my mind. “This will be too upsetting for her. It may be too much for her to bear.”

      “If Nicholls has attended each funeral, then presumably he’ll be at Mr Turner’s funeral,” said Edgar.

      “Yes, I’ve already given that some thought,” said James. “Mr Turner is to be buried at Brookwood Cemetery out in Surrey tomorrow. The funeral party will be taken there on the Necropolis Railway. I’ll make sure that myself and a number of police officers are among the mourners.”

      “And press,” said Edgar. “We’re going too, aren’t we, Miss Green? I want to be there when this Nicholls chap is arrested. It’s going to make a first-rate news story.”
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        * * *

      

      Cemetery Station, the terminus for the Necropolis Railway, was tucked away down a narrow street behind Waterloo Station. James and I met outside the ticket office next to the wrought-iron gates through which coffins were brought to be loaded onto the funeral train. There was a constant rumble from the archway above our heads as trains arrived into and departed from Waterloo.

      James wore a black overcoat and bowler hat, and I was also dressed in black mourning attire. Our breath hung in the cold, grey air, and I lifted my black veil so that we could see each other more clearly. The confusion I had felt about the conversation on Mrs Garnett’s doorstep had thankfully passed and instead I felt happy that we were united in our goal to find Winston Nicholls.

      “You must be subtle about this arrest, James. You must try to avoid upsetting Mr Turner’s family and friends at his funeral.”

      “Of course I will. You can trust me with that much, can’t you, Penny?” He grinned. “I know most of your colleagues down in Fleet Street think the police have been entirely incompetent with regard to this case, but we’re about to prove them wrong. Shall we go in?”

      We went into the ticket office and purchased a second-class coffin ticket before making our way toward the waiting room, where the mourners were beginning to gather.

      “There are to be constables from L Division disguised as mourners in first-class and third-class,” whispered James. “If they find him in their carriage, they have orders to wave a handkerchief from the window so that we know where to find him when the train arrives at Brookwood.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. Look, there’s Martha Nicholls.”

      Martha was talking to another woman and the missionaries, and appeared conspicuous in her wide-brimmed hat.

      “And there’s Winston, look!” I whispered. “He’s standing just behind her.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Don’t arrest him now,” I pleaded with James. “Not in front of all the other mourners, it would be too disruptive and Martha would be ashamed.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll wait until he’s on the train.”

      We were ushered out onto the platform, where plumes of steam from the waiting funeral train hissed into the air. It comprised three passenger carriages and one windowless coffin carriage at the rear.

      “I know that some of the people here may recognise me,” muttered James, “but it’s important that I look like one of the mourners. If anyone asks us any questions, we’re to tell them we’re brother and sister.”

      “There you are!” said Edgar, his loud voice drawing inquisitive stares from the people standing around us.

      “Shush, we’re trying not to be noticed,” whispered James. “My sister and I are here to mourn our departed friend, Albert Turner.”

      “Your sister?” said Edgar, eying me incredulously. I watched his face as the realisation finally dawned on him. “Oh yes, your sister.”

      “Inspector Blakely! Miss Green!” said Hugo Hawkins as he and David Meares joined us.

      “Shush!” said James. “We don’t want the mourners to know about the police presence here.”

      “I’m sure yours is a familiar face to many of the people from St Giles by now,” said Hugo with a puzzled expression.

      “Yes, I suppose it is, but I’m trying to remain inconspicuous. I don’t wish to alarm anyone.”

      “It’s because he’s planning to arrest someone here,” Edgar chipped in. “That’s the reason for all the hugger-mugger.”

      “Edgar!” snapped James. “No one is supposed to know!”

      “Please don’t worry, Inspector Blakely, your secret’s safe with us,” said Hugo. “Who’s the suspect?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Winston Nicholls,” said Edgar.

      “Shush!”

      “It’s not going to be such an enormous secret when he’s arrested, is it?” retorted Edgar.

      “Can you be sworn to secrecy, gentlemen?” James asked the missionaries.

      “Yes, of course,” replied David.

      “Thank you. Please don’t mention this to anyone else here. If he gets wind of what’s happening he’ll likely skedaddle again.”

      “You have our word,” said Hugo.

      “Good mornin’, Miss Green,” said a man passing behind us, and I instantly recognised his Irish accent.

      “Mr O’Donoghue. How are you?”

      “As well as can be, thank you.” He glanced at James and the missionaries before swiftly moving on.

      “It seems Reuben O’Donoghue is in no mood to be amicable this morning,” said Hugo.

      We boarded the train and took our seats in a second-class compartment. James and Edgar sat side-by-side, while I sat in the seat opposite them.

      “It seems I’m a wonder at disguise,” said Edgar. “Neither of those missionaries recognised me! I came across them while I was undercover in St Giles.”

      “You were rather filthy-looking. I didn’t even recognise you when you were sitting at your own desk,” I said.

      “It’s a shame the missionaries now know why we’re here,” said James. “I didn’t want anyone else knowing of our plans.”

      “You can trust the missionaries. They helped me out of a tight spot,” I said.

      “When?” asked James. “What happened?”

      “Nothing much. It was a while ago now.”

      I felt his concerned eyes on me as two elderly women in wide black dresses and long veils entered the compartment. They were joined by a thin man, who was suffering from a persistent cough.

      “Seeing Reuben O’Donoghue just then has reminded me of something,” I said. “A few weeks ago, I saw him arguing with a man who I’m sure was Albert Turner.”

      “What were they arguing about?” asked James.

      “I don’t know. Mr Turner said something about how he was trying to help a woman and then he and Reuben saw us and they both scarpered. I don’t think they wanted anyone to overhear them.”

      “I believe he’s a rather argumentative man,” said Edgar. “When I was undercover in St Giles, I saw him arguing with one of the missionaries. That Hawkins chap, I think it was. He’s the older, shorter one, isn’t he?”

      “Why would he argue with a missionary?”

      “Perhaps arguing with people is a favourite pastime of his.”

      “It’s funny,” I said, “because Reuben has never struck me as argumentative. I’ve heard stories of him having a violent manner, but he’s always been perfectly civil to me.”

      “You’re a lady,” said Edgar. “That’s why he behaves differently towards you.”

      “Do you know what caused the argument between Reuben and Hugo Hawkins?” James asked Edgar.

      “I overheard them talking about money. Reuben seemed to be accusing the missionary of some sort of financial misdemeanour. I saw them when I was leaving The Three Feathers one evening and would have hung about to listen in, but I was accompanied by a large, one-legged soldier who had unfortunately befriended me for the evening.”

      The carriage jolted as the train pulled out of the station, a trail of steam and smoke billowed past the window.

      “So when do we go looking for this Winston chap?” asked Edgar, rubbing his hands together in expectation.

      “I suppose we should do it now,” said James.

      “Do you know what he looks like, Edgar?” I asked.

      “That’s a very good question, Miss Green. No, I don’t. I’ve never clapped eyes on the fellow.”

      

      We walked along the corridor stealing careful glances into each compartment, I looked out for Martha in her wide-brimmed hat in the hope that Winston would be seated with her. Groups of passengers dressed entirely in black stared back at us.

      “We look as though we’re up to no good,” I said to James.

      “We do rather, don’t we? Still, this has to be done. As soon as we have eyes on him I shall wave my handkerchief from the window.”

      In the last compartment, I spotted a familiar-looking man in a black top hat. Perhaps he sensed that I was looking at him, because he quickly lifted his head and returned my gaze.

      It was Ed Keller.

      The breath seemed to leave my chest for a moment. He gave me a wink and I hurriedly looked away, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “Well that’s one traverse done with no sign of Nicholls or his mother,” said James. “Are you all right, Penny? You look rather pale.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Right. Let’s try again.” We walked back along the corridor, rocked by the motion of the train as we went. As I looked into each compartment, I saw that we were attracting stony glances and someone pulled a curtain across the window of his compartment so that we couldn’t see inside.

      “This Nicholls chap is not in second-class, is he?” said Edgar once we had checked each compartment a second time.

      “They must be in third-class,” I added.

      We stood at the end of the carriage and James removed his hat, pulled a window down and pushed his head out to look around.

      “No handkerchiefs from the other carriages,” he said once he had pulled his head back in. He smoothed his ruffled hair.

      “You want to be careful sticking your bonce out like that,” said Edgar. “A passing train or obstacle could take a chap’s head clean off.”

      “The lack of handkerchiefs concerns me,” said James, replacing his hat. “I’d have thought the other officers would have had plenty of time to check their carriages by now. Where’s the chap got to? We saw him at Cemetery Station.”

      “I’ll go through second-class again,” I said.

      I walked up and down the carriage, averting my eyes from Ed Keller’s compartment and wishing that James wouldn’t keep pushing his head out of the window to look for handkerchiefs. Edgar’s warning had given me cause for concern.

      The countryside raced past the windows and the quantity of green unsettled my eyes. I had become so accustomed to the grey of London that I had almost forgotten what rolling fields looked like. After a while, I felt rather knowledgeable about the occupants of each compartment, who no doubt thought I had lost my mind as I persisted in repeatedly walking along the corridor.

      “He’s not here,” I said.

      James sighed. “And he’s not in the other carriages either. There’s only one other place that I can think of.”

      “The coffin carriage?” asked Edgar.

      James responded with a sombre nod.
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      “We’ll have to wait until the train arrives at Brookwood Cemetery,” said Edgar.

      “But that’s when the coffin’s removed from the carriage. We can’t simply dive in there just before the ceremony takes place,” replied James. “The carriage will have to be searched before then.”

      “It can’t be,” I said. “You can only get in there once the train has stopped. And if Winston Nicholls is in there, he’ll have time to escape. Besides, I don’t believe he can be in there. How could he have got inside it?”

      “Perhaps he slipped in unnoticed at Cemetery Station,” replied James. “We can’t have him finding the opportunity to escape once we arrive at Brookwood. I can get inside the coffin carriage while the train is moving. All I have to do is hope that the doors at the end of each carriage are unlocked.”

      “You can’t, James! It’s not safe! You’d have to jump over the couplings while the train is moving. Just one lurch of the train and you’d be thrown down onto the track! Please don’t attempt it,” I implored.

      “And how can you be sure that there’ll even be a door at the end of each carriage? Sometimes they’re just dead ends,” added Edgar.

      “This carriage has a door at either end,” said James walking towards the one nearest us. “All I need to do is hope that third-class has the same.”

      “But the funeral carriage won’t, surely?” said Edgar.

      “There’s only one way for me to find out.”

      “James, you’ll get yourself killed!” I entreated. “This is nonsense, Winston Nicholls is not in the coffin carriage.”

      “Then where is he?” asked James. He took off his bowler hat and gave it to me. “I think the wind will take this as soon as I leave the carriage. Would you mind looking after it for me?”

      “But James!” I clasped his hat in my hands.

      “Penny, I’ve been on this train before.” He rested his hand reassuringly on my arm. “I know that it will slow down to crawling pace when we near the cemetery, and we’re almost there. Please don’t worry.”

      He turned and tried the handle of the door at the end of the carriage. To my great disappointment, it opened. The noise of wind and the rattle of the wheels filled my ears.

      “Go careful, old chap,” said Edgar.

      “See you in Brookwood,” said James.

      He stepped through the door, gave me a brief smile and then closed it behind him. The carriage fell silent.

      “Edgar, I feel faint.”

      I staggered back against the side of the carriage and he held my arm as I slowly sank to the floor.

      “Why would he risk his life?” I said in a weak voice.

      “He’s desperate to catch his man. I didn’t realise the schoolboy inspector could be such a daredevil.”

      Within minutes, the train began to slow down. I stood by the window, gripping James’ hat in my hands and praying that he would return safely. The train stopped at Brookwood Station and there was a brief pause before we continued slowly down the branch line, which ran through the cemetery. A flat expanse of green peppered with trees and headstones stretched out on either side of us. I lowered the window and peered out with one hand resting on my hat to keep it in place.

      “You shouldn’t be doing that, Miss Green!” scolded Edgar.

      I looked ahead at the first-class carriage and the engine, and then back towards the third-class and coffin carriages behind us.

      “There’s no sign of him,” I said, bringing my head back inside the carriage. “Surely we must almost be there? The train is moving so slowly.”

      Waiting to find out what had happened to James was quite intolerable.

      We seemed to be travelling only marginally faster than walking pace. I looked down at the lawn beside the tracks and a thought sprang to mind. I pushed the window down so that I could reach the handle on the other side of the door.

      “Miss Green,” Edgar said with a warning tone to his voice. “What are you doing?”

      “Please can you look after James’ hat?” I handed him the bowler. “And my bag.”

      “Miss Green, you’re as foolhardy as the inspector! Don’t be getting any ideas about leaping from this train before it reaches the station!”

      “I want to see if James is all right. And if he’s got into the coffin carriage and found Nicholls, I’ll be ready to help as soon as the train stops.”

      “There’s no need! You’re sure to break your limbs doing such a thing!”

      “Please can you close the door after me?” I put one hand on my hat, checked that the ground was clear ahead of me and pushed down on the handle. The door swung open and I leapt forward, hoping to hit the ground at running pace.

      It turned out to be a faster pace than I could match. I immediately stumbled and rolled several times over on the grass. The surprise took my breath away and my black skirts and petticoats billowed out and tumbled around me. I felt my spectacles fly off. As I willed myself to stop, I caught a glimpse of Edgar leaning out of the open door, calling out to me. The train rumbled past as I lay still, the air knocked from my chest. People stared open-mouthed from the windows and then I saw another face staring at me, this time from the gap between third-class and the coffin carriage.

      “James!” My breath had returned. “James!”

      I stumbled to my feet as the train rolled on ahead of me. James was clinging to the door at the end of third-class and I surmised that there was no door leading into the coffin carriage. I picked up my hat and cracked spectacles and ran after the train. I could see a building and platform ahead of me and, as the train slowed down, I was able to match its speed by lifting my skirts and running as swiftly as my attire allowed. The heels of my boots dug into the grass and I knew that it wouldn’t be long before my corset began to restrict my breathing.

      “Penny!”

      James’ voice was almost lost amid the noise of the train. He was shouting something to me, but I couldn’t hear what it was. I was fatigued from running but relieved that James hadn’t yet perished between the carriages. It looked to me as though he would be stuck where he was until the train came to a halt.

      The train reached the platform and I climbed up onto it, my lungs almost fit to burst. My hair had lost most of its pins and fallen down around my shoulders. As the train slowed to a standstill, James jumped out onto the platform and almost fell over, as I had done.

      “Penny!” he said breathlessly. “It turns out there’s no way into that coffin carriage from third-class, and I couldn’t get back into the third-class carriage. The door seemed to be stuck!”

      He looked down at the spectacles in my hand. “Oh dear! Your glasses are broken.”

      “They can be repaired. I’m so pleased to see that you are safe,” I said.

      His eyes moved between my long, unpinned hair and my face, and I realised that he hadn’t seen me without my spectacles on many occasions.

      “You took quite a tumble,” he said softly.

      “I couldn’t bear the wait to find out whether you were safe.”

      We held each other’s gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m in a complete mess. I need to smarten myself up. And Edgar’s got your hat, by the way.”

      I glanced over James’ shoulder and saw someone walking towards us.

      “We’re in trouble,” I said, watching the scowling station master as he approached us.

      “I’m Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard!” James announced before the station master could reach us. “I’m here on police business. I believe there to be a fugitive inside that coffin carriage.”

      I hoped he was right, otherwise our actions would seem rather foolish.

      A door in the coffin carriage opened and a railway man stepped out. James pushed past him and clambered inside. Meanwhile, several men gathered close by and I realised they were the undercover constables. The other mourners disembarked from the train and made their way into the refreshment room on the platform. I hoped they would be undisturbed by the arrest of Nicholls.

      Two men in dark suits began unbolting the main doors of the carriage to bring the coffin out.

      “Stop that man!” cried James.

      Someone had jumped down from the door by which James had entered. Winston Nicholls had been flushed out. He paused on the platform, glanced at the crowd by the refreshment rooms, then took off in the opposite direction along the platform towards the open green of the cemetery.

      James and the constables followed and I was impressed to see the missionaries, Hugo and David, join them. As I watched the men recede, I became aware of another man stepping out of the coffin carriage. He was unmistakable in his pork pie hat.

      It was Tom Clifford.

      He looked at me and then ran towards the refreshment room.

      “Stop!” I called out.

      I chased after him and managed to grab at the tail of his jacket. He spun round angrily and tried to pull away.

      “What on earth do you think you’re doing, Miss Green? And why do you look like some sort of harpy?”

      “What are you doing consorting with a criminal?”

      “Get off my jacket!”

      “Not until you tell me what you’re up to!”

      I hung on as tightly as I possibly could.

      “In a stew, Miss Green?” said a voice that made my skin crawl.

      Ed Keller grabbed Tom by the arm.

      “We’ll ’old ’im ’ere till the coppers get back with ’is mate, shall we? What allurin’ ’air yer ’ave, Miss Green.”

      Tom tried to pull his arm away from Ed, but he didn’t try too hard. By the look in the reporter’s eye, he also was fearful of the Earl.

      I stepped back from Ed Keller and tried to find the loose pins in my hair. “What were you doing in the coffin carriage with Winston Nicholls, Tom?” I asked as I tidied my hair.

      “None of your business,” said Tom. “And I’m not getting arrested because I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      Despite James’ wish to not disturb the mourners, a crowd had gathered on the platform to watch the proceedings. Among them I could see Martha’s large hat, but I didn’t dare catch her eye.

      We didn’t have long to wait before James returned with the constables, the missionaries and a slump-shouldered Winston Nicholls wearing handcuffs.

      “Well done, Penny,” said James breathlessly. There were beads of perspiration on his forehead. “I didn’t expect to find the two of them in there!”

      “You should thank Ed as well,” I said reluctantly.

      “Glad I could be of hassistance,” said Ed, handing Tom into James’s custody before striding off.

      “Well done for catching hold of Winston,” I said to James.

      “I’ve got David Meares to thank for that. Turns out he’s quite accomplished at running,” said James. “He tackled him to the ground!”

      “I’m very proud of him,” said Hugo with a wide smile.

      A large woman in a flowing black dress and an elaborate hat and veil approached us. “Do you think we can proceed with my husband’s funeral now please, Inspector?”

      “Of course, Mrs Turner. Please accept my deepest regrets and most sincere condolences.”
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      “This was all carefully planned, of course! Your reporters conspired with Scotland Yard to have my man arrested! This is how you react to falling circulation numbers, is it?” barked Charles Cropper, editor of The Holborn Gazette. He was a tall, hairless man with gold-rimmed spectacles and his long face was red with anger.

      “Our circulation isn’t falling!” Mr Sherman said defensively.

      “Well ours had been nicely increasing until your reporters had mine arrested!”

      “Mr Cropper, you will need to take this up with the Yard,” Mr Sherman replied.

      “Oh, I will, don’t you worry about that. But this is a set-up and I am going to make sure the entire world knows about it!”

      “Mr Cropper, may I ask you to pause for one moment and explain what exactly your reporter was doing in the coffin carriage with a murderer?”

      “He was under the impression that Mr Nicholls was a private detective and the two had been working closely together as you’re well aware. Nicholls told him they had to hide in the carriage because the police were trying to arrest him. It is only now that I, and Mr Clifford, have realised that Nicholls himself was the killer and was attending the funeral of his victim for some macabre reason only he can account for.”

      “It’s an extremely odd thing to do,” said Mr Sherman.

      ‘I accept it was. But there was no need for my man to be arrested too! I blame your staff.”

      “The man brought it upon himself.”

      “He did not!”

      “He was assisting Mr Nicholls in evading arrest,” I said.

      Mr Cropper spun round and glared at me. “You keep out of this!”

      “I’m unable to, I’m afraid. You seem to think I had something to do with it,” I replied.

      Mr Cropper turned back to face Mr Sherman. “The relationship your woman reporter has with that deplorable Blakely character at Scotland Yard is inappropriate! He has given her information about the case which should not be shared outside the police force. You’re no doubt aware that Scotland Yard has a stringent code on how the police conduct themselves with members of the press? I will certainly be reminding the Commissioner about it and requesting that both are dismissed from their posts!”

      “Let’s not forget that the St Giles killer has now been caught,” said Edgar. “Surely you should feel relieved that Londoners can now sleep safely in their beds.”

      “That’s enough from you!” shouted Mr Cropper. “You started all this by stealing my reporter’s story!”

      “It was only about a man selling his fat wife’s corpse.”

      “It doesn’t matter what it was about! You stole it! The Morning Express has flouted every rule of journalism in the book!”

      “That is going a step rather too far,” said Mr Sherman.

      “You don’t deserve to be in business!”

      “Mr Cropper, have you asked yourself what your best reporter was doing consorting with a killer?”

      “He didn’t know the man was a killer, did he?”

      “Didn’t he?”

      “No! Winston Nicholls had proved himself to be a very useful source to my man.”

      “There’s no doubt he had more knowledge about the murders than anyone else.”

      “Exactly! And Clifford wasn’t getting much from the Yard, was he? Everything Blakely knew was being passed on to your woman reporter here.”

      “My involvement began due to a personal incident,” I said. “The boy who stole my bag was one of Winston Nicholls’ victims.”

      “That must have been set up as well! It was all planned!”

      “How?” I asked incredulously.

      “You have ways and means!” He pointed at me. “You’re a woman. Women are manipulative creatures.”

      Mr Sherman got to his feet and frowned so hard that his bushy eyebrows met.

      “Mr Cropper, you will not stand in my office and insult my staff.”

      “I speak only the truth!”

      “Tom Clifford is the biggest toad there is,” Edgar chipped in.

      “There you go, you see?” Cropper pointed at Edgar this time. “Another example of how unprofessional your journalists are!”

      “Mr Fish, let’s not resort to name-calling,” said Mr Sherman, “it doesn’t help our cause. Mr Cropper, I’ve heard all you have to say. Now, will you please leave my office?”

      “Your newspaper is on the way out, Sherman! It’s had its day. Your readers will desert you when they hear of the manner in which your reporters conduct themselves.”

      “Mr Cropper, please go and discuss Clifford’s arrest with Scotland Yard. My reporters and I have work to do.”

      “Oh, I will all right. Blakely and Green will never work again. I shall see to that!”

      As Mr Cropper marched out of the office, Mr Sherman sighed and sank his head down into his hands.

      “Get out of here, you two, and stay out of trouble. I don’t want to hear any more tales of you jumping out of funeral trains, Miss Green. It’s unbecoming of a lady, and quite frankly it’s embarrassing. I want a report from you as soon as Mr Nicholls appears in front of the magistrates. Fish, I want you back on the General Gordon story again. He’s expected in Khartoum any day now.”

      He dismissed us with a wave of his hand.

      “That was a bit rough from Cropper,” muttered Edgar as we returned to the newsroom. “Cropper’s going to come a cropper himself if he carries on in that manner!”

      He laughed, but I struggled to raise a smile. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the moment at Brookwood Cemetery when Martha had realised that her son was under arrest. She had become unsteady on her feet and had been taken into the refreshment room for a reviving brandy. I felt worried for her; the news had come as a severe blow. She had believed that her son was innocent and I couldn’t imagine how she must be feeling now that he had been taken into custody. I prayed that Martha wouldn’t be targeted by others because her son was a murderer.
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      I sought the quiet of the reading room that afternoon. I should have felt happy that the St Giles killer had been caught, but there were too many unanswered questions for me to be fully content that Winston was the murderer.

      What motive did he have for killing each of the victims? Had he really been the man in the mask?

      “How is the book progressing, Miss Green?”

      I looked up to see Mr Edwards smiling down at me. He pushed his sandy hair back out of his eyes.

      “It’s progressing rather slowly. I’ve been somewhat busy in recent days.”

      “Of course! I expect you’ve been reporting on these terrible murders. Isn’t it wonderful news that the man has finally been captured?”

      “It is indeed.”

      “And you’re wearing new spectacles, I see.”

      “Oh, these are old things. I broke my usual pair.”

      “Oh no! How did that happen?”

      I was reluctant to tell him that I had jumped from a moving train. Mr Edwards seemed a sensible type who would be shocked by unladylike behaviour.

      “I sat on them!”

      “Whoops!” He chuckled. “I have done a similar thing myself. Fragile things aren’t they, spectacles? Now, with the St Giles murderer caught, you’ll have more time to work on your father’s book, no doubt.”

      “I suppose I will, yes.”

      “I’m looking forward to reading all about your father.”

      I felt a knot in my stomach. “Oh, it’ll be some time yet before it’s published.”

      “He was clearly a very interesting man. I remember you telling me that some of the specimens he collected are on display in the Natural History department in South Kensington. I visited them last week.”

      “Did you really?”

      “Yes. And he was quite an artist as well, wasn’t he? What beautiful sketches and paintings he made of the plants he had collected. Did you ever watch him while he was painting?”

      “Once or twice. If truth be told, he was away rather a lot.”

      “He must have spent a lot of time travelling, but it was all truly worthwhile. If it hadn’t been for him, we would have no knowledge of the beautiful plants he brought back to England.”

      “He made mistakes as well. He didn’t do everything perfectly.”

      I still hadn’t been able to look at Father’s diaries since I had read his account of the massacre.

      “I’m quite sure he didn’t do everything perfectly. No one’s perfect, are they?” said Mr Edwards.

      “No, they’re not.”

      “Except you, Miss Green.”

      “Me?”

      He gave me a swift bow and walked quickly away.

      I looked back at the book in front of me, but the words seemed to swim on the page and a wave of bashfulness washed over me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      “Martha!” I called up to her window.

      No washing hung from the ropes strung across the courtyard and the washtub remained empty.

      “Martha!”

      “She ain’t comin’,” said Susan, who was stacking up a pile of sorry-looking furs by the privies.

      “Have you seen her recently?” I asked.

      “She ain’t talkin’ to no one.”

      “Martha! Can you hear me?” I called out again.

      A woman’s face appeared at the window below Martha’s.

      “Shut yer noise!”

      “I’m sorry, I’m looking for Martha. Is she here?”

      A man appeared at the woman’s shoulder and stared down at me.

      “Can you tell Martha that Penny Green came looking for her? I want her to know that I’m thinking of her. Will you tell her for me?”

      There was no reply from the couple. I watched Martha’s window for a moment longer and fancied that I saw one of the rags move slightly, but perhaps it had been nothing more than a draught.
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      “There you go, you see. You have a modicum of speed now! I told you it would be better on a hill.”

      Eliza jogged along the pavement, her three eldest children running alongside her.

      “Go faster, Auntie Penelope!” they shouted.

      Eliza’s bicycle juddered over the bumps on Kensington Park Road as I perched uncomfortably on a small seat between one large wheel and two smaller wheels, each hand clutching tightly to a steering grip. It was probably unsafe to travel at this speed in the fog, and my fears were confirmed when I suddenly noticed a carriage on the road ahead.

      “How do you stop it?” I called out.

      “No need to stop! You can move past the carriage without any problems!” said Eliza.

      “But I want to stop!”

      “Then slow your pedalling.”

      The pedals seemed to be moving of their own accord and there was enough momentum in them to resist any attempt on the part of my feet to stop their motion. Fortunately, I was wearing one of Eliza’s divided skirts as my knees see-sawed up and down.

      “Slow your pedalling!” said Eliza again, growing breathless as her pace quickened.

      “I’m trying!”

      The rear of the carriage was drawing ever closer.

      “Ellie, it’s not stopping!”

      The carriage was almost upon me and its wheel axle was level with my head. I pictured a dreadful decapitation as Eliza shouted at me.

      “Turn to the right!” she cried.

      I twisted the steering grips to the right with all the strength I could muster and the bicycle swerved to one side of the carriage. I almost lurched into the spinning spokes of the large wheel to my left.

      “Help!” I cried as the bicycle veered across the road and into the path of a man trotting up the road on a large horse. It reared up in fright and the bicycle hit the kerb. There was nothing I could do as I was launched forward onto the pavement.

      “Good gracious!” exclaimed a woman close by as the paving stones came up to meet me. I narrowly avoided hitting the ground with my chin as my hands and arms absorbed the main impact of the fall.

      “That machine shouldn’t be allowed on the road!” shouted the horseman, trying to calm his steed.

      Within a few moments, Eliza and her children had gathered around me.

      “Penelope, you haven’t damaged your arm again, have you?”

      “No, Ellie, I’m fine, thank you. Just a few bruises.” I got up and dusted myself off. “What fun! It’s about time I bought myself one of these marvellous contraptions.”

      I recovered from the excitement of the bicycle ride with a cup of tea back in Eliza’s drawing room.

      “Mother’s disappointed that she didn’t get to see her grandchildren,” said my sister. “We were all packed and ready to depart for Derbyshire the following day when the news spread that the killer had been arrested. Excellent work on the part of your inspector!”

      “I think everyone’s extremely relieved.”

      “Of course they are! It was a terribly worrying business. Has James worked out why the man chose to murder so many people?”

      “The theory is that he argued with each of them over one thing or another, and he carried out the murders as some form of revenge. In fact, the more I think about Winston Nicholls the more I struggle to understand what his real motive for murder might be. If the reason stemmed from an argument, I can think of plenty of people in St Giles who have fallen out with one another. Reuben O’Donoghue, for example. He helped me when Jack took my bag, but I saw him arguing with Mr Turner and Edgar told me that he had also argued with the missionary Hugo Hawkins. And even though he had an alibi at the time of Jack’s murder, there is still a chance that he could have attacked the boy and persuaded someone to lie for him. He’s a charming man, but by all accounts he’s capable of violence. The more I think about it, the more I am persuaded that he’s a more likely suspect than Winston Nicholls.”

      “No, don’t say that!” said Eliza, her eyes wide. “I can’t bear to think that the killer may still be out there!”

      “I’m probably overthinking it a little. Nicholls is probably the right man,” I said hurriedly, feeling the need to reassure her.

      “There’s rather a lot of chatter coming from downstairs. Cook has a loud voice,” said Eliza.

      She got up and rang the bell for the maid.

      “Did I tell you, Penelope, that my neighbour Mrs Kershaw attended Mr Turner’s funeral and said that it was a scene of chaos with the two men getting arrested just before the ceremony!”

      “It can’t have been pleasant for Mr Turner’s widow, and Winston’s mother Martha is particularly upset.”

      “She would be, wouldn’t she? Nobody wants their son to be going around murdering people. It must be extremely difficult to accept.”

      “How did your neighbour know Mr Turner?”

      “She’s a philanthropist and so was he, by all accounts. He took a keen interest in helping fallen women in the slums.”

      “Yes, I heard that his interests lay in that area.”

      “Where has the maid got to? They’re not usually chattering like this. Do help yourself to another cake. Have you finished reading all of Father’s papers yet?”

      “Not quite. I’m worried about what else I might discover about him.”

      “I shouldn’t think there is anything else upsetting in there. You must remind yourself of the circumstances in which he found himself. It was perhaps the only option left open to him when the natives had been firing arrows at him day after day.”

      “He could have left and gone somewhere else.”

      “Perhaps, but he could hardly have got out of there quickly when the only means of transport was either by canoe, by mule or on foot. You forget how spoilt we are with our roads and railways.”

      I sighed. “I suppose I shall return to the work before long. Although my research in the reading room will be rather tricky from this point onwards as the clerk who was helping me paid me a compliment and now the situation between us feels rather awkward.”

      “He propositioned you in the reading room?” Eliza’s cup stalled between her saucer and mouth.

      “Not quite. It was merely a small compliment, and then he ran off afterwards as if he were embarrassed.”

      “You must be extremely flattered, Penelope. It has been a long time since anyone propositioned me.”

      “You should come and work in the reading room with me.”

      “I should! And what is the reading room clerk like?”

      “He’s quite pleasant.”

      “Perhaps you should find the opportunity to get to know him a little better. He may even distract you from the inspector!”

      “I don’t require any distractions from Inspector Blakely. He is now very busy preparing for the trial of a notorious murderer and I am very busy with my work. In fact, I haven’t seen him for some time. About four days, in fact.”

      Eliza laughed. “Of course! So long now that you’ve probably almost forgotten about him.”

      The maid came into the room.

      “Ah, there you are Florrie. What’s all the noise in aid of? Has something happened with Cook?”

      The girl fidgeted with her apron.

      “It’s terrible news again, Mrs Billington-Grieg. There’s been another murder in St Giles’ Rookery.”
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      Tower Street was filled with people and fog. I battled my way through the crowd and found myself at a junction with a narrow street.

      “What’s this place called?” I asked a girl in a shabby shawl.

      “Lumber Court.”

      “Press!” I called out. “Let me through please!” I squeezed along the street, which was a row of tumbledown rag shops and second-hand furniture stores. Old garments had been hung outside the windows and piled up on lop-sided tables. I made my way to the first constable I could see and introduced myself as a reporter.

      “Who’s the victim?” I asked.

      “Mr O’Donoghue. He was found inside his shop with his throat cut.”

      “Reuben?”

      I stared at the constable’s young face, unable to believe what he had just told me.

      “Reuben O’Donoghue? The tall Irishman?”

      “You knew him?”

      “Yes.” For a moment, the noise of the crowd receded. I stood rooted to the spot as people bustled around me.

      “How?” I said to myself.

      The door of a shop opened nearby and out stepped Chief Inspector Basil Cullen, James’ superior at Scotland Yard.

      “Inspector Cullen!” I called out.

      “Miss Green.” He gave me a solemn nod.

      He was a tall, wide man with a thick grey moustache and a bulbous nose. The two of us had disagreed in the past, most recently during the Lizzie Dixie case.

      “Inspector Blakely is delayed,” he added, pre-empting my question.

      “That’s unlike James.”

      I took my notebook and pencil from my bag and wondered what could have happened to him.

      Did he know yet that Reuben had been murdered?

      A reporter from the News of the World joined us.

      “What can you tell us, Inspector?” he barked.

      “It’s an exact copy of the pawnbroker’s murder,” said Cullen. “Chloroform has been used once again. We found a rag soaked in it next to Reuben’s body. He was a large man, and our killer seems to have lain in wait for him and used chloroform to subdue him before cutting his throat.”

      I felt nauseous.

      “The police surgeon thinks the time of death was at about eight o’clock yesterday evening,” continued Cullen. “The shopkeepers in Lumber Court became aware that something was wrong when Mr O’Donoghue failed to open his shop this morning. We gained entry to the premises at two o’clock this afternoon. E Division is speaking to neighbouring shopkeepers and people who were in the area at the time.”

      “So Winston Nicholls is innocent?” asked the reporter.

      “It is too early to speculate.”

      I removed my gloves, took down some notes and tried to think of more questions to ask Cullen while I had his attention. My mind felt exhausted as I tried to accept what had happened.

      Why Reuben? And if neither he nor Winston Nicholls was the murderer, then who was?

      “Who do you think Adam de Vries is, Inspector Cullen? How is he getting away with this?” I asked.

      “If I knew that I wouldn’t be standing here now,” the inspector retorted with an exasperated sigh.

      “We’ve received more witness accounts describing the masked man,” said Inspector Fenton, who had just arrived with Inspector Pilkington.

      “He’s got nothing to do with it!” came an irate shout from someone behind me.

      I turned to see the angry face of a reporter from The Times.

      “The masked man is a figment of the imagination!” he bellowed. “It’s about time you stopped looking for him and did something useful! How many more murders can we endure? If the Home Secretary has an ounce of common sense, he’ll have every detective in Scotland Yard summarily dismissed! The investigation into this case has been an act of folly from start to finish!”

      “What are you actually doing to catch this killer, Inspector?” called out the reporter from the News of the World.

      I put my notebook in my bag and slipped away to avoid the shouting.

      I had almost battled my way out of Lumber Court when I heard someone calling my name. Looking around me, I caught sight of James in his bowler hat. I stayed where I was as he pushed past people to reach me. His suit and tie were black.

      “How are you, Penny?”

      “Not very well. Did you know that it’s Reuben this time?”

      Something about the caring glance James gave me caused the tears to spill down my cheeks. Flustered, I rummaged about in my bag for a handkerchief, but I could barely see a thing through my tears.

      “Here, have mine,” said James, taking off his gloves and handing me a pale blue silk handkerchief. “I brought a spare with me.”

      I thanked him, removed my spectacles and wiped my face. The handkerchief was scented with his cologne.

      “You’re wearing black,” I said. “You look like you’ve been to another funeral.”

      “I have. My grandfather’s.”

      “Oh dear.” Fresh tears sprung into my eyes. “I’m so sorry, James.”

      He took my hand gently in his. “Please don’t be sad, Penny. He led a long and happy life. He was prepared for his death and, although his passing has left us desolate, we were also prepared for it, which is far more than can be said for the poor unfortunate souls who have had their lives taken by this dreadful killer.”

      “I’ve just spoken to Cullen. He’s at the shop with Fenton and Pilkington.”

      “Well, it sounds as though there are enough detectives there for the time being. Let’s get out of this crowd and find a more peaceful spot where we can give this terrible business some thought.”

      He let go of my hand and I followed him out of Lumber Court and Tower Street. We crossed the road and came to a standstill outside Aldridge’s Horse Bazaar.

      “I was beginning to believe that Reuben was the murderer,” I said as we watched a gingerbread seller making a brisk trade among the onlookers. “People had spoken of him being behind the murders for so long. And the more thought I gave to Nicholls, the more I struggled to understand what his motive might have been.”

      “I’ve had a difficult time trying to gather evidence for Nicholls’ trial.”

      “But it wasn’t Reuben, was it? It must be Ed Keller, mustn’t it?”

      James took a folded piece of paper from his pocket and gave it to me.

      “This arrived at the Yard yesterday,” he said, “but it sat unnoticed for the rest of the day. Nobody was on the lookout for any more letters as we thought we already had our man.”

      I unfolded the letter and read the now familiar handwriting.

      

      Poor Mr Turner. Couldn’t his loved ones have been allowed to grieve in peace? For all your hasty work, inspector, it seems you have the wrong man. Wasn’t Mr O’Donoghue also a suspect once? I think another visit to St Giles is in order.

      

      Adam D.V.

      

      “Who is he?” I heard anger in my voice.

      “I don’t think Ed Keller is literate enough to write letters like these. We’re looking for an educated man and I think it’s time we visited Hugo Hawkins,” said James. “An uneasy glance passed between him and Reuben O’Donoghue at Mr Turner’s funeral. Did you notice it when you said a brief hello to Reuben? You were the only person among us whom he greeted. He glared at me and the look he gave Hawkins was one of utter contempt.”
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      Away from Lumber Court, the foggy streets were eerily quiet as James and I walked toward the chapel on Neal Street. We saw constables making enquiries at doors, but few other people were milling about.

      “Hugo can’t be the murderer, can he? I can’t imagine him murdering anyone,” I said.

      “Because he’s a missionary?”

      “It’s partly that, I suppose. But he helps people around here. He serves them soup on a cold day and he saved me from trouble once.”

      “You mentioned that on the funeral train, Penny, but you didn’t elaborate. In what way did he help?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “I don’t believe it’s nothing, because you have mentioned it twice now. What happened?”

      “It was when I went to see Ed Keller. He tried to attack me.”

      James stopped and stared at me. “What did he do?”

      “I don’t like to dwell on the details.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, I was completely unharmed, and that was because the missionaries heard me shout out and came to rescue me.”

      “I’ll have him arrested again.”

      “There’s no need. It was entirely my fault. I shouldn’t have put myself at risk like that.”

      “It’s not your fault! Have you been blaming yourself ever since the incident happened?”

      “No.”

      “You have, haven’t you?” James’ eyes searched mine.

      “Perhaps I have.”

      “I’ll get him once we’ve finished with Hugo. Presumably there were witnesses?”

      “Yes, the missionaries. And all those boys he has down there at King’s Head Yard.”

      “I could wring his neck,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Shall we go and speak to Hugo now?”

      We walked on and reached the door of the chapel a few moments later.

      “I picked up my revolver on the way here,” said James, patting where it sat in the holster beneath his overcoat and jacket.

      He pulled open the door of the chapel and we stepped into the candlelit gloom. Tendrils of fog had found their way inside and snaked around the legs of the chairs arranged neatly before the altar.

      “There’s no one here,” I whispered.

      “Hello!” James called out. “Mr Hawkins?”

      The silence made me uneasy. Having visited the place before, I had grown accustomed to being greeted by the missionaries and seeing other people here. It was the first time I had seen the chapel empty.

      “I suppose they’re all in Lumber Court,” I said, feeling a growing sense of unease.

      “I think there’s someone over there,” said James.

      “Where?” My breathing was quick and shallow.

      “He’s sitting in front of the altar.”

      I looked in the direction James was pointing toward and saw the figure of a man seated in one of the chairs.

      “If there’s someone here, why didn’t he answer us?”

      James withdrew his revolver from its holster and together we walked down the aisle toward the altar. The figure in the chair didn’t stir. He was wearing a dark hat and dark clothing.

      “Hello?” James said softly as we drew level with him.

      The man turned his head slowly towards us.

      “Hugo?”

      The missionary gave us a weak smile.

      “I wondered when you’d come.” He glanced at the revolver in James’ hand. “There’s no need for the gun, Inspector. I won’t do you any harm.”

      I could see that James was considering whether to put the revolver back into its holster. He decided to keep it in his hand.

      “Why didn’t you answer us, Hugo?” I asked. “We called out for you when we came in.”

      “Did you? I didn’t hear you.” His close-set eyes were languorous and his head nodded slightly, as if he were sleepy.

      “What do you know about Reuben O’Donoghue?” James asked.

      “I know he thinks I stole some money.”

      “And did you?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “You do realise that Reuben is dead?”

      “Is he? Oh dear.”

      He turned to look at the altar, an odd half-smile lit up by the flickering candles. His lack of remorse surprised me.

      “He’s not usually like this,” I whispered to James. “Perhaps he’s drunk, or maybe he’s taken opium.”

      “It’s all rather strange,” he whispered to me.

      Then he spoke to Hugo. “Were you in Lumber Court last night, Mr Hawkins?”

      The missionary looked up at us again, sleepy-eyed. “No.”

      Then he winced slightly and drew a hand up to his chest. I looked down at his hand and had to stifle a shriek.

      “Look!” I hissed. “Look at his hand!”

      It was covered in blood.

      Then I looked down and saw that his trouser leg appeared wet. All around his right boot was a dark pool of blood, which was slowly spreading across the stone floor.

      “Mr Hawkins, you’re hurt!” exclaimed James, putting his revolver back in its holster. He bent down next to him. “You’re bleeding! What happened?”

      “Leave me, I’m fine.”

      “We’re not going anywhere.”

      James parted the missionary’s jacket. His dark shirt was soaked with blood and the fabric was torn where I guessed a knife had struck him. His chest heaved with laboured, uneven breaths.

      “We need something we can use as a bandage,” said James.

      “Have my scarf,” I said, pulling it off and handing it over to him.

      Hugo’s eyelids were heavy as James tried to wrap my scarf around his chest. It wasn’t long enough to be of any great use.

      “Who did this to you, Hugo?” asked James.

      “It was a mistake. He didn’t mean to.”

      “Who?”

      “He only did it because he loves me.”

      “I’ll go and find a doctor,” I said.

      I ran out of the chapel and began calling at doors along Neal Street. Eventually, I found a woman who knew where a doctor lived and told me she would summon him. I ran back to the chapel, where a few people had gathered as word spread about the injured man.

      Inside the chapel, James had placed his overcoat on the stone floor and helped Hugo lie down on it. My scarf was soaked with blood and I wasn’t sure that a doctor would be able to do anything to save the missionary.

      “Has he told you who attacked him?” I asked James.

      “No, and I think we’re losing him. Can you hear me, Hugo?”

      The missionary’s face was pale and his eyes were closed. Bubbles of blood were collecting across his lips.

      “Hugo?” I knelt down by his head. “Hugo, who attacked you? Where’s David? Did David hurt you?”

      At the mention of David’s name, the missionary opened his eyes. “He didn’t mean to do it. I was trying to stop him.” His voice was quiet and breathless.

      “Stop him from doing what?”

      “Going after Martha.”

      “Martha? Why Martha?” I asked, looking up at James, who was listening, wide-eyed.

      “I told him there couldn’t be any more.”

      “Did David kill Reuben?”

      “Reuben accused me of stealing some money.”

      “And the others? Did David kill the others?”

      “I tried to stop him. He kept telling me that each one was the last and I believed him every time.”

      “Why did he kill all those poor people? And Jack? Jack was just a boy!” I felt an intense anger rising within me. You knew and you didn’t tell anyone?”

      “Penny,” whispered James, reaching out a hand to try and calm me. “Don’t be angry with him. Now is not the time.”

      I looked back at Hugo. His eyes were half-closed, but they were still fixed on mine.

      “Don’t harm him,” he whispered. “He didn’t mean it. God will forgive us both.”

      His eyes moved from mine and stared straight ahead. His breathing slowed and his lips moved no more.
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      James and I left the chapel as soon as the doctor arrived.

      “We have to protect Martha!” I said. “We have to get to her before he does. How could Hugo and David have called themselves missionaries? David killed all these people and Hugo kept silent about it! How can they be men of God?”

      “I share your anger, Penny,” said James, “but we need to save it for later. David Meares cannot be allowed to get to Martha. We need to have every officer in London searching this area now! Do you have any idea where he might hide? Quick, there’s someone up there!”

      We ran a short distance up the road to find two constables calling at doors. James told them to alert Chief Inspector Cullen in Lumber Court and then arrange for a telegram to be sent from Bow Street station instructing all police stations and divisions to search for David Meares. The constables ran off to summon help.

      I was hit by a sudden realisation. “I suppose we should have known who the murderer was long ago.”

      “How?”

      “Adam de Vries. It’s an anagram. We should have realised it. Adam de Vries is an anagram of David Meares.”

      “Of course.” James sighed. “David Meares. A quiet, hard-working missionary whom I never suspected. He’s been taunting the police and even leaving us clues, and still I didn’t suspect him!”

      “He can’t have got far.”

      “Indeed, but he will be helped greatly by this thick fog.”

      We moved as quickly as we could in the direction of Martha’s home off Queen Street, checking each doorway and courtyard as we went. We asked everyone we came across if they had seen David Meares. A few people thought they had seen a man in dark clothing, but no one could be certain that it was him.

      Narrow streets led into a maze of alleyways and courtyards. The fog was close and thick, and I felt alarmed by how little we could see around us. The air felt like a damp, cold blanket on my face. Each time a figure came out of the fog I jumped. James held his revolver firmly in his right hand.

      “It’s safer to stay inside,” he told the people we encountered on the street. “There’s a fugitive about, and we’ve almost got him.”

      “We’ll ’elp find ’im, mister,” said a group of boys who looked like they might have been part of Ed Keller’s gang.

      “If you see him, holler loudly and we’ll find you,” said James. “But be careful!”

      Now and again, we encountered a constable who was also searching for the killer.

      “Keep it up,” James said to him encouragingly. “He won’t escape us.”

      He lit his bullseye lantern, but its beam was quickly absorbed by the dense fog. The walls dripped with damp and the ground was wet and slippery under our feet. The thought that we could encounter David Meares with a knife at any moment was terrifying.

      “Are we nearly at Queen Street?” asked James.

      “I hope so. I’m finding this fog disorientating.”

      The murmur of a child’s voice startled me. I looked around, thinking I had imagined the noise before noticing two small, huddled forms at the base of a wall. I walked over to them and bent down. Two dirty, round faces stared back at me from beneath matted hair. It was a girl of about six and a boy who was just two or three years old. They looked familiar.

      “You shouldn’t be out here,” I said as soothingly as I could. “It’s dangerous. Where are your parents?”

      The girl shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “’Ere.” The girl looked at me, wide-eyed and wary and I recognised her as Hettie, the girl I’d seen in Nottingham Court. The little boy was Will who’d been pushed over by his brother in the argument about marbles.

      “It’s not safe here,” I said. “You must find somewhere inside.”

      “Why’s it not safe?”

      I looked up at James, who sadly shook his head.

      “We can’t leave them here,” I said. “They live in Nottingham Court. We need to take them home.”

      “Ma don’t want us at ’ome,” said the girl. “We ain’t goin’ back there.”

      She stood up and held out her hand to the little boy.

      “C’mon, Will, let’s go.”

      He got up and took the girl’s hand.

      “Where will you go?” I asked.

      She shrugged and began to walk away.

      “Don’t go!” I called out.

      The children stopped and stared at me, solemn-faced.

      “Stay with us for now. You’ll be safer that way.”

      “Penny,” warned James. “We can’t—”

      “I’m not leaving them,” I snapped as I got to my feet. “I want to keep them safe. They can’t just be wandering around St Giles with this man about. If they stay with us then we know they’ll be all right.”

      “I understand,” he said resignedly. “Perhaps you can take them into the next pub we come to and wait there with them until this is over.”

      “You need me to help find Martha,” I replied. “And I know David better than you. I might be able to talk him out of doing anything foolish.”

      “The man is deranged.”

      “I want to help you, James. I don’t want to leave you facing him on your own.”

      James sighed. “Instead you’re bringing the children along to face him too?”

      “He won’t hurt the children.”

      “How can you be sure of that?” He scowled.

      “James, we don’t have time to argue. Let’s continue searching. I’m sure the children will behave themselves. Come on, Hettie and Will. Come with us and do what I tell you. You must do what I say. You’ll do that, won’t you? We’ll keep you safe.”

      We continued on our way with the children following closely behind. Having promised to protect them, I felt even more nervous that we would encounter David. I prayed that some of the other police officers would find him before we did.

      We turned a corner and heard voices, then out of the gloom came Fenton and Pilkington.

      “I’ve never seen fog like it,” said Fenton. “Blakely, what’s happening? Some constable found us and said the killer’s roaming around here. Children?”

      He glared down at Hettie and Will, who shrank back from him.

      “I’m looking after them,” I replied. “It’s not safe for them to be alone.”

      “It’s certainly not!” said Fenton.

      “We need to protect Martha Nicholls,” said James. “David Meares is after her.”

      “David who?”

      “One of the missionaries, I’ll explain when we have time. Martha lives in one of the courtyards off Queen Street. You can get there faster than us as we have these children in tow.”

      “So I see,” said Fenton.

      “You two head back the way you’ve come. Queen Street leads off Seven Dials.”

      “I’m aware of that, but I’m not even sure where Seven Dials is in this fog,” said Fenton. “I thought I knew this place, but it’s a labyrinth.”

      “Ask people for directions, but be quick!”

      Fenton’s eyes narrowed, as if he didn’t want to take orders from James.

      “What are you waiting for, Fenton? We don’t want another murder on our hands!”

      “Very well.”

      “Good luck,” said James.

      

      My feet were damp and cold.

      “Do you think someone could be sheltering him?” I asked.

      “You think he has an accomplice?”

      “I don’t know. Someone could have let him into their home without realising what he has done. He’s known as a missionary around here, and anyone who has recently encountered him won’t yet know about his crimes.”

      “It’s possible, isn’t it?” said James.

      We paused in a narrow alleyway and heard the noise from a nearby gin shop drifting up the street.

      “We should ask in each pub in case anyone has seen him,” I said.

      “I agree. We must try everything we can think of.”

      “And if someone’s sheltering him, he could be anywhere in this place.”

      I looked up at the walls around us, where a few lights could be seen flickering dimly in the windows. We asked in the gin shop whether anyone had seen David Meares. Some people didn’t know who he was, while others gave conflicting reports of sightings. When James told them why we were looking for him, a mixture of panic and excitement passed through the crowd.

      “I’m goin’ ’ome and lockin’ meself up till yer’ve got ’im!” said a woman with only a few teeth.

      “I think you’ll be safer staying here for the time being,” said James. “Wait until we have him in our custody before you leave.”

      We stepped out of the gin shop and back into the street. Everything was still and silent outside, with many of the drinkers heeding James’ warning to stay where they were. The children stayed quiet and obedient, and Will sucked his thumb.

      “It won’t be long now,” I said to them, but I felt guilty about reassuring them when I had no idea what was to happen next.

      I detected movement in the fog ahead of us and waited for the figure to emerge, assuming it was one of the constables, but no one materialised.

      James put his hand on my arm and brought me to a stop. “I think I saw someone walk into that doorway,” he whispered.

      “I’m sure I saw someone too. Do you think he’s hiding from us?” I kept my voice as low as possible and held my breath as we slowly approached the doorway.

      Was David Meares hiding just inside it?

      As we drew nearer, I saw that it wasn’t a doorway at all, but the entrance to a dark passageway.

      “Do you know where it leads?” whispered James.

      “No idea.”

      We peered into the passageway, but it was too dark and foggy to see much.

      “Hello?” called James.

      There was no reply, but we heard footsteps running away from us.

      James quickly lit his lantern.

      “Let’s go!” he said.

      We stumbled into the darkness, following the beam of the lantern. I took hold of Hettie and Will’s hands, and all we could see ahead of us was a swirl of mist and fog. We heard only the echo of our own footsteps.

      The passageway came to an end and opened out into a courtyard. I could just about see the high walls around us. To my right was a pair of large wooden doors, which looked like they belonged to a warehouse. There were no lights in any of the windows.

      “I heard something come from this way,” said James, moving off to the left.

      But just at that moment, I heard footsteps from the right side of the courtyard.

      “No, definitely this way,” I said, moving towards the sound so that I didn’t lose it.

      “David?” James called out. “Is it you?”

      James and I drifted apart, but I made sure that I could still see the faint beam of his lantern. Keeping Hettie and Will close to me, I made my way around the edge of the courtyard, passing the warehouse with its broken windows and a rickety staircase, which led down to a basement room.

      “David?” I heard James call again. His voice was further away, but so long as I could still hear him and see his lantern I felt sure that I would be safe. If I caught sight of David I knew that James was close enough to be swiftly by my side with his gun.

      The children and I reached the corner of the courtyard and then continued along the next side. I could see boards nailed over windows and a narrow gap between two buildings, which was wide enough for a man to hide in.

      “David?” I said.

      I heard only silence.

      I turned around to see where James’ light was, but it was no longer there.

      “James!” I called out. “Hettie, Will, tell me if you see his light.”

      I looked around frantically and then I heard a clatter as if something had fallen to the ground.

      “James?” I ran carefully with the children to where I thought the sound had come from, soon reaching the other side of the courtyard.

      He wasn’t there.

      “James!” I cried out, hoping that someone would hear me.

      I hadn’t wanted to alarm the children but I knew they were frightened now because they were clinging to my skirts.

      “There you are,” I said with relief as he emerged from the fog on my right. “You had me worried for a moment!”

      But when I saw the figure more clearly, I realised that it wasn’t James at all but a taller man, dressed in a long dark coat and wearing a Pulcinella mask, which covered his eyes and nose.
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      A cold fear gripped my stomach and the children hid behind me. The man’s dimpled chin and straw-coloured moustache were familiar to me.

      “David?” I asked cautiously.

      I could see the gleam in his eyes through the dark holes of the mask. He was staring at me, and in his right, gloved hand was a knife.

      “Have you done something to Martha? Where is she?”

      David said nothing, and with a chill I realised that the vision of the man who stood in front of me would have been the last thing many of his victims had seen. I fought the urge to run and kept my feet rooted to the ground. I knew that if I ran away we might lose him again in the fog. I had to stay and hope that James would swiftly find us.

      “Give me the knife, David.” I slowly held out my hand in vain hope.

      “No.” He lifted his hand and brandished the weapon wildly.

      “Run to that wall over there!” I instructed the children. Hettie and Will did as they were told and huddled together. I decided to keep David talking in the hope that it would distract him from harming anyone.

      “Why are you doing this, David?” I asked. “Why are you after Martha?”

      “She upset Hugo. They all did.”

      “You know that Hugo is dead?”

      “Is he?” His voice had a slight quaver to it. “It was an accident. I became angry with him.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He wanted me to stop, but I couldn’t sleep for thinking about what they had done to him. He didn’t need to tell me how much their words hurt; I could see it in his face. I saw how the rejection affected him. For every person who accepted his help, there were half a dozen who ignored or insulted him. Have you ever felt such deep hatred for someone, Miss Green, that you wished they were dead? That’s how I felt about them. He told me God would forgive them, but I could see that his heart was wounded.”

      “But you killed him. I still don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t mean to, I was seized with rage. He forgives me, I know he does.”

      His mouth widened into a macabre grin, which made me shiver.

      “It’s been amusing, hasn’t it? All this has caused quite a stir and I didn’t even have to hide! I could watch the police searching for me, even at the funerals.” He cackled.

      “You called yourself a missionary!” I retorted. “You pretended to be helping people and they trusted you. They believed what you told them. How can you pretend to serve God and commit such evil acts?”

      “The people I killed rejected Hugo. And by doing so, they rejected God.”

      “So killing them was a noble act, was it?”

      “I believed it to be. Not one of them was worthy.”

      “But why Martha?”

      “Hugo was a friend to her. He made sure she could attend Mrs Baxter’s funeral. And Mr Turner’s funeral, too. You saw how much he helped her, didn’t you? But she refused to pray with Hugo. She took his help when she wanted it, but refused the most important help of all. I can’t tell you how much that upset him.”

      “Where is she?”

      He shrugged in reply and I shuddered, terrified that he might already have tracked her down. I glanced quickly around me, desperately hoping that James would emerge from the fog. The only sight which reassured me was that of Hettie and Will remaining crouched by the wall. I prayed that Fenton and Pilkington had found Martha safe and well.

      “I saw what you did to Jack. It was a brutal act. Why did you do it? Jack was only a boy!”

      “And a thief since he’d been old enough to walk. He stole from you, remember?”

      “And I forgave him! As men of God, you and Hugo should have done the same.”

      David laughed and I hoped I could keep him talking.

      “Why did you write the letters?” I asked.

      “You’re a writer, aren’t you, Miss Green? You understand the power of words. Haven’t you ever wished that your words could create such panic? Nothing you write will ever have the same effect as my letters. The police didn’t take me seriously at first, but they soon learnt, didn’t they? They had only a matter of hours to locate every possible Mr Turner in London!” he laughed. “When I killed, people had to listen to me. The power was intoxicating.”

      “And the reason you scattered those cards about with the name Adam de Vries on, that was about power?”

      “Of course. It’s all part of the same game. I heard about you and the inspector making the journey to Leinster Gardens. Oh dear, I am sorry.” He laughed again. “I thought you knew that the address wasn’t real. It was supposed to be a joke!”

      “A joke which only you would find funny?”

      “I’ve always had a queer sense of humour. Do you know what I enjoyed most about the panic the murders caused? The numbers in our congregation increased threefold! I’d never seen Hugo so happy. He finally had a decent flock. That was all he had ever wanted.”

      “And he was complicit in what you were doing.”

      “I’d be lying if I said he was proud of me. He didn’t like what I did, but he couldn’t bear to give me up. He would never have told the police; he loved me too much. He didn’t want to lose me, and he thought he could make me stop. He tried hard to make me stop and told me that each one must be my last. I couldn’t stop, though. I realised that in the end. I will never be able to.”

      “Was Hugo afraid of you?”

      “I suppose he was. Everyone is after me now, aren’t they? They’re going to hang me.”

      He lifted the knife and held it up to his throat. He grimaced and began to push the sharp edge of the knife against his neck.

      I winced and turned away. “David, stop! Put the knife down! Throw it away!”

      I looked back and his eyes were still glittering out at me through the mask. His mouth was fixed in a strange grin and he bared his teeth. A trickle of blood ran down his throat.

      I didn’t want the children to see what he was doing to himself.

      “Stop!”

      I took a step towards him and swung my bag at his arm. It knocked his elbow and dislodged the knife from his neck, but I shivered when I saw the blood oozing from the gash that had opened up there.

      “Drop the knife!” I shouted.

      His mouth twisted into a snarl and he lunged at me with the blood-stained blade.

      Two gunshots rang out and I ducked and covered my head. Then a figure came hurtling out of the fog and knocked David to the ground. The knife fell from his hand and spun across the cobbles.

      I crawled forward, grabbed the handle of the knife and rolled away from David. I looked up to see James kneeling on David’s chest, pinning his arms to the ground.

      “James!” I cried out. “Is he dead?”

      “No. I don’t think any of my shots reached him, although he’s losing a lot of blood from this cut on his throat.”

      I got to my feet and dashed over to the children, who looked up at me with large, frightened eyes.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “You’re safe now.”

      Finally, I could reassure them with real certainty.

      The gunshots had alerted the attention of a number of people. Within moments, a small crowd had gathered around us, including many police officers. I handed the knife to one of them.

      Then my legs were unable to support my weight any longer and gave way beneath me. I sat down by Hettie and Will and tried to suppress a wave of nausea.
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      “The preparation for this trial will be quite straightforward,” said James. “I don’t think I’ve ever encountered a suspect before who has spoken about his crimes with such enthusiasm.”

      “It begs the question whether there is any need for a trial!” said Mr Sherman. “Just hang the fellow and then London can get back to business.”

      “At least we stopped him from getting to Martha Nicholls,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if he’d harmed her.”

      “And he had a fairly nebulous reason for doing so,” said James. “I think the man became so fond of bloodshed that it seemed that any reason at all would do.”

      “Adam de Vries,” said Edgar. “Why didn’t I solve that anagram?”

      “What was the missionary’s justification for killing the boy?” asked Frederick.

      “He was never a missionary,” I said. “Not in the proper sense of the word.”

      “David Meares’ explanation for each murder was that he was exacting revenge on Hugo’s enemies,” said James. “Over a period of many years, he had developed an all-consuming loyalty to the man who had rescued him from a pickpocketing gang in Salford’s slums. Anyone who exchanged a cross word with Hugo Hawkins incurred the wrath of his protégé.

      “Apparently, Jack Burton reminded Hugo of David as a boy. Hugo had almost succeeded in saving Jack Burton. The boy regularly attended chapel for some time, but then he stopped coming and no longer wanted to have any contact with the missionaries. This rejection deeply upset Hugo, and this made David angry. Perhaps David also harboured some jealousy towards the boy. Perhaps he worried that Jack would eventually become his replacement. He followed him for a number of evenings and eventually found his opportunity to cut the boy’s throat when he was trying to escape having snatched Miss Green’s bag.”

      “He did it extremely quickly,” I said. “And to think that he stood in that courtyard a short while later as if he’d had nothing to do with it!”

      “It’s the best cover,” said James. “Running away rouses suspicion.”

      “You’d have thought he’d have been blood-stained,” said Mr Sherman.

      “His clothes were dark and it was night-time,” I replied.

      “And Hugo didn’t notice?” said Edgar.

      “I’m sure he knew what David had done that evening, but he couldn’t bring himself to betray his fosterling,” said James. “The swift murder of Jack Burton was in stark contrast to the murder of Ernest Larcombe, the pawnbroker. David lay in wait for him in his shop, prepared with the knife and a bottle of chloroform. Ernest Larcombe didn’t like the missionaries. He accused them of interfering in people’s lives and believed most people in St Giles were far too sinful to ever be granted redemption. I’ve heard accounts of the many drunken arguments Larcombe had, and it seems that a number of them were with Hawkins.”

      “And Larcombe’s sister, Mrs Baxter? Was she involved in any of these arguments?” asked Edgar.

      “She may have been. However, there was a separate conflict with Mrs Baxter. Sometime earlier, Hugo had requested that her tours of St Giles should call in at the missionaries’ chapel. Apparently, he wanted the wealthy visitors to hear about the work he and David were doing, and I suspect that he would also have welcomed some donations from them.”

      “That must have been the true reason,” said Edgar. “Money.”

      “Mrs Baxter stood her ground and refused to include the missionaries in her tours. Clearly, the stand-off between the two escalated until David put a brutal end to it.”

      “And Mr Turner, the philanthropist?” asked Frederick. “Was he actually a philanthropist, or did his interest in fallen women extend beyond charity?”

      “Sadly, the latter,” said James. “E Division spoke to quite a number of these women, who explained exactly what Turner’s relationship with them had entailed. They were desperate for money, of course, and he had plenty of it.”

      “And a wife and children at home in Chelsea,” I added.

      “Indeed. And perhaps we can find some worthiness in Hugo’s character in that he was concerned about Turner’s motives. He confronted Turner and, as you can imagine, the antagonism would have increased from that moment onwards. Turner was murdered in his own home, and he probably allowed David in because he must have recognised him from St Giles. He would have been interested to find out why the missionary should be calling himself Adam de Vries.”

      “And David didn’t give him any time to find out, did he?” said Edgar.

      “Murdering Reuben was senseless,” I said.

      “All of the murders were senseless,” said Edgar.

      “Reuben O’Donoghue had been supportive of the missionaries to begin with,” said James. “Despite a propensity for fighting, he donated money to the mission in the belief that he was helping the poverty-stricken. He was far from wealthy, but he had some modest income from his rag shop.”

      “And he wanted to know what Hugo was doing with the money,” added Edgar.

      “They served up soup on cold days,” I said, “but perhaps Reuben thought they could have done more with the donations they received.”

      “Reuben thought that Hugo was keeping some of it back for himself,” said James. “I asked my colleagues in Manchester to make some enquiries at the mission Hawkins worked in while he was in Salford, and there was an accusation that some of the donations there were finding their way into his pocket.”

      “So that’s why Hawkins and Meares came to London,” said Edgar.

      “Probably. But two people had also had their throats cut in Salford, in the vicinity of the mission where Hawkins and Meares worked.”

      Edgar’s mouth fell open. “You think Meares murdered those people too?”

      “It’s possible, and I’m sure he’ll confess to the murders if he was responsible for them. The man seems strangely proud of his crimes.”

      “And the first couple of victims, Mrs O’Brien and Mr Yeomans?” asked Mr Sherman.

      “I’m told that Mrs O’Brien was always first in line for soup, but never joined the missionaries for prayers. Hugo tried to help her after her husband abandoned her, but she never appeared grateful for his work. Like Larcombe, Mr Yeomans considered the missionaries an imposition. Apparently, he once told Hawkins that if there really was a God then he wouldn’t allow anyone to live in such poverty as there is in St Giles.”

      “An extreme view,” said Mr Sherman.

      “Extreme enough to cost Mr Yeomans his life.”

      “For a while, life was going well for Hawkins, wasn’t it?” said Edgar. “Whenever someone antagonised him, his friend silenced them. I wonder who would have been next?”

      “Surely he and Ed Keller must have fallen out?” I said.

      “You’d be surprised, Penny. I spoke to Ed Keller after we arrested Meares and, apparently, he had a good relationship with the missionaries. There was an agreement that the Seven Dials Gang looked after the chapel in return for a weekly payment.”

      “With Hawkins falling out with so many people, it was probably a necessity that his chapel was guarded,” said Mr Sherman.

      I kept quiet, but I realised that Keller’s friendly relationship with Hawkins helped to explain why he had stopped attacking me the moment Hugo Hawkins had ordered him to let me go.

      “Thankfully, E Division have managed to arrest Ed Keller for selling stolen property, and I’m hoping he’ll be spending some time in Newgate,” said James, catching my eye and giving me a subtle smile.

      Mr Sherman lit his pipe. “Well, there won’t be much space in tomorrow’s edition for any news other than this. Who would have thought that two missionaries could have caused such a terrible fear to sweep through London for as long as seven weeks? Mr Fish and Miss Green, you’d better get your stories written up in time for deadline. We need to trounce The Gazette’s sales tomorrow.”

      “That shouldn’t be too difficult,” laughed Edgar. “Clifford’s only just been released from his police cell. He’s got rather a lot to catch up on!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 50

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Ms Green,

      Legend says that the falls of Tequendama were created by Bochica, who struck the rocks with his golden staff to drain the Bogota savannah after it was flooded by the angry god Chibchachum. I read this in An Historical, Geographical and Topographical Description of the United States of Colombia. I wonder if your father was aware of this legend when he visited the mighty falls? It will be interesting to find out whether he alludes to it in his diaries or letters.

      I also wondered if you would like to accompany me for a walk in Hyde Park on a Saturday afternoon when the weather allows? You would be most welcome to bring a chaperone, of course.

      Perhaps you can reply to me at your earliest convenience.

      I remain

      Your most truly

      Mr Francis Edwards

      

      I felt my face flush hot. I hadn’t noticed the small piece of paper this message was written on among the other papers Mr Edwards had given me. I had no idea how I would respond to him. I folded his note and placed it in my biscuit tin while I gave it some thought.
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      “What an ingenious idea!” said Eliza. “Onions growing in old packing cases!”

      “Sixpence for ’alf a dozen,” croaked a reptilian-looking woman wearing four or five tattered shawls.

      “Of course.” Eliza gave her some coins and came away with six onions wrapped in newspaper. “So this is the notorious Seven Dials?” She looked around her. “It doesn’t seem so bad, although the pubs appear rather busy for this time in the morning.”

      “They’re always busy,” I replied.

      “Which way is the chapel?”

      “It’s on Neal Street, just up this way.”

      “I think it’s extremely sensible that they’re pulling the houses down around here. Some of these buildings are extremely old and people need new, sanitary dwellings.”

      “They do, although I’m not sure that the current residents will be permitted to live in the new ones.”

      “What will happen to them?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps they’ll be moved on to another rookery somewhere. Perhaps out in the East End. It looks as though Hettie and Will will be accommodated in one of Dr Barnardo’s homes there, their mother is unable to care for them any longer. I’m planning to visit them soon.”

      “Poor children, they deserve a proper home don’t they?”

      “They do.”

      “You haven’t told me how you’re progressing with Father’s book. Has your work on it completely stalled?”

      “No, I’ve just begun work on it again.”

      “It’s the massacre, isn’t it? It put you off the idea.”

      “I won’t mention it in the book.”

      “Of course not. But the knowledge that he did it has dampened your enthusiasm for the book, hasn’t it?”

      “I’m still enthusiastic, Ellie, I—” I faltered, unsure what to say.

      “It has changed your opinion of him.”

      “Does Mother know?”

      Eliza shook her head. “I don’t think so. She could never bring herself to read his diaries in detail. If she did know, perhaps she would cope with the news better than you and I. The older generation seem to have more tolerance of barbaric acts than we might.”

      “Is that what you think it is? Barbaric?”

      “Perhaps that is too strong a word. I think that it’s difficult for the two of us to pass judgement when we have never travelled in those parts of the world. Father was a brave man and I think we should feel proud of him. It’s important to continue with the book so that we can acknowledge the good work he did.”

      “I’ll get back to it when I feel ready.”

      We turned into Neal Street.

      “There’s still quite a crowd gathered here,” I said.

      We walked up to join them.

      “That’s an unpleasant smell, isn’t it?” said my sister, wrinkling her nose. “Burnt timber.”

      Even after the night’s rainfall, wisps of smoke continued to rise from the ashes of The Mission of Faith, Hope and Charity. A group of people stood staring at the spot where the chapel had once been. A few picked their way through the embers, hoping to find something they could salvage.

      “The buildings either side of it have gone too,” I said. “It’s fortunate that no one was injured. I know I shouldn’t say this, but I’m pleased that someone burnt it down. It was never a proper chapel. They weren’t proper missionaries. It makes me angry that people like them use the cloak of religion to hide their wickedness.”

      “Does anyone know who started the fire?” asked Eliza.

      “A few do, but they ain’t sayin’,” said a stocky woman in front of us, wearing a headscarf. She turned around and gave us a smile.

      “Martha!” I cried out. “How are you?”

      “I’m a’right. ’Appy they got ’im at last. David Meares? I never would of thought it, but ’e were a quiet one now I comes to think of it. Kept ’imself to ’imself, didn’t he? Now we knows why!”

      Thankfully, no one had explained to Martha Nicholls that she had been David’s next intended victim.

      “I’m so sorry about what happened with Winston.”

      Her smile faded slightly. “Yeah, well, the police didn’t know what they was doin’ ’alf they time, did they? Seems hev’ryone was a suspect at one time or another. I’m just ’appy Winston ain’t been out murderin’ no one.”

      “As am I. This is my sister, Eliza. She wanted to see the remains of the chapel.”

      “Nice to meet yer. Where d’yer live then? Not round ’ere, I can tell!”

      “Bayswater,” Eliza replied. “How long have you lived in St Giles?”

      As my sister and Martha talked, I noticed two men standing apart from the crowd, pointing at the smoking ruins. It was Inspector Fenton and James. I walked up to them.

      “Good morning, Miss Green,” said Fenton. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard who carried out this act of pyromania? We’re on the hunt for the persons responsible.”

      “Do you need to find them?” I asked. “I don’t think the false missionaries need their makeshift chapel any longer.”

      “Someone has carried out an act of arson, Miss Green!” He scowled at me. “Perhaps someone in this crowd has heard something.”

      He strode off to speak to the group of onlookers, his boots echoing noisily against the cobbles. James and I were left alone.

      His tie was black, but his face looked brighter than it had been for a long time.

      “Are you ready for David Meares’ trial?” I asked.

      “I think so. Hopefully it will be nothing more than an uncomplicated formality. The man is freely admitting his guilt. Will you be writing about the case?”

      “Yes, so I’m sure I shall see you at the court from time to time.”

      “Yes, you will.” He smiled. “I haven’t yet thanked you for your help with this case, Penny.”

      “I’m not sure I did much. There were many people working on it.”

      “You stopped David Meares from cutting his own throat. If he’d been successful, the victims wouldn’t have received the justice they’re due.”

      “I hit him with my bag! It wasn’t what I’d describe as an heroic act.”

      “It was brave, Penny.”

      “Anyone would have done the same if they’d had a large carpet bag with them.”

      I glanced around the street, wanting to say words which I knew were inappropriate. Instead, I settled on something mundane. “I suppose life will return to normal now and we shall see less of each other now that the case is over.”

      “I suppose so.”

      I wondered if he felt as saddened by this as I did. I watched him take his pipe out of his pocket.

      “Has the future Mrs Blakely not discovered your little habit yet?”

      “Not yet.” He gave me a clandestine wink.

      “I won’t tell her,” I said with a smile.

      James laughed. “You’ve never met her!”

      “No, I haven’t, and I don’t suppose I’m likely to either. Perhaps I will someday, who knows?” My words stalled as I toyed with the idea that I might be invited to the wedding.

      I was trying to say goodbye to him, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      “I should say good luck with the wedding preparations,” I continued, “and I hope that your special day goes well.” I felt a lump rise into my throat.

      “The wedding’s not until September, Penny!” James grinned and rested his hand on my arm. “I sincerely hope that we will work together again before then.”

      We held each other’s gaze until we heard the footsteps of Inspector Fenton approaching.

      “I hope so too, James.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Historical Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      St Giles Rookery occupied an area of London which is now part of modern day Holborn, Covent Garden and the theatre district in London’s West End. It was already becoming an overcrowded poverty stricken area in the seventeenth century and by the first half of the nineteenth century it was one of the worst slums in Britain. William Hogarth immortalised the area’s lawlessness and depravity in a series of etchings, one of the best known being Gin Lane.

      By the late nineteenth century Victorian social reform and philanthropy had gained strong momentum and attempts were made to clear and rebuild London’s slums. Areas such as St Giles attracted many from the middle-classes who either wished to help the inhabitants or tour the poverty stricken streets out of curiosity. Evangelical missionaries began establishing themselves in slum districts from the 1830s onwards and by the end of the nineteenth century there were hundreds of missionaries helping slum dwellers with practical needs as well as spiritual.

      The church of St Giles-in-the-Fields was rebuilt in the eighteenth century and still stands today. Seven Dials has retained its layout and character despite some redevelopment, and Neal Street is a popular shopping street in the Covent Garden area. Neal’s Yard, famous for the organic beauty company which uses its name, provides a good idea of how the narrow crooked streets would have once looked. Although these days the buildings are brightly coloured and house trendy eateries and boutiques.

      I’ve read some interesting contemporary accounts of London’s slums. The Bitter Cry of Outcast London is a harrowing read written by a clergyman, Andrew Mearns, in 1883. It created a sensation at the time and helped pave the way towards housing legislation. Dottings of a Dosser documents the depressing adventures of a nineteen year old journalist, Howard Goldsmid, who went undercover and stayed in the very worst of London’s lodging houses in 1886. Lodging houses – or ‘dosshouses’ – provided shelter for homeless people who were able to find a few pence to stay the night. Many dosshouses were overcrowded, unsanitary and run by unscrupulous landlords.

      The houses at 23 and 24 Leinster Gardens had to be demolished in the 1860s to make way for a train tunnel connecting Paddington and Bayswater. The facades of the two houses were reconstructed and behind them is a section of railway line which was left open to allow the steam engines to vent off. The facades are extremely convincing and have featured in a number of hoaxes over the years as well as being a filming location.

      Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese pub was a favourite with Fleet Street journalists for many years. The newspapers and journalists have since moved out of the area but the pub is still popular and retains its seventeenth century charm and cellars which date from the thirteenth century. The gloomy, warren-like pub has counted literary figures such as Dickens, Conan Doyle and Tennyson among its regulars.

      Brookwood Cemetery in Surrey was built by the London Necropolis Company in the 1850s when the capital was running out of space to bury its dead. At the time of its opening, the cemetery was the largest in the world. The London Necropolis Railway ran funeral trains from Cemetery Station, just behind Waterloo Station, down to Brookwood – a journey of about thirty miles. The mourners travelled in the passenger carriages and the coffins were carried in a separate windowless carriage. The train stopped at two halts in the cemetery: the North station for non-conformist burials and the South station for Anglican burials. The railway ceased operation after its London station was bombed in WWII, a commemorative piece of railway track remains at Brookwood Cemetery.

      Plant hunting became an increasingly commercial enterprise as the nineteenth century progressed. Victorians were fascinated by exotic plants and, if they were wealthy enough, they had their own glasshouses built to show them off. Plant hunters were employed by Kew Gardens, companies such as Veitch Nurseries or wealthy individuals to seek out exotic specimens in places such as South America and the Himalayas. These plant hunters took great personal risks to collect their plants and some perished on their travels. The Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican is worth a read. Written in 1891 it documents his journeys in Colombia and demonstrates how plant hunting became little short of pillaging. Some areas he travelled to had already lost their orchids to plant hunters and Millican himself spent several months felling 4,000 trees to collect 10,000 plants. Even after all this plundering many of the orchids didn’t survive the trip across the Atlantic to Britain. Plant hunters were not always welcome: Millican had arrows fired at him as he navigated rivers, had his camp attacked one night and was eventually killed during a fight in a Colombian tavern.

      My research for The Rookery has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale and Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett, Dottings of a Dosser by Howard Goldsmid, Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London by Andrew Mearns, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper by Philip Sugden and The Necropolis Railway by Andrew Martin.
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      London, 1884

      “Mr John Morrison?” I asked.

      The tall, dark-skinned man beside me nodded, and I wrote his name down in my notebook. John looked to be about twenty. His brow was crumpled and he kept loosening his necktie, as though it would help him breathe.

      “I’m supposed to be at work,” he said.

      “I’m sure your employer will understand on a day like today,” I replied.

      “I don’t know about that.” He pulled at his tie again.

      “Elizabeth Wiggins was your sister?” I asked.

      “Yes.” His voice cracked with emotion.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Thank you for agreeing to talk to me. I know this must be extremely difficult for you.”

      We were standing on Gonsalva Road in Battersea: a drab street lined on both sides by cramped, brown-brick houses. Number sixteen looked just like all the others, aside from the police officer trying to keep onlookers away from the front door. A light drizzle fell, leaving small sparkling raindrops on my woollen jacket. Trains rumbled along the viaduct behind the houses, and the damp pages of my notebook tore beneath my pencil.

      A small crowd had filled the street. Men stood with hands in their pockets and dirty-faced children chased each other around, while women holding babies shouted at them.

      “What can you tell me about your sister?” I asked. “What sort of person was she?”

      John wiped his brow with his hand. “I can’t get used to that word was. I can’t believe she’s not here no more. I only saw her yesterday! She’s kind-hearted, like. She’d do anything for anyone. She worked north of the river ’til she lost her job. She’s a hard worker, she is. I’ll miss her. My wife and son’ll miss her too.”

      He quickly rubbed the tears from his eyes to prevent me from seeing them.

      “And what of your brother-in-law?” I asked. “Had he ever harmed Elizabeth before?”

      “No. I don’t think he did, anyway. She never told me so. The policeman told me he was drunk. He didn’t usually drink much. Mrs O’Donnell says she heard shouting. They must have argued, I suppose. Elizabeth would’ve been angry on account of him being drunk. She didn’t like drinkers, our Elizabeth. Because of our father, that is. Me and her saw what drink does to a family. He must have lost his temper with her. He wouldn’t normally have done it, but it was the drink. And now…” John wiped his hand over his face. “He’s ruined everything!”

      I wrote down what he had told me in shorthand. “The police are holding him now. He’ll face trial,” I said.

      “And so he should! I hope he hangs!”

      “John Morrison!” a voice called out from behind me. I turned to see Tom Clifford from The Holborn Gazette approaching with his pencil and notebook. His jaw moved up and down as he chewed on a piece of tobacco.

      “How old was your sister?”

      “I’m not speaking to no more reporters now,” said John tremulously. “I have to get back to me wife. She’s in a delicate state, she is.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for your time, Mr Morrison.”

      “Only speakin’ to Miss Green, are yer?” Tom Clifford taunted as John walked away.

      “Leave him be,” I said. “His sister has just been murdered.”

      “What did ’e tell you?”

      “That’s none of your business!”

      Tom Clifford spat out a globule of tobacco. “You won’t of got much from the likes of ’im. What can you say about a battered wife? Husband comes home in a foul temper, husband beats wife, wife dies, and husband gets hanged for it. Happens every week. What we need is another killer like we had in St Giles. How’s about that, Miss Green? It’s a bit more exciting, ain’t it? Sells newspapers, that kinda thing.”

      “It’s not about excitement, Mr Clifford. We’re reporting on real people’s lives. I don’t wish to report on murders in order to sensationalise them. I do it to pay my respects to the victims. Mrs Wiggins should be remembered.”

      Tom Clifford cackled. “You ’ave a nobler cause than the rest of us, don’t yer, Miss Green?”

      I ignored him and noted down the date and time at the top of my page: Tuesday, 4th March, 1884. Ten o’clock.

      I folded my notebook closed, put it into my carpet bag and took out my umbrella, while Tom Clifford walked over to the police officer and began questioning him.

      Reporting on domestic tragedies such as these was upsetting. The death of a woman at the hands of her partner should have been avoidable, and sadly it happened far too often.

      I wiped the raindrops from my spectacles, opened my umbrella and walked down to Wandsworth Road, where I could take the horse tram up to Westminster Bridge.
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      The typewriter was situated in the corner of the newsroom in the offices of the Morning Express newspaper. I sat myself in front of the machine beside a narrow dirty window which looked out onto Fleet Street. If I had cared to peer through the grime, I would have been able to see the upper section of a letter ‘N’, which formed part of the large iron signage across the facade of our building.

      “You’re not about to start making an infernal racket on that contraption, are you, Miss Green?” asked my colleague, Edgar Fish.  He was a young man with small, glinting eyes and a thin, mousey-brown moustache. “Can’t it wait ’til later? My head hurts.”

      “As a result of the beer in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese yesterday evening, or of Mrs Fish scolding you when you returned home?” laughed another reporter, Frederick Potter, who was portly and curly-haired.

      “Neither, thank you, Potter. And I don’t appreciate the slur. I have a headache because I’ve been working too hard.”

      Frederick was still roaring with laughter when the editor, Mr Sherman, strode into the room. Edgar swiftly removed the pencil from behind his ear and began scribbling on a piece of paper in front of him.

      Mr Sherman removed the pipe from beneath his thick black moustache. “What’s so funny, Potter?” His shirt sleeves were rolled up and he wore a grey serge waistcoat. His slickly oiled hair was parted to one side.

      “Nothing, sir.”

      “Good. Well it seems Downing Street has finally realised that Sir Hercules Robinson is a man worth listening to,” said Mr Sherman. “Now he can resume his duties as high commissioner in South Africa with the government’s full support. Fish, you’ll need to be at the Empire Club this evening to hear his address.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It will be interesting to hear the details surrounding Sir Robinson’s uniform system of frontier policy.”

      “It will, sir, yes,” replied Edgar, sounding unsure of himself.

      “You haven’t any idea what I’m referring to, have you, Fish?”

      “Well, I do sir, I—”

      “It will put an end to the clashes between the Europeans and the natives. May I suggest that you take yourself off to the reading room sharpish and read up on the topic? You don’t want to end up looking a fool this evening.”

      “Too late for that!” laughed Frederick.

      “What was that, Potter?”

      “Nothing, sir.”

      “I need to speak to Purves, the parliamentary reporter, but he’s not here again. Ah, Miss Green!”

      I jumped at the sound of my name. Until that moment I had hoped Mr Sherman wouldn’t spot me in the corner of the room.

      “Stop typewriting. You’re required in my office. Mr Conway wishes to see you.”

      The mention of the proprietor’s name provoked a sharp intake of breath from Edgar. My heart began to pound wildly in my chest.

      “May I ask why?” I replied, tentatively rising from my seat and smoothing out my skirts.

      “All will be explained. Come along, now. Mr Conway is a busy man.”

      I followed the editor to his office and tried to recall which of my recent articles was most likely to have upset the owner of the Morning Express.

      Perhaps someone had made a complaint about me.

      My mouth felt dry as we walked into Mr Sherman’s office. The room smelled of pipe smoke and had greasy, yellowing walls. A gas lamp hung down from a long chain over the desk, where the piles of books and papers were stacked high. Mr Sherman had worked in this room, at the helm of the Morning Express, for almost ten years.

      Mr Conway sat in a low chair with his legs spread apart to allow room for his large stomach. His trousers, jacket and waistcoat were of a baggy brown tweed, and he had a fine head of wavy grey hair accompanied by long, bushy side-whiskers.

      “Miss Green.” He slowly moved his great bulk out of the chair and stood up. He nodded at me and looked me up and down before gesturing toward the two empty chairs next to him. “Please do sit.”

      He slumped back down again, the chair creaking under his weight. I sat down cautiously and wondered for whom the third chair had been reserved. Mr Sherman took a seat behind his desk.

      “Have you told Miss Green what we want her to do yet, William?” wheezed Mr Conway.

      “Not yet, sir.”

      “Well, don’t you think you’d better?”

      “Certainly, sir.”

      The proprietor breathed noisily through his nose as the editor began his explanation.

      “Have you heard of an Alexander Glenville, Miss Green?” asked Mr Sherman.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t.”

      “He owns the Blundell’s vinegar factory in Vauxhall, and has just bought a second factory in Bermondsey.”

      “I have heard of Blundell’s.”

      “There’s been heavy criticism of his manufacturing methods for some time. Workers are required to work long hours in his factories, and there has been a high volume of accidents there. It’s rumoured that Glenville has children under the age of ten working at Blundell & Co.”

      “Which is a contravention of the factory code,” Mr Conway interjected.

      “Last year he lowered wages at the factory, and the workers who protested about the move lost their employment,” continued Mr Sherman. “The social reformer Dorothea Heale has published some articles about Blundell’s. Last year she attempted to help the workers form a committee that could stand up to Glenville, but her efforts came to nothing. Rumour has it she was warned off.”

      “Threatened?” I asked.

      “Something of that nature.”

      “I don’t like the sound of Alexander Glenville,” I said.

      “He’s a loathsome chap,” said Mr Conway. “And he’s a cripple, to boot.”

      “He has one arm missing,” said Mr Sherman. “Does that render him a cripple? The chap can still walk.”

      Mr Conway dismissed this last remark with a wave of his hand. “Glenville has friends in high places,” he wheezed. “The factory in Bermondsey belonged to a good friend of mine, Mr Albert Archdale. Archdale’s Vinegar was established one hundred years ago in Shoreditch, and Albert took over the factory from his father. Somehow, this Glenville chap has bought the place from him, and not for a fair sum either. It has ended poor Albert’s fortunes for good. When I saw him last at the Garrick Club, he could barely put a sentence together. A family business lies in ruins.”

      “There are many more rumours,” added Mr Sherman. “There are numerous alleged frauds and conspiracies.”

      “He keeps a tight circle of friends,” said Mr Conway. “He’s a secretive chap, so you won’t see him at any of the London clubs. It’s said he has plans for a cartel. Albert wouldn’t play ball, and that’s why Archdale’s was seized from him.”

      “Can I ask what it is you wish me to do?” I enquired.

      “Mr Conway has hired a detective from Scotland Yard to investigate Glenville’s unscrupulous business activities,” said Mr Sherman. “Once we have understood what the man is up to, we can publish our findings, embarrass the people who are helping him, and ultimately put him out of business.”

      “And who is helping him?”

      “That’s what we want the detective to find out for us,” replied Mr Sherman, blowing a puff of pipe smoke out from the side of his mouth. “We know of one associate by the name of Mr Ralph Lombard, who is the owner of the Lombard gin distillery in Vauxhall. His business is located close to Blundell’s, and Lombard’s son, Dudley, is engaged to be married to Glenville’s daughter. The plan appears to be for the son and daughter to inherit their fathers’ businesses and combine them into some sort of gin and vinegar conglomerate.

      “Glenville’s other associates are a mystery at present. We know he had a connection with Viscount Wyndham some time ago, but they appear to have had a falling out. He met Wyndham through his wife’s family. She’s from the ancient line of Noel-Johnstones, but the family’s wealth has been gambled away by her father.”

      “I wish I’d brought my notebook with me, sir. There is a good deal to remember.”

      “You’ll be acquainted with the detail of it all soon enough, Miss Green,” my editor replied. “As Mr Conway mentioned, Glenville isn’t a member of any of the clubs. He’s not part of the establishment. He joined Blundell & Co as a lowly factory lad, and within eighteen years he owned the place. He lives with his wife in Kensington, close to Hyde Park. It’s said that she married him for money, and that he married her for respectability. Their eldest child is a son, but as he’s a lunatic the family business cannot pass to him. The next child is the daughter who is to be married into the Lombard family.”

      “I’m still not quite sure what you would have me do,” I said. “Do you want me to work with the detective? Who is he?”

      “I asked for Chief Inspector Cullen,” said Mr Conway. “He’s worked on similar cases in the past. But he’s a busy man, so we’ve acquired a more junior detective. I do hope he will be up to the task.”

      We were interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Enter!” Mr Sherman called out.

      I turned to look at the door, and in walked Inspector James Blakely.
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      A few weeks had passed since James and I had last seen each other down in St Giles’ Rookery. He smiled at me as he hung his overcoat and bowler hat on the cloak stand. There was a sparkle in his blue eyes, and I felt a warmth in my face. I adjusted a few pins in my hair and rubbed at a spot of ink on the sleeve of my jacket.

      Mr Conway heaved himself out of his chair again and onto his feet. The two men shook hands.

      “Have you met our reporter, Miss Green, before?” the proprietor asked James.

      “I have indeed. Good morning, Miss Green.”

      I tried to temper the wide grin which had spread across my face. “Good morning, Inspector Blakely,” I replied calmly as I lowered my eyes from his gaze.

      He sat in the chair next to me, and I tried to pretend that I didn’t find him handsome. He wore a dark blue suit and waistcoat, with a blue and green patterned tie. His dark hair was neatly parted, and he was clean-shaven.

      “Inspector Blakely and Miss Green have worked together in the past,” said Mr Sherman to Mr Conway.

      “Have they indeed?” puffed the proprietor as he lowered himself heavily back into his chair. “Well that is of some reassurance, I suppose.”

      “We both worked on the Lizzie Dixie case. And the St Giles murders,” said James.

      “You look rather young, Inspector,” said Mr Conway. “You are an experienced fellow, though, I presume?”

      James told him about the recent cases he had worked on, and mentioned that both his father and grandfather had been in the police force. I listened intently to his voice and felt privileged that I already knew the information he was imparting. However, I felt it wise to feign indifference by examining the ink stains on my fingers.

      “Jolly good,” said the proprietor when James had finished. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you’re made of, young man.”

      “We’ve just explained the nature of your investigation to Miss Green,” said Mr Sherman. “Are you all prepared?”

      “Yes, I think so,” replied James. “Glenville is a rather intriguing character. I can’t say I like the man, but I’m impressed by his rise from factory boy to owner of Blundell’s.”

      Mr Conway snorted. “I don’t see what there is to be impressed about. The man’s a criminal.”

      “That’s what we need to prove, isn’t it, Mr Conway?” said James.

      “He is a criminal. Everyone knows it, but the evidence required to convict him in a court of law continues to evade us.”

      “If his working practices are in contravention of the Factory Code, surely it should be easy to prosecute him?” I said.

      “Exactly, woman,” replied Mr Conway. “But it doesn’t seem to happen. This is precisely why we need to find out who’s helping him. Someone with influence is looking out for the man.”

      “May I ask again what I shall be required to do?” I said. “Will Inspector Blakely keep me informed about his work in order for me to write about it?”

      “More than that,” said Mr Sherman. “Much more than that. We plan to attempt something we have never tried before. Do you recall your colleague, Edgar Fish, working undercover for us down in St Giles earlier this year? That was a great success.”

      “But he returned covered in lice!” I replied.

      “A hazard of the occupation, I’m afraid. He entertained our readers with a great number of tales from the slums, and that’s what matters.”

      “You wish me to work undercover?”

      “Exactly, Miss Green. And don’t worry, there won’t be any lice. The Glenvilles are advertising for a governess, and you are well placed to fill the role.” He gave me a rare smile. “What do you make of that, Miss Green?”

      I stared at him and wondered whether I had heard him correctly.

      “A governess?”

      All three men looked at me.

      “A governess looking after children?” I asked.

      “Yes, that’s what governesses do,” replied Mr Sherman. “You have something of a governess about you, Miss Green. You’re well educated and I’ve no doubt you possess a nurturing streak. Most women do.”

      “No, not a governess. It’s impossible, I could never do such a thing. I have no idea how to do the job.”

      “It’s just teaching children letters and numbers. And a bit of French. You know French, don’t you, Miss Green?”

      “I’m sorry, Mr Sherman, but I refuse to work in the Glenville household as a governess. I understand why you wish to carry out this investigation, but I would be too busy with the children to pay any attention to what was going on in the household.”

      Mr Sherman suddenly appeared less cheerful. “It wouldn’t be for long, Miss Green. A matter of weeks.”

      I turned to James. “I’m sorry. I can’t do it.”

      “Not even for a few weeks?” he asked.

      “That’s the problem!” I replied. “Those poor children would grow accustomed to me, and then I would have to leave them. It’s not fair on them. They require a proper governess, not a news reporter pretending to be one. I don’t object to working undercover, but I simply couldn’t deceive the children. It wouldn’t be fair. They shouldn’t be caught up in this investigation.”

      The room fell silent.

      “Miss Green has a point,” said James eventually. “I don’t intend to argue with her any further on this matter. I know that when her mind is made up about something there is little use in trying to change it.”

      Mr Sherman sighed. “Miss Green, it’s not sporting to disobey an order.”

      “I understand, sir. I take pride in my work and am happy to do what is required of me. But involving the Glenville children in my undercover work is too much to ask of me, I’m afraid.”

      “Never mind, Blakely,” said Mr Conway. “You’ll just have to do what you can. I will still pay you what we agreed.”

      My mind whirled as I searched for an alternative answer. Mr Glenville was clearly an unpleasant man, and we had been presented with an opportunity to uncover his misdeeds. Without my help on the inside, James would likely find the task much more difficult.

      “What about a maid’s position?” I asked.

      Mr Sherman’s bushy eyebrows met above his nose as he frowned. “You’re no maid, Miss Green. You’re of a different class.”

      “I should be willing to try.”

      “You’d be completely unconvincing. You don’t even speak like a maid.”

      “I’m sure that I could act the part.”

      “You have no experience of service.”

      “Mr Sherman, a moment ago you thought I would be a suitable governess despite my having no experience whatsoever. A maid would be easier, surely? I could come up with a story to explain my background. Perhaps my family was middle class but fell on hard times. Service was the only work I could find at the time, and then I realised that I enjoyed it.”

      “It’s vaguely plausible, I suppose,” wheezed Mr Conway. “Are the Glenvilles currently looking for a maid?”

      “Perhaps, Miss Green, you could call at the house and enquire,” said Mr Sherman. “It would be the first test to discover whether you’d be convincing in the role or not.”

      “I’m happy to try. What would I do about a reference?”

      “My aunt, Mrs Fothergill, said she was happy to declare that you were in service to her as a governess. I can ask her to stipulate that you worked for her as a maid for some years.”

      “Thank you.” I paused to think over what I was agreeing to. “It all seems rather deceitful, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s what we call undercover journalism, Miss Green! This line of work is particularly popular in America. Americans tend to know what they’re doing, I keep my ears pricked at all times for interesting developments from across the Atlantic.”

      “Quite right, too,” added Mr Conway. “Inspector Blakely, do you think this woman could pass for a maid?”

      James smiled at me. “I think she has a good chance, sir. Miss Green is a very determined lady.”

      “Jolly good,” said Mr Conway. “In that case, let’s get on with it.”

      He began to rise out of his chair and we all rose to our feet.

      “In the meantime, Miss Green, it might be an idea to ask your own maid for some advice on how to do chores,” said Mr Sherman.

      “I don’t have one, sir.”

      “You don’t? Then how on earth are you to understand the duties of a maid?”

      “To be honest, sir, I have no idea.”
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      “Are you playing a prank on me, Miss Green?”

      “I wish I were, Mrs Garnett.”

      My landlady’s eyes were wide with disbelief, the whites contrasting starkly with her dark skin. One of her hands held a feather duster, which was poised over the table in the hallway. “So you’re telling me you’re going to get a job as a maid?”

      “It’s an undercover job.”

      “I don’t even understand what that means. I was talking to my niece about you last week.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I used you as an example of what happens to a woman when she isn’t married. Once a spinster reaches a certain age, she has a tendency to undertake all manner of escapades. It’s what happens when there’s no husband about.”

      “It’s my profession, Mrs Garnett. I’m a news reporter. The matter of whether I have a husband or not is irrelevant.”

      “But now you’re going to be a housemaid! What do you know about being in service?” She sucked her lip disapprovingly.

      “That’s why I’m asking for your help. You were in service once, weren’t you?”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      I estimated that Mrs Garnett was around the age of fifty. She had come to London from British West Africa and had been widowed following the death of her husband, a circus performer called Hercules Garnett.

      “I wouldn’t go back to those days,” she continued. “The hours were long and the work was hard. A lady such as yourself wouldn’t understand what it’s like to have a job.”

      “But I have a job.”

      “I mean a proper job. Servants work sixteen hours a day. When I worked for Lord Brinsley, I was the first to rise and the last into bed. I got up at six o’clock and cleaned the grates, prepared the fires and emptied the slops. Then I swept the carpets and dusted the whole house.”

      “You must have been extremely busy, Mrs Garnett.”

      “That was before I even ate my breakfast! I had to wake the household, and while they breakfasted I made the beds and filled the coal boxes. And there was the carrying of water up and down the stairs. There was always somebody asking for water. And I washed the front steps and blackened the grates. Have you ever blackened a grate? Or cleaned silver?”

      I shook my head.

      “Have you ever waited at table before?”

      “It’s probably quite straightforward, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what you think.” She pointed her feather duster at me. “And mind that if there’s no butler or footman, you’ll be the one answering the door. I also used to take all the deliveries at the back door because the kitchen maid was lazy. Lady Brinsley had me running errands to the post office, and taking messages to her friends. And she and her daughters were always ringing their bells! Five storeys that house was, and I can’t tell you how many times I climbed up and down those stairs each day answering bells. I wore the soles out on three pairs of shoes. I don’t think you have a clue what you’re letting yourself in for.”

      “I think I’m getting some idea now.”

      Although I didn’t doubt that service was hard work, I also knew that Mrs Garnett had a tendency to exaggerate.

      “And you want me to teach you everything you need to know about becoming a maid? Everything I learnt from ten years in service?”

      “Yes please, Mrs Garnett.”

      She sucked her lip again. “I always said you were one button short, Miss Green, and once again you’ve proved me right.”

      

      I climbed the stairs up to my attic room, where Tiger was waiting at the window. I pulled up the sash and she jumped onto my writing desk with a miaow. As I stroked her, I felt a pang of sadness that I would be away from her for several weeks while I worked undercover.

      “I’ll ask Mrs Garnett to look after you,” I said.

      Tiger stopped purring and jumped off my desk, as if offended by the suggestion. It was true that my landlady barely tolerated the roof cat who had turned up at my window six years previously, begging to be let in from the cold.

      I lit the paraffin lamp and sat at my desk, looking out over the city as dusk fell. Lights twinkled in windows, and plumes of smoke and steam rose up from Moorgate station.

      Could I really fool a household into thinking that I was a maid? What if I happened to be found out?

      Although I enjoyed adventure, the thought of this undercover assignment made me rather nervous.

      A pile of my father’s letters and diaries sat on my desk, waiting to be transcribed into my book about his life. He had been a renowned plant-hunter, but had gone missing during an expedition in Colombia nine years previously. My progress on the book had stalled while I deliberated over the extent to which I should edit his adventures. Although he had done a lot of good work in bringing new plant specimens to England, I had been particularly perturbed to read about a massacre of natives, which he had carried out in self-defence. I kept reminding myself that he had only done it because he had been attacked and had no other way of saving his life and the lives of his companions, but I still couldn’t reconcile such action with the memories I had of my father as a gentle and docile man.

      His last known location had been the Tequendama Falls near Bogota in Colombia. Mr Edwards, a clerk at the British Library, had helpfully provided me with some more information about the falls, and had also drawn a detailed map of the area. But all the books and maps in the library could shed no light on my father’s fate.

      Could my book about his life ever be complete without a proper ending?

      It seemed a shame to spend so much time compiling the records of his travels without ever knowing what had actually happened to him.

      My sister, Eliza, and I assumed that our father had died, but I felt the chapter could never be properly closed without discovering his final resting place.

      An expedition had been sent to locate my father in the March of 1876. Among my father’s papers I had saved a cutting from The Times, which read:

      

      Explorer Mr. Isaac Fox-Stirling sails from Liverpool tomorrow on the steamer Bolivar to the United States of Colombia. The purpose of his mission is to establish the whereabouts of the plant-hunter, Mr. Frederick Brinsley Green, who has not been seen since the March of 1875. Mr. Fox-Stirling is a seasoned explorer, and he told our reporter that he was confident Mr Green could be found.

      He said: “The jungle is a large place and it is relatively easy to lose contact with the outside world. I remain hopeful that we will find our esteemed friend, Mr. F. B. Green, safe and well.”

      Mr. Green has made a good number of trips to South America and has transported many exotic plants back to the shores of Britannia. At the time of his disappearance, Mr. Green had been collecting orchid specimens on behalf of Kew Gardens.

      Mr. G. W. Brice of Kew Gardens spoke to our reporter: “Although it is not unknown for illness or misfortune to befall one of our brave plant-hunters, it is unusual for one of our men to disappear without trace. With the generous patronage of private individuals, we hope that our mission will offer a successful outcome.”

      Mr. Fox-Stirling plans to proceed up the River Magdalena in a steam launch to Honda. From there, he will strike out in a south-easterly direction to Bogota, and from thence along the River Funza to the Falls of Tequendama, where Mr. Green was last seen. The cost of the expedition has been generously borne by the famed actress, Mrs Lizzie Dixie, a friend of Mr. Green’s daughter, Miss Penelope Green.

      Mr. Fox-Stirling is to speak at a dinner held in his honour at The Athenaeum this evening. He is at the present time employed by Wilde Nurseries, on whose behalf he has made many journeys to the South American continent.

      

      Isaac Fox-Stirling had returned later that year with various sketches he had found in a deserted hut. There was no doubt that the sketches had been drawn by my father, but sadly there had been no trace of the man himself. Now that I was working on the book, I wished to meet with Mr Fox-Stirling. I hoped that he was still working for Wilde Nurseries, which I knew was located close to the Botanical Gardens in Chelsea.

      I loosened my stays and pulled on an old overcoat for warmth. Then I boiled some coffee and wrote a short letter to Mr Fox-Stirling to request a meeting.
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      The following afternoon I sat beneath the great dome of the reading room and read an article written by the social reformer, Dorothea Heale, about the Blundell & Co vinegar factory.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Green. Busy researching a new topic, I see,” a man’s voice whispered close to my shoulder.

      I turned to see olive-green eyes staring at me through spectacle lenses. They belonged to the reading room clerk.

      “Hello, Mr Edwards.” I felt a prickle of irritation at being disturbed. “Yes, I have a new story to work on.”

      “Dorothea Heale, eh?” He peered at the article on my desk. “She’s an interesting woman, I believe. She has a lot to say.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And how’s the book coming along?”

      “Slowly, Mr Edwards. Slowly.”

      “I trust that the map I drew for you is useful?”

      “It is, thank you.”

      His eyes remained on mine and I felt my toes curl in my boots as I realised that he was about to mention the note which he had sent me a few weeks previously.

      Mr Edwards pushed his hair away from his spectacles and cleared his throat. His uneasiness made me distinctly uncomfortable.

      “There is something which I have yet to receive an acknowledgement from you about,” he ventured. “Perhaps you have forgotten it. In fact, it’s extremely likely that you have, as you’re so busy.” He gestured toward the papers on my desk. “Yes, you have probably forgotten about it altogether, I imagine.”

      His note was still sitting in the biscuit tin on my writing desk back at my lodgings. I had been at a loss as to what to say in reply.

      “I haven’t forgotten about it, Mr Edwards. I must apologise for the delay in responding to you.”

      “No matter, there is no need to apologise. Can I ask if you would be amenable to the arrangement which I have suggested in it?”

      His voice was so quiet that I could barely hear it, and his face was flushed red. He was clearly finding the situation so unbearable that I began to wonder why he had instigated it in the first place.

      “Do not worry about offending me with a no,” he continued. “I would rather hear a no than not know anything at all. If that makes sense, which I’m not sure it does.”

      His green eyes were wide and earnest, and he seemed to be putting himself through so much discomfort that I felt I should give him the answer he desired.

      How could I turn him away now?

      I cursed myself for not having replied sooner and allowing the situation to escalate to this.

      “Yes, I would be amenable, Mr Edwards.”

      He gave a great sigh of relief and grinned. “Thank you, Miss Green,” he whispered breathlessly. “I am most honoured.”

      “You suggested a walk in Hyde Park, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, with a chaperone if you wish.”

      “Of course. I will ask my sister to accompany us.”

      “Well, that’s wonderful, Miss Green, simply wonderful. Would this Saturday afternoon be agreeable?”

      I tried to think of a reason to arrange our meeting for a day several weeks hence but felt unable to come up with a suitable excuse while he stood there, eagerly awaiting my reply.

      “I will have to check with my sister.”

      I felt cruel for hoping that Eliza would be unavailable.

      “Absolutely. I am certainly looking forward to becoming acquainted with her. Shall we meet at Marble Arch at half past two? If your sister is unable to make that time, you could simply leave a note for me at the desk here.”

      He grinned again.

      “I will do.”

      I was distracted by the sight of someone walking toward my desk, and my heart leapt when I saw that it was James.

      If only he had arrived five minutes sooner.

      James waved when he saw that I had noticed him. I got to my feet and quietly introduced the two men.

      “A detective,” whispered Mr Edwards. “How fascinating! Do you enjoy your work?”

      “Most of the time,” replied James. “Although there are some days when being surrounded by books seems more appealing.” He glanced around the circular room and his gaze lingered on the impressive tiers of bookshelves.

      “Yes, I can’t complain about it. I had always wanted to work in a library,” said Mr Edwards.

      I gathered up my papers and put them into my carpet bag.

      “Have you finished with Dorothea Heale already, Miss Green?” There was a note of disappointment in Mr Edwards’ voice.

      “Yes, do please excuse us, Mr Edwards,” I said. “James and I need to go and discuss some developments relating to a news story I’m working on.”

      I knew that James would want to talk further about the Glenville case in the nearby Museum Tavern.

      “Very well,” said Mr Edwards. “I shall see you this Saturday, Miss Green. I am very much looking forward to it!”
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      “This Saturday?” asked James as we walked down the steps of the British Museum. A damp breeze blew drops of rain onto my spectacles. “You’re seeing that chap this Saturday? Remind me who he is again.”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see that James’ face was turned towards me, but I stared resolutely ahead at the terracotta-brick building across the road.

      “Mr Edwards. He works as a clerk in the reading room.”

      “And you’re seeing him this Saturday?”

      “Yes. He asked me.”

      “And you immediately agreed?”

      “He asked me a few weeks ago, and I neglected to reply because we were so busy with all that business down in St Giles. I felt I should agree to it as he’d been waiting so long for me to respond.

      “I see.”

      We stepped through the gate of the British Museum and out onto the busy street.

      “He’s been assisting me with my research on Father’s travels.” I had to raise my voice over the sound of hooves and carriage wheels.

      “That’s noble of him.”

      “He’s been very helpful.”

      “I expect he has.”

      We crossed the street and reached the swing door of the Museum Tavern.

      “Does it bother you?” I asked.

      James paused with his hand against the door. He fixed me with his blue eyes, his brow furrowed.

      “No.” He gave the door a hard shove. “I don’t suppose it does.”

      

      Clouds of tobacco smoke and a loud hum of voices greeted us inside the tavern. Flickering gaslight danced in the carved glass mirrors, and my spectacles instantly steamed up.

      We sat at a table which was partitioned either side by a wooden screen. James had removed his overcoat and jacket, so that he wore only a checked grey waistcoat over a white shirt. His sleeves were rolled up.

      “How is your family faring since your grandfather passed away?” I asked. “And how is your grandmother?”

      It had been a while since James and I had found the chance to have an informal conversation.

      “She could be better.” He sighed. “She’s staying with my parents at the moment. She’s struggling to live in her house in Battersea without him. It must be lonely. I can only imagine what it’s like for her now, having spent so much of her life with him there.”

      “I don’t think I would ever want to return. Surely everything in the house reminds her of what she has lost.”

      “It probably does. I don’t even like to think how it must feel. The garden will need tending soon, as the spring weather arrives. I’ve helped them with the garden there for the past several years.”

      “You gave me some leeks and potatoes from their garden, do you remember?”

      “So I did! Didn’t I bring them into the reading room?”

      “Yes.”

      We both laughed.

      “Where do your parents live?” I asked. There was still so much that I didn’t know about James.

      “In Wembley.”

      “That’s some distance from Battersea.”

      “Yes. I think my grandmother is enjoying the change.”

      “Did you grow up in Wembley?”

      “I did.”

      “I didn’t realise that.”

      “I assumed I had told you.”

      “I don’t even know where you live now.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “There’s no need for me to know,” I added quickly. “After all, you wouldn’t want me paying you a surprise visit, would you?”

      James looked bemused and laughed. “Why would you do so? It’s not that I shouldn’t want you to, of course, but it would be a surprise indeed.”

      “But there would be no need.”

      “No.”

      We held each other’s gaze for a moment, and then I busied myself with my sherry.

      “I live in St John’s Wood. Henstridge Place, to be precise,” continued James. “It’s pleasant enough. Primrose Hill and Regent’s Park are both close by.”

      “And the zoo?”

      “And the zoo. So if you were to pay me a surprise visit, perhaps we could go to Regent’s Park Zoo.”

      “I would like that. Although I feel sure the future Mrs Blakely would disapprove.”

      “Do you think so? There would be no reason for her to. Perhaps Mr Edwards would disapprove.”

      “Of course he wouldn’t! There is no attachment whatsoever between myself and Mr Edwards. You, on the other hand, are engaged to be married. That’s rather different.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause, and I took a large sip of my sherry.

      “I think we should discuss that crook, Mr Glenville, now,” said James, opening his notebook, which lay on the table. “That’s the reason I came to find you.”

      He assumed a formal air as he read from his notes.

      “Mr Alexander Glenville is forty-eight and manages Blundell & Co, a vinegar-brewing business which comprises of a factory in Vauxhall and another in Bermondsey. The Bermondsey factory is the old Archdale’s factory, which previously belonged to a good friend of Mr Conway’s. Glenville began working for Blundell & Co when he was just ten years old. I understand that he comes from a poor family background. He lost his right arm in an accident at the factory at the age of twelve.”

      “Goodness, what happened?”

      “I don’t have any further details. But it seems the accident did nothing to put a stop to his ambitions, because by the time he was eighteen he’d been promoted to supervisor. And he was clearly a favourite there, because following Mr Thomas Blundell’s death the factory passed to Glenville rather than to Mr Blundell’s eldest son. I understand that two of Blundell’s younger sons remain on the board, but Glenville is in charge.”

      “And what of the eldest Blundell son? Surely he bears great animosity toward Glenville.”

      “I’ve heard that’s the case. In fact, I’m sure most of the family bears some resentment toward Glenville, because old Thomas Blundell considered him to be more proficient at running the business than any of them.”

      “But there has been much criticism of conditions in the factories, hasn’t there? I’ve just been reading the accounts written by Dorothea Heale. I copied some of them out.”

      I rummaged in my bag for my notes and found one of the articles I had transcribed in the reading room. I read it out to James.

      “Work commences at half past six each morning and concludes at six in the evening. Half an hour is allowed for breakfast and dinner. A typical worker earns between three and four shillings a week, and this salary is subject to fines if they are untidy, arrive late or cause any breakages or spillages. In some departments, there is a fine of three pence for talking.

      “Many of the factory workers live in single rooms, often shared with family members or acquaintances because the weekly rent of two shillings accounts for at least half of the workers’ salary. They live only on bread, butter and tea, with meat on a Sunday should they be able to afford it.

      “Earlier this year, Blundell & Co paid a dividend of thirty percent to its shareholders. This large sum of money was achieved by paying such a paltry sum to the company’s workers.”

      “That’s interesting research, Penny. Glenville seems to be an unpleasant man, doesn’t he?”

      “I also read that the factory workers attempted to attend a meeting about the conditions, but were threatened with instant dismissal. I’m concerned that Mrs Heale is no longer as vocal about the conditions at Blundell’s. It’s as if she, too, is afraid to speak up. Do you think Glenville might have threatened her?”

      “It’s possible. The man has a ruthless reputation. However, it’s said that he is devoted to his family. He has six children, and the eldest daughter, Sophia, is engaged to the son of his friend, a local gin distillery owner.”

      “Mr Conway and Mr Sherman explained that to me. Apparently, Glenville’s eldest son is a lunatic.”

      “That would be Maurice. I’ve heard reports that he’s an idiot or an imbecile of some description, but I don’t know the details. He lives in the family home, though. He’s not kept in an institution.”

      “And you want me to find out whom Glenville is associating with?”

      “Yes, that’s what Mr Conway has asked me to investigate. As you’ve no doubt realised by now, he bears a grudge toward Glenville because Glenville bought his friend’s factory. It’s Conway’s view that Glenville is getting away with a great deal. He has managed to inherit a successful family business whilst being an outsider. He has acquired himself a new factory, treats his workers like animals and has survived a number of financial fraud allegations. He is rumoured to have friends in high places. Members of parliament, successful industrialists, that sort of thing. But the question is, who are they?”

      “Do you not think this investigation might stem from sour grapes on Mr Conway’s part?” I asked. “Glenville may not be any more corrupt than the average industrialist, but perhaps Mr Conway begrudges his success for personal reasons?”

      “It’s possible, isn’t it? Especially when you consider that Glenville is from a poor background and has been working since the age of ten. Mr Conway was educated at Eton and Oxford, and it’s possible that he may object to seeing a working-class boy achieve the level of success Glenville has. However, there’s no doubt that there’s a whiff of unpleasantness about Glenville. I’ve met the man once myself, and he’s a slippery fellow. Untrustworthy. Shifty.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting him,” I laughed. “If I get the job as a maid, that is. I intend to call at the house tomorrow.”

      “Good luck, Penny. You have a tricky job to do.”

      “I hope I manage to uncover the answers you’re looking for. But what will happen if they discover who I really am?”

      “Hopefully you won’t be there long enough for them to find out. I don’t see why you should want to stay longer than a few weeks unless you discover that you enjoy the life of a maid!”

      “I consider that highly unlikely.”

      James checked his pocket watch. “Goodness, I need to be back at the Yard to meet Cullen.” He leapt up from his seat and put on his jacket. “As I’ve already said, good luck with it all, Penny. I hope you manage to secure the position.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, James.”

      “If all goes well, I shall see you in a few weeks’ time,” he continued. “Don’t forget to send anything you discover to me at Scotland Yard.”

      He retrieved his coat and hat from the cloak stand, then regarded me for a moment. “You’ll be careful, won’t you, Penny?”

      “Yes. I always am.”

      “Is that so?”

      He grinned and placed his hat firmly on his head. He paused for a moment, as if considering something, then reached into his waistcoat pocket.

      “Here, have this,” he said.

      I held out my hand and he dropped a gold ring onto my palm.

      “James! I can’t!”

      “No, please do. It was my grandfather’s and I’ve been walking around with it in my pocket since he died, unsure of what to do with it. It won’t fit on any of my fingers. He had peculiarly small hands, my grandfather. I don’t mean for you to wear it. It may be too big, of course. Or perhaps it will fit. I’ll let you try it and decide. But keep it with you for luck. My grandfather always had a lot of luck in his life, and I like to think that whoever carries the ring will also have the same.”

      “James, this ring is precious to you. There must be someone more important than me to have it!”

      I tried to hand the ring back to him, but he pushed my hand away.

      “There isn’t, Penny. Please keep it.”

      He quickly walked away.

      “James!”

      But he was gone.
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      The following day, I called at the Glenville household in Hyde Park Gate. It was an imposing, cream, stuccoed house, five storeys high with large sash windows and two stone columns supporting a classically styled porch. Two gas lamps hung from either side of a wrought-iron arch at the foot of the steps.

      Although my clothes were rarely fancy, I had decided to wear the drab overcoat I usually reserved to keep me warm within my lodgings. Beneath it I wore a simple linen dress, which I imagined a maid of little means might wear on her day off. Pulled around my ears was an old-fashioned bonnet with faded cotton flowers sewn onto it, and I slumped my shoulders in imitation of a put-upon maid I recalled from my childhood home.

      My heart thumped heavily as the door was answered by a short, plain woman in a grey ticking-dress that was buttoned up to her neck. Her greying hair was neatly pinned at the back of her head, and a bunch of keys hung down from her waist. I assumed that she was the housekeeper. Her mouth was turned down in a stern pout, and she looked me up and down with her suspicious grey eyes.

      “The governess position is filled. I’m assuming that’s what you’ve come about.”

      “I haven’t. I came to enquire about something else.” I felt disappointed that I didn’t give the instant appearance of a maid. “My name is Florence Parker, and when I saw the advertisement for the governess position I wondered if you might also be looking for a maid. I have a good reference.”

      The housekeeper surveyed me a while longer, as if making up her mind about me.

      “You’d better come in,” she eventually replied.

      She stepped aside and I joined her in the tiled hallway, where the tick of a grandfather clock echoed and light flickered from a large and ornate gasolier above our heads. The wide staircase had a carved mahogany banister and was carpeted with a dark flock motif, which matched the gloomy pattern of the wallpaper.

      Paintings of people I assumed to be family members hung from the walls in heavy gilt frames. I felt their eyes on me as I followed the housekeeper along a corridor that ran parallel to the staircase. The house had a sombre, oppressive feel to it. The furnishings were tasteful and orderly, but everything seemed rather dark and quiet. It was a house which seemed well-suited to its dour housekeeper.

      “I have a small room along here,” she said.

      The austere woman turned the handle of a wooden door beneath the staircase and showed me into a dim little office with a sloped ceiling. Rows of keys hung from little hooks on the wall. Above them, several shelves stored oil lamps, candles, cloths and little glass bottles. Pieces of paper arranged neatly on the desk bore shopping lists and menus.

      “I’m Mrs Craughton,” she said.

      She didn’t bid me to sit, so I remained standing.

      “May I read your character reference?”

      “Yes.” I took a folded piece of paper from the inside of my overcoat and gave it to her.

      “Mrs Fothergill in Berkeley Square.” The scowl from the housekeeper’s face lifted slightly as she read. “She thinks highly of you.”

      “I have worked for her the last seven years.”

      “So I see.”

      “She’s a widow. Although I was her maid, I was also a companion to her.”

      “Were there other staff there?”

      “There was a cook and a general housemaid.”

      “Hmm.” She folded up the reference and returned it to me. I could feel her scrutinising my looks, and my face began to redden.

      “You don’t seem to be the usual sort of maid. Who are your family?”

      “My mother lives in Derbyshire and my sister is in Kent.” I didn’t wish to admit that my sister was married to a wealthy banker and lived in Bayswater.

      “Kent. I know it well. Whereabouts?”

      I felt a prickle of cold perspiration beneath my arms as I tried to think up something in reply. Although I had prepared a story about myself, I hadn’t anticipated enquiries about my sister’s whereabouts.

      “Chatham.”

      “Your sister is also in service?”

      “Yes, she’s a governess. We both received an education; our parents were insistent on that. But we’ve always been a poor family.”

      “It’s interesting that you’re not also a governess.”

      “I tried it once, but I wasn’t very good at it. I prefer working as a maid.”

      I could hear my heart thudding in my ears, and I felt sure the housekeeper would see through my deception at any moment.

      “You prefer maid’s work? Well that is unusual, but I can’t fault your excellent reference from Mrs Fothergill, and I think the Glenvilles will like you. You have impeccable manners. When can you start?”

      “Next week.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or concerned that she appeared to be offering me the position.

      “Very good. Please arrive here on Sunday evening with enough time for me to show you to your room. You will start at six o’clock on Monday morning.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Craughton.”

      “Have you any questions?”

      “Who are the other staff here?”

      “There’s myself and Mr Perrin, the butler. There’s also Cook and a general maid called Maisie Brown. The new governess started this week, and there’s an errand boy who also does scullery work. Everyone will be extremely pleased to have you with us.”

      “Thank you. I’m looking forward to starting work here.” I forced a smile.

      “Don’t you wish to know what your wages will be? It’s usually the first question I’m asked.”

      “Oh yes. What are the wages?”

      “Fifteen pounds a year. It’s not much, I know. A woman of your age would find a better-paid position in another household. But you seem to be keen to work here. You’d be Betsy’s replacement, and that’s how much she was paid. I’ll show you to the door.”

      

      Back in the hallway, I was startled by peals of laughter and a flash of colour, which revealed itself to be a young woman sliding down the banister towards us. Her red hair was coming loose from its pins. Two younger girls followed her, and I couldn’t help but smile as they made a well-practised leap off the end of the handrail and tumbled onto the tiled floor, laughing.

      “Miss Sophia!” scolded the housekeeper. “You know better than to encourage your sisters in such bad habits! This is no way for a lady to behave!”

      The two girls, aged about eight and six, ran back up the stairs. Sophia smoothed out her skirts and fixed the housekeeper with a defiant eye.

      “You leave me with no choice but to speak to your father again!”

      “You do that, Mrs Craughton,” replied Sophia dryly. She gave me a lofty glance, then walked past us and into a room on our right.

      “You’ll need to watch that one,” said the housekeeper quietly. “Fortunately, she’ll be off our hands soon, as she’s about to be married. I pity her poor husband!”
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      “Do you know how many years it is since I was last your chaperone?” asked Eliza as we made our way through the rain in Hyde Park.

      Having hoped that Eliza would be unable to accompany me on my walk with Mr Edwards, I had been disappointed to discover that she was overjoyed to have received my invitation.

      “I can’t remember.” I recalled the prior occasion, but had no wish to discuss it.

      “Eight years ago. Can you believe it was that long? It was that Mills fellow. What was his name? It began with an R, I’m sure of it. Roger? Robert? Richard?”

      “Benjamin.”

      “That was it! Benjamin Mills! So you do remember? Do you know what he does these days?”

      “No.”

      Eliza was riding her bicycle. It had a large wheel on one side and two smaller wheels on the other. At the centre was a small seat and two pedals. The bicycle was steered by two handles either side of the seat. Eliza held on to one of these, brandishing her umbrella in the other hand. My sister was two years my junior and we were similar in appearance: both of us blonde-haired and brown-eyed. She had always been the larger, louder one.

      “Oh, Penelope, you look terribly miserable on what is supposed to be a happy occasion. You’re finally meeting with a gentleman! I have waited so long for this to happen. I’ve written to Mother about it.”

      “You told Mother?” I stopped and glared at her.

      Eliza bicycled on ahead, pulling an apologetic expression. “I felt it was my duty. She worries about you, you know that. The knowledge that her spinster daughter is meeting with a suitor is of great comfort to her in her dotage!” she called back over her shoulder. “Just think how happy she will be at the present time in her cottage in Derbyshire! She will be thinking of you every minute of this afternoon, I feel sure of it!”

      I sighed and jogged to catch up with her. “I don’t want her to be happy and expectant about this, Ellie. I only agreed to this meeting to please Mr Edwards.”

      “But you wouldn’t have agreed to it if you despised the man, would you? There only needs to be a glimmer of interest in the beginning. That’s how it began with me and George. In fact, I quite disliked George when I first met him, but true love takes time. You need to nurture it, and allow it to grow. It doesn’t happen in the way it’s described in poems. That’s probably why you’ve reached the age of thirty-five without being married. You’ve been waiting for love to come from nowhere and seize you where you stand. It doesn’t happen that way.”

      “I’m still thirty-four!”

      “Only for a month longer,” she replied. “Remember to look cheerful, Penelope! The last thing an admirer wants to see is the object of his desire looking miserable. This meeting is important. It may finally distract you from that inspector chap.”

      “I don’t need to be distracted from him,” I snapped.

      “No, I suppose that his own impending marriage should be enough to dissuade you from harbouring any intentions towards him.”

      “It certainly does.”

      I thought of James and his wife-to-be, and wondered if their relationship had begun as Eliza described love: a glimmer of interest which had steadily grown into affection.

      Or had their hearts been consumed by a sudden fiery passion for one another, which left them with a constant yearning to be together? Did James think about her so much that his mind span, and his stomach felt knotted? Was she the first person he thought of when he laid down to sleep at night and when he awoke in the morning? Perhaps passionate thoughts of her even kept him awake at night.

      I felt a bitter taste in my mouth as these unwelcome ideas ran through my mind.

      

      “Is that him?” asked Eliza.

      We had almost reached Marble Arch, and a man in a brown overcoat was standing under a large black umbrella by the white stone archway. I wiped away the specks of rain which had blown onto my spectacle lenses.

      “Yes, that’s Mr Edwards.”

      “He looks simply charming.”

      Mr Edwards’ eyebrows rose as he watched my sister bicycling towards him.

      “Good afternoon!” I called out. “This is my sister, Mrs Eliza Billington-Grieg.”

      “Delighted to meet you,” replied Mr Edwards with a smile. He removed his hat and gave Eliza a slight bow. “I thought you were in an invalid carriage as you approached, but it’s a bicycle! How marvellous!”

      He walked around the contraption, surveying it as Eliza delightedly described its features.

      “Would you like to have a ride on it, Mr Edwards?” she asked.

      “Oh no. No, no. I would make rather a fool of myself, I’m afraid. I’ll leave the bicycling to you. I’m very much looking forward to our walk, Miss Green. It’s a rather damp afternoon, courtesy of Jupiter Pluvius, but I’m sure we shall enjoy it all the same. Shall we wend our way to the tea rooms by the Serpentine?”

      “Yes please,” replied Eliza. “They serve delicious egg sandwiches there.”

      “You know the tea rooms well?”

      “Yes, I go there with my ladies.” Eliza gave a polite laugh. “I apologise, you must be wondering who my ladies are. I should elaborate. I’m chair of the West London Women’s Society.”

      “How fascinating.” Mr Edwards’ eyes were wide with interest. We commenced our walk toward the tea rooms with Eliza on her bicycle between us.

      “We campaign for women’s rights; more specifically to do with suffrage, employment rights and rational dress,” continued Eliza.

      “Rational dress?”

      “Yes, you have no doubt noticed the divided skirt in which I’m riding this bicycle. Can you imagine the immodesty a woman would suffer should she try to ride a bicycle in her usual skirts?”

      “I think so.” A flush of red appeared on Mr Edwards’ cheeks.

      “For that reason, I wear a divided skirt. It appears to be a skirt, but is actually an extremely loose-fitting pair of trousers. It’s high time that women were allowed to wear clothing, which suits the physical demands of their lifestyles. I’ve not worn a corset for a year now.”

      “Oh.” There was a strangulated tone to Mr Edwards’ voice.

      “I don’t believe that women should be forced to wear clothing that constricts their movement. And it’s about time, don’t you think, that women were able to choose clothing better suited to their lifestyles? I can’t imagine that you would like to be laced into a corset every day, would you, Mr Edwards?”

      “No, I certainly would not.”

      “Or to wear a multitude of petticoats and skirts so heavy that your natural locomotion is hindered?”

      “Indeed, no.”

      “Do you support women’s suffrage, Mr Edwards?”

      “Indeed, I do. With half of the population being female, it makes sense to me that educated women should have as much say in the running of this land as educated men.”

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I approve of him already, Penelope! Perhaps you would like to join our meeting with the London Society of Women’s Suffrage, Mr Edwards? There will be plenty of men there, of course. Our cause is now supported by most of the liberal members of parliament.”

      “That is progress, indeed. I should be delighted to come. You are pursuing a range of worthy causes, Mrs Billington-Grieg. Will you be attending the meeting, Miss Green?”

      “I shall encourage her to,” said Eliza. “Although she is so busy with her work that it is often rather tricky for her to find the time for causes.”

      “I’m very supportive, Ellie, as you well know,” I said.

      “Yes, you are, Penelope, but these days you need to stand up to be counted. By turning up in person you are physically adding to the numbers. There is a march planned in support of women’s suffrage in this very park next week. I shall expect you both to attend.”

      “If my work permits, I shall attend and write about it for the Morning Express.”

      “Thank you, Penelope. Mr Edwards, has Penelope told you about the latest adventure she is to embark upon?”

      “No, I believe not.”

      He gave me an expectant glance, but my sister explained before I had a chance to do so.

      “She is to work undercover as a maid! Can you believe that, Mr Edwards? A consummately educated lady working as a maid!”

      “A maid, Miss Green?” he asked. “But you’re a news reporter!”

      “I’m to be a news reporter pretending to be a maid. It’s called working undercover.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would you do such a thing?”

      “The plan is secret. You mustn’t tell anyone about it.”

      “Certainly not. You have my word.”

      We paused our walk and the rain pattered on our umbrellas while I explained further.

      “I intend to work in the household of Mr Alexander Glenville. He’s the owner of the Blundell & Co vinegar factory, where there has been criticism of the working conditions.”

      “Ah, that explains why you were reading about Dorothea Heale earlier this week,” said Mr Edwards.

      “Dorothea Heale?” said Eliza.

      “Yes,” I replied. “She has attempted to help the workers at Blundell’s campaign for better conditions.”

      “I know that,” said Eliza. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? She’s a very good friend of mine. You don’t need to spend time reading about her. I can arrange for you to meet her!”

      “Can you really, Ellie?”

      “Yes, we cross paths on a regular basis. She’ll be at the march. I shall arrange for you to meet her when I see her next.”

      “But I still don’t understand why you must work as a maid, Miss Green,” said Mr Edwards with a puzzled look.

      “My advice is to give up trying to understand it,” replied my sister. “Has she told you about the time she was shot yet?”

      “Shot?” A flash of horror passed across his face. “Are you all right, Miss Green?”

      “Yes, I am fully recovered now, thank you, Mr Edwards.”

      He stared at me as if disappointed to discover that I wasn’t the person he had thought me to be. His expression confirmed to me why I had remained a spinster.

      I knew that I would never find a husband who could accept my chosen profession.
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      My attic room in the Glenville household was small and draughty. The only other room on this floor of the house belonged to the maid, Maisie, and we shared a narrow wooden corridor.

      The mattress on my iron bedstead was thin, and an inspection of the sheets and blankets revealed numerous patched holes. A threadbare rug lay on the floor, and the remaining furniture consisted of a washstand, a narrow wardrobe and a small dressing table, which had seen better days. The little window overlooked the street.

      I unpacked my trunk in this comfortless room and reassured myself that my stay here would not be for long. Mrs Craughton had instructed me to change into my uniform and meet her outside the drawing room, where I was to be introduced to Mr and Mrs Glenville. My mouth felt dry and the palms of my hands were clammy.

      Would the Glenvilles notice that I wasn’t the person I claimed to be?

      I imagined James at my side and thought of the reassurances he would give me. The ring which had belonged to his grandfather hung from an old locket chain around my neck. When I rested my hand against my chest I could feel the ring beneath my blouse.

      Keep it with you for luck.

      I intended to do as James had instructed.

      I changed into my uniform: a high-collared cotton black dress with a white apron. I pinned my long hair tightly to my head, so that it would fit beneath the white cotton cap. Whenever I dressed at home, Tiger would curl herself around my legs or watch me from my writing desk. I missed her already.

      I hung the rest of my clothes in the wardrobe and decided to keep my remaining belongings locked in my trunk. These included the notes for my book and some of Father’s papers. I hoped that I would have time in the evenings to continue with my writing and research, and had brought plenty of ink and writing paper with me to that end. James and Mr Sherman expected me to write to them as soon as I discovered anything which would help in the investigation.

      I locked my trunk and pushed it underneath the bed. Then I placed the dressing table chair by the wardrobe, climbed onto it and placed the key on top of the wardrobe. It was unlikely that anyone would be interested in finding the key to my trunk, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

      I felt nervous.

      Would my fellow servants be suspicious of me?

      There was a small, tarnished mirror on the dressing table. I looked into it and felt I was looking at a different person. For the forthcoming weeks, I would have to be an actress and play the part of Florence Parker. I needed to forget about Penny Green for the time being.

      Household noises rose up from the floors below me. I could hear footsteps and voices on the stairs. Somewhere from deep within the house a young child was crying. The large grandfather clock chimed the hour, its tone reverberating throughout the Glenville residence from the hallway.

      I knew I couldn’t afford to delay a moment longer. My legs felt unsteady as I left the room and made my way to the servants’ staircase. The heels of my boots echoed on the steps, and the steepness of the stairs made me feel quite dizzy. Lit by a small window on each storey, the staircase wound down through the five storeys. I briefly made the mistake of peering over the banisters down to the basement. My head whirled, and I gripped the thin stair rail to steady myself.

      

      Mrs Craughton was waiting for me outside the servants’ entrance to the drawing room.

      “Are you ready?” she asked with a smile.

      Her demeanour was warmer than it had been during the interview in her cupboard office. I deduced that she was most likely a pleasant lady who assumed the stern, authoritative air of her position when it suited her.

      “Yes.” I wiped my hands on my apron. “I think so.”

      “Don’t be nervous. Mr and Mrs Glenville will put you at ease in no time, just you see.”

      I held my breath as we walked through the door and emerged into the corner of a grand, high-ceilinged room, which was beautifully decorated in deep green and gold. A strong scent of lilies hung in the air. Large windows at one end of the room were covered by green velvet curtains, which draped from an elaborate pelmet. A display of china plates was laid out on the black marble mantelpiece, and more china pieces were displayed in a glass-fronted cabinet next to it. A small piano stood at one side of the room, and in front of the fireplace lay a thick, deep-coloured rug with an oriental design.

      Seated in two chairs either side of the fireplace were Mr and Mrs Glenville. I was immediately struck by the darkness of Mr Glenville’s eyes and the fiery red of Mrs Glenville’s hair.

      Mr Glenville rose and gave me a wide grin. The informality of his expression surprised me. His large, dark eyes were slightly hooded beneath a prominent brow, his dark hair streaked with grey. His face was handsome, with a well-set jaw. He had a thin black moustache, but was otherwise clean-shaven. Had he grown whiskers, he would have been able to hide the angry jagged scar that ran down his left cheek to his neck. I wondered why he felt happy to remain clean-shaven. Perhaps he was proud of his scar and felt there was no need to hide it.

      He wore a dark suit with a burgundy cravat, which was held in place with a tie pin that sparkled with a diamond. The right arm of his jacket was neatly folded and pinned to his upper arm. I glanced at his half-arm and quickly looked away, as if I shouldn’t have taken note of it. A smile played on his lips, and I wondered if he had noticed my awkward glance.

      “Florence, isn’t it?” His voice had a pleasant tone. It was deep, yet soft.

      “Yes, sir.” I performed a small curtsy.

      “Welcome, Florence!” he said. “What do we call you? Florence? Florrie? Flo?”

      He wasn’t what I had imagined him to be. After everything I had heard about him, I had expected his manner to be either rude or dismissive.

      “I think Flo sounds appropriate,” said Mrs Glenville, who spoke with a well-bred, clipped accent. She remained seated as she worked on a piece of embroidery. She had sharp blue eyes with faint lines at the corners, and pale skin. Her forehead was wide and her face tapered to a receding chin. Despite this, her features were pretty, and I could see the likeness between her and the young woman who had slid down the banisters during my previous visit. She wore a beautiful satin dress of deep blue that had a tight bodice fastened with countless shiny buttons.

      “I shall be happy to be called Flo,” I replied, curtsying once again.

      I could feel Mr Glenville’s eyes resting on me, and I couldn’t help but meet his gaze. There was something oddly magnetic about it.

      “Mrs Craughton tells me you have come from Mrs Fothergill in Berkeley Square,” continued Mrs Glenville.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I replied.

      She raised a well-shaped eyebrow before I quickly added, “My lady.”

      “And how did you find your time there?”

      “I enjoyed it very much, my lady. I was a companion to her as well as a maid.”

      She smiled. “Good. Well, we look forward to seeing how you get on in our household. Mrs Craughton will explain everything, but do please ask me directly if you have any questions.”

      As Mrs Craughton accompanied me from the room, I felt relieved that my new employers seemed so pleasant. There was some frostiness in Mrs Glenville’s manner, but perhaps I only detected it because I had taken up the position of a servant. Had she known me as Penny Green, she would no doubt have addressed me differently.

      “They seem to like you,” said Mrs Craughton as we paused on the servants’ staircase. “Make sure you get a good night’s sleep. Maisie will wake you at six.”

      The keys on her belt jangled as she descended the stairs. As I climbed the staircase to my room, the recollection of Mr Glenville’s dark eyes created a tingling sensation in my stomach.
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      I woke long before Maisie knocked on my door. As the dawn crept into my room, I lay in bed worrying about the chores I would have to do that day. I felt sure that my lack of experience would be obvious to everyone around me. Perhaps I’d even be dismissed before the day was through. Mrs Garnett had given me some instruction, but I had finally realised how ill-prepared I was.

      Maisie was a small, thin, cheery-faced girl, and she put me at ease as soon as I opened my door.

      “You must be Flo,” she said. “Come wiv me, I’ll show yer what to do.”

      She looked about fourteen, and had a generous dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Some of her teeth were missing and she had a fidgety manner about her. I instantly liked her, and she seemed keen to help me settle in.

      I followed Maisie around the house as we crept into silent bedchambers with a candle and lit the fires. Then we lit the fires in the drawing room, morning room and library. I helped with carrying the coal, loading it into scuttles from the coal bunker in the yard. Once the fires were lit, we opened the curtains in the main reception rooms, then dusted and plumped up the cushions, making sure everything was clean and tidy for the family’s use.

      There was just enough time for a quick breakfast of toast and a boiled egg at the large oak table in the basement kitchen. I met Cook, a red-faced woman with heavy jowls and a wide vocabulary of curse words. Mr Perrin, the butler, leafed through the Morning Express as he ate, and I tried not to peer over at the paper to read my colleagues’ words.

      Mr Perrin had acknowledged me with a perfunctory nod when we were first introduced. He looked about fifty and wore a smart dark suit over his solid, broad-shouldered frame. His expression was one of refined passivity, which could only have been brought about by many years of service. I struggled to imagine him displaying any emotion.

      Much as I was wary about giving away any clues to my identity, I realised that I needed to talk if I wanted to find out the information James’ investigation required.

      “Mr Glenville has a vinegar factory, is that right?” I asked.

      “Yes, Blundell’s,” Mrs Craughton replied. “You must have heard of it.”

      “I have. It’s not the same factory there have been complaints about, is it?”

      “It might be. Although it’s much the same as any other factory in London. The workers are always complaining. I suppose they’re the ones whose manners are too unrefined for service. I know that sounds rather harsh, but I’m afraid there’s some truth in it.”

      We were disturbed by the ringing of the bell for Mr and Mrs Glenville’s room.

      “Come on, everyone. Back to work,” said the housekeeper, rising from her seat.

      Mr Perrin folded his newspaper and placed it on the table. He and the housekeeper left the kitchen.

      “I couldn’t work in a fact’ry,” said Maisie, chewing on a piece of toast. “Too loud and dangerous fer me. And I don’t agree wiv Mrs Craughton. I didn’ ’ave no manners afore I come ’ere, but you learns ’em, don’t yer? Anyways, some rich people don’t ’ave no manners neither.”

      “Do the Glenvilles receive many visitors?” I ventured, hopeful that Maisie might be able to give me a few clues as to Mr Glenville’s acquaintances.

      “Yeah, they gets a fair few of ’em.”

      “Some of them must be important, with Mr Glenville being a factory owner.”

      “Some of ’em is, but I wouldn’t know it,” said Maisie. “I can’t never remember their names.”

      I smiled, trying to hide my disappointment. Perhaps Mrs Craughton or Mr Perrin would be more helpful.

      

      Maisie showed me how the water pump in the yard worked, then we carried water up and down the servants’ staircase to each bedchamber and to the nursery. It wasn’t long before my arms and legs began to ache and my corset felt extremely restrictive. Mrs Garnett had warned me about the physical demands of a maid’s work, but I had been rather dismissive on this front.

      Mrs Craughton told me to clear the plates after breakfast, but when I reached the dining room I noticed that the family hadn’t quite finished eating. I waited in the room by the servants’ door, grateful for a brief rest. The walls were wood-panelled, and heavy, red velvet curtains hung at the windows. There was a large, glass-fronted dresser at one end of the room, and a shaft of morning sunlight glinted on the treasures within it.

      Mr and Mrs Glenville sat at the long, mahogany dining table with the young woman I recognised as the banister-sliding Sophia, alongside two other adolescent children. One was a young man with red hair, like his mother and sister. He had an odd, twisted way of sitting, and as I watched I noticed that his arms suffered from some form of involuntary movement. Despite this, he was able to eat his breakfast quite proficiently. It dawned on me that this young man must be Maurice, the Glenvilles’ eldest son. I had heard him described as an idiot, but I saw no sign of mental incapacity as I looked on.

      A pretty, dark-haired girl also sat at the table, and I guessed she was the younger sister of Sophia and Maurice. I couldn’t remember if James had told me her name. She looked about fifteen.

      Mrs Glenville discussed the plans for the day with her children, and I avidly watched their progress with each cup and plate, waiting for the moment when it would be appropriate to begin clearing the table. The Glenvilles didn’t appear to be in a hurry.

      Mr Glenville said little, occupying himself with reading some newly delivered letters. He had noticed my presence, and on two occasions had looked up from his correspondence and smiled at me. Those two glances were enough to spark the strange, ticklish sensation in my stomach again. I tried to keep my eyes averted, but it was difficult not to look at him every now and then.

      A sharp tone in Mrs Glenville’s voice drew my attention back to the conversation.

      “You’re not getting involved with any sort of demonstration.” She glared at her daughter, who sat across the table from her. “Such events are dangerous. They attract all manner of troublemakers.”

      “No, this is a different sort. There is no need to worry, Mother. Many of the people there will be women.”

      “One of those women’s suffrage events? You are not to go, Sophia!”

      I felt my heart flip. It struck me that Sophia was talking about the march Eliza had mentioned to me.

      “You could come with me, Mother.” The corners of Sophia’s mouth rose into a mischievous smile.

      “Such impertinence!” Mrs Glenville snapped.

      “I didn’t intend to be impertinent, Mother. It was a genuine invitation.”

      “Mother has no interest in women’s suffrage. You know that,” said the younger sister.

      “But perhaps she should. Perhaps you both should. Don’t you wish to have the vote, Jane?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “There is no need for it,” said Mrs Glenville. “And the breakfast table is no place to discuss politics. In fact, I have no wish to discuss politics at all. It’s not a womanly pursuit.”

      “But why not?”

      “Sophia...” Mr Glenville warned. He had put down his correspondence and was listening intently.

      “Women have enough to attend to, Sophia,” said Mrs Glenville. “Their homes and families provide more than enough to occupy their thoughts and time. I don’t wish to hear another word on the matter.”

      “But what of the future, Mother?”

      “Sophia, we don’t need to hear any more,” said Mr Glenville.

      “More girls are receiving proper schooling now,” continued Sophia, disregarding her father’s warning. “Do you think well-educated women will find satisfaction in being confined to their homes?”

      “Of course they will!” her mother retorted. “It’s their duty! And while I agree with improved education for girls, I don’t believe it should entitle them to live the life of a man. What a preposterous idea! Men and women have different roles, and that’s the way it always has been.”

      “But what if a woman doesn’t wish it to be that way?”

      “Then she must learn to accept it. It’s what my generation has done and the many generations which have gone before us also did. Imagine what my own mother would think if she heard you talking this way. Imagine how disappointed she would be. You have been educated to be a lady, and that’s the role you must pursue, just as I did. Marching about in parks complaining about one’s lot in life is not only ungrateful; it shows a lack of respect for society and order. You have been brought up to be a better young lady than that.”

      “Dorothea Heale will be there.”

      “Sophia, that is enough!” Mr Glenville brought his fist down on the table, startling everyone, including myself.

      There was a loud clatter of crockery, and several pieces of cutlery fell to the floor.

      “You know better than to argue with your mother!” he warned.

      Sophia stared back at her father, her eyes unblinking. Jane looked down at her hands, and Mrs Glenville mopped her brow with her serviette.

      Mr Glenville held his daughter’s gaze for some time before looking away. Once he had returned to his correspondence, Sophia stood and dropped her serviette onto her plate before walking away from the table.

      “You sh-should excuse yourself b-before leaving,” said Maurice.

      It was the first time I had heard him speak.

      “I’m too angry!” she snarled in reply.

      The door of the dining room closed behind her with a slam.

      “That child!” said Mrs Glenville to her husband. “I can’t bear it any more, Alexander. I really can’t!”

      “It won’t be much longer now,” he replied calmly.

      “I can’t wait until she’s married,” added Jane. “I’m counting down the hours to her wedding day. Then she’ll be Mrs Dudley Lombard and won’t be under our roof any longer!”

      Mrs Glenville got up from her seat and the others followed suit. My heart pounded in my chest as I stepped forward to clear away the plates. I felt like an intruder, and was sure that I wasn’t supposed to be privy to the family’s most private moments. I sympathised with Sophia’s sentiments, but I felt sorry for her family that she had been so rude to them.

      “Thank you, Flo. I apologise that you had to witness that on your first day here,” said Mr Glenville.

      “She could have witnessed far worse!” laughed his wife.
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      After helping with the breakfast plates, I scrubbed the front steps and mopped the tiled floor of the hallway. Having done what I had thought was a good job, Mrs Craughton informed me that my work had been less than thorough.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was fortunate not to have to do too much cleaning for Mrs Fothergill. I became more of a companion to her after a while.”

      “So you have already mentioned,” said Mrs Craughton, scrutinising my work.

      I tried to wield the mop as expertly as I knew how.

      “I witnessed an argument between Miss Sophia and her parents at breakfast,” I ventured. “Is that a common occurrence?”

      “Sadly, it is. She’s a headstrong girl.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Almost eighteen. Her birthday is this Saturday, and there will be a small celebration in her honour.”

      “A happy event!”

      I pushed the mop around the base of the grandfather clock.

      “Perhaps, although I wouldn’t be too hopeful about that. There always seems to be a hiccup where Miss Sophia’s concerned.”

      “I suppose it’s her age.”

      “It’s not just that.” Mrs Craughton lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s one of the most ungrateful girls I’ve ever met! She has it all, yet she’s never content with it. I don’t understand her. She’s marrying into the Lombard family, and they’re exceptionally rich. You should see the house she and Master Lombard are to move into in Barnes! It’s quite a place. I’m hopeful that marriage and children will refine her manners. It can’t come too soon! You may have noticed that most of us in the household are impatient for their wedding day to arrive.”

      “What are the Lombards like?”

      “They’re held in high regard, and are good friends of Mr and Mrs Glenville. You’ll meet them at the birthday celebration.”

      She peered into the bucket and pulled a disgusted face. “Haven’t you noticed that the water needs changing?”

      

      Lunch was a quick meal of bread and butter. I felt relieved to be able to sit down for a short while, even if it happened to be on an uncomfortable wooden chair at the kitchen table. As we ate, Mr Perrin continued to peruse his copy of the Morning Express. My fingers itched to pick it up and leaf through the stories.

      “I’ve written a list of items which require cleaning in Mr Glenville’s study,” said Mrs Craughton, passing a sheet of paper to Maisie.

      Maisie screwed up her eyes and peered at it, while biting her thumbnail.

      “It needs to be completed this afternoon,” added the housekeeper.

      Maisie looked up at me and grimaced.

      “Is something the matter, Maisie?” asked the housekeeper.

      “You keeps forgettin’ I can’t read, Mrs Craughton.”

      The housekeeper sighed, took the paper from Maisie and thrust it in my direction. “I take it you can read, Flo?”

      I nodded. “I can.”

      “You can clean the study this afternoon, and Maisie will work in the morning room.”

      “Can you write, an’ all?” Maisie asked me.

      “Yes.”

      “P’raps yer can learn me. I want ter read ’n’ write.”

      “Maisie came from the workhouse,” Mrs Craughton explained. “I think they should give children lessons in there. That way they’d have more chance of making something of themselves.”

      “I can teach you to read and write, Maisie,” I said.

      “Would yer?” She pulled her thumb away from her mouth and grinned widely. “Aw, thank you, Flo!”

      “In your own time, though, please,” urged Mrs Craughton. “No learning letters while you’re supposed to be working.”

      “Of course not,” I replied.

      “Mr Perrin,” the housekeeper said, turning to the butler. “I have prepared the menu for Saturday. Shall we discuss the wine?”

      “Yes. I’ve already decided on Pommery 1876 for the champagne.”

      “That’s your favourite, isn’t it, Mr Perrin?”

      “It’s Mr Glenville’s favourite, although I do enjoy a glass myself when the occasion allows it.”

      Mrs Craughton turned to me and Maisie, glaring at us as though we were no longer supposed to be there.

      “What are you two waiting for?” she scolded. “Take yourselves off and get back to work.”

      

      On my way to Mr Glenville’s study, I passed the girls who had slid with Sophia down the banister. They were better behaved now that they were under the care of their strict-looking governess.

      I knocked at the door of the study and heard no reply. I slowly pushed the door open and was relieved to find the room empty. I felt wary of encountering Mr Glenville too often in case I accidentally said something which would give away my identity.

      The room was gloomy, but not dark enough to justify lighting the gas lamps. I lit a candle so that I could read Mrs Craughton’s list more easily. I had been instructed to light the fire so the room would be warm for Mr Glenville’s use later that afternoon; once I had done so, the room felt more welcoming. A bookcase stood against one wall containing a number of leather-bound volumes, which included works by Dickens and Shakespeare.

      A family portrait hung above the fireplace. It depicted Mr and Mrs Glenville with three small children, who I took to be Sophia, Maurice and Jane. Both Sophia and Maurice stared out of the picture with sullen faces and shocks of red hair. Jane was the pretty, dark-haired baby on her father’s lap. The artist had flattered Mrs Glenville, and she looked quite a beauty. Mr Glenville’s likeness was more accurate, except that the scar on his face had been omitted.

      I set the candle on the desk, and it occurred to me that the multitude of drawers might contain something useful for James’ investigation. I carefully pulled out the smaller drawers at the top of the desk and peered inside. I found writing paper, pots of ink, pens and a rubber stamp with ‘Blundell & Co’ marked on it.

      I tried a larger drawer that was lower down in the desk, but it was locked. Distant footsteps cautioned me to concentrate on my cleaning work, so I referred to Mrs Craughton’s list and opened the glass cabinet next to Mr Glenville’s desk to begin cleaning the ornaments within it. It was an odd assortment: a pair of Etruscan-style vases, the bust of a Roman gentleman, bronze statuettes of warriors and goddesses, a table clock which had stopped working, and an odd-shaped stone, which was about the size of a house brick.

      As I took each object out of the cabinet and wiped it with my cloth, I wondered how I could find out the information James required from me. Maisie didn’t seem to know a great deal, and Mr Perrin had shown little interest in conversing with me so far. Mrs Craughton seemed the happiest to talk, and I hoped that she had some useful knowledge of the Glenvilles’ affairs.

      But how would I be able to ask relevant questions without her becoming suspicious? The solution would probably be to ask just a few questions each day. But how long would it take me to find the answers I needed? I desired my time here to be as short as possible.

      “Mrs Craughton’s got you cleaning the curios, then?”

      The soft, deep voice behind me caused my heart to skip a beat. I spun around to see Mr Glenville in the centre of the room. I hadn’t even heard him enter.
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      “I’m so sorry, Flo. I didn’t mean to alarm you!” Mr Glenville smiled apologetically.

      “Oh, um, I can do this another time, sir,” I said, flustered. “I didn’t realise you required the use of this room now. I was told you would be using it later.”

      “Please don’t worry.” He gave a dismissive wave of his hand, then stepped closer to the cabinet and peered inside it. “These odd things have needed cleaning for a while. Continue as you are, and don’t mind me. Goodness, I remember this.”

      He reached into the cabinet, picked up the odd-shaped stone and turned it over in his hands.

      “It’s one of the few things I have left of my mother’s,” he said. “One of the only things, in fact. She didn’t have much. Do you know what it is?”

      His eyes were like deep, dark pools, and he was close enough for me to smell his eau de cologne. It was an exotic scent, which brought to my mind the bright flowers and scented shrubs of Colombia my father had described in his diaries.

      “I have no idea.” My mouth felt dry. I felt sure he had guessed that I wasn’t a real maid.

      “It’s an elephant’s tooth!” He grinned. “My mother once worked for a nabob on his return from India. For some reason, he gave her this!”

      “It’s very large for a tooth,” I said.

      “Big creatures, though, aren’t they? I’d very much like to see one in the wild.”

      “I’ll be sure to take extra care with the tooth, sir.”

      “I’m sure you will, Flo.”

      I smiled meekly as he placed it back inside the cabinet, hoping that he would leave the room. My hopes were dashed as he walked over to his desk and seated himself there, only a few feet from where I was working. My heart pounded heavily, and my fingers felt clumsy.

      Why did Mr Glenville create such a reaction in me?

      “I feel I must apologise for my daughter,” he said.

      “Please don’t, sir. There’s no need,” I replied, as I cleaned a statuette in an awkward manner. “She’s simply a spirited young woman. She knows her own mind.”

      “She certainly does.” He sighed.

      “She strikes me as a clever girl,” I said. “She has quite a future ahead of her.”

      “Oh, she’s clever all right. Too clever for her own good. I swear she should have been born a boy.”

      He noticed the puzzled look on my face.

      “My words sound odd, I know! But you understand what I mean, don’t you? She’s not a typical girl. Not like her sister Jane. Jane’s just like her mother. Sadly, I think Sophia is rather like me.” He smiled. “If only Maurice were like her, everything would be rather different.”

      “I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

      “Despite having six children, I have no heir,” he replied. “Maurice is the only boy, and he lacks the ability to inherit the business, as I’m sure you’ve already noticed.”

      I nodded uneasily.

      “Everyone told us to put him in an institution as soon as he was born. Could you ever do that to your own child?”

      “No, I don’t think I could.”

      “Even now the boy’s twenty years old, people still say it. What do they know? I can’t deny that Camilla and I were disappointed as his weakness grew more obvious. And for a long time we hoped to have another boy. But things are the way they are, and we love him just as much as his sisters. It’s impossible not to, isn’t it? Do you have children, Flo?”

      “No.”

      “Perhaps you’ll understand one day.”

      “I might understand quite a bit already.”

      “I’m sure you do.” He smiled, and there was a warm twinkle in his eyes.

      I glanced at the jagged scar on his face and wondered how the injury had occurred.

      “You’re rather sharp, aren’t you?” he continued. “Not the usual calibre of maid.”

      I felt my heart skip another beat. Did he suspect me?

      Nervous perspiration caused my spectacles to slip down my nose. I pushed them back up, cleared my throat and decided to change the subject.

      “I hear you’ve been at Blundell’s a long time, sir.”

      “You’ve heard correctly. Yes, I was ten when I began work there. It’s been almost forty years now. Can you believe that? Forty years!”

      “I can’t at all, sir.”

      “I was the smallest boy there, so I was the one they would send under the machines to clean. I fitted into the small spaces easily, and that’s how I lost this thing.” He shrugged the shoulder of his missing arm. “It was caught in a line shaft.”

      “Ow!” I winced.

      “I didn’t know anything about it, of course, I lost consciousness the moment it happened.”

      “And you continued to work there after that?”

      “Well, there wasn’t a lot else I could do. Mother didn’t have any money, and school was out of the question for a boy like me. I had to work. Fortunately, Thomas Blundell thought a one-armed boy could still be of some use!” He laughed. “He saw the potential in everybody, that man. It’s no secret that the workers in my factory have been complaining about their lot. And most of them have the use of all their limbs. They don’t realise how much safer the factory is now than it used to be. These people encourage them to complain, you see.”

      “Which people?”

      “The likes of Dorothea Heale. I’m afraid that’s why I lost my temper when Sophia mentioned her at the breakfast table this morning. Dorothea and her friends lurk around the gates of my factory and encourage dissent. If I were to ask the workers coming out of any factory in this city after a long shift what they thought of the place, I would no doubt soon be surrounded by a crowd of whinging people encouraging each other in their complaints. Don’t you agree, Flo?”

      “It sounds quite likely.”

      “Exactly. Once someone starts to complain about something, it puts the idea into someone else’s head, and then they realise they all want to be complaining about it. It spreads like a disease! Don’t ever get pulled into that trap. Very few people possess independent thought. Have you noticed that? We all wish to be paid more, don’t we? And we all wish to work a little less. Although I think reform is extremely important, these sentiments can sometimes be appropriated by troublemakers.”

      I felt myself beginning to relax in Mr Glenville’s company as his manner was surprisingly informal. As I listened to him and methodically cleaned each object in the cabinet, I wondered if the factory owner was as unpleasant as the rumours about him suggested.

      James had called him slippery and untrustworthy. Was I right to believe his opinion?

      “This country relies on its workers,” Mr Glenville continued. “They’re not just responsible for the output of their factories each day. Oh no, it’s much more than that. Great Britain is so named because of its industry. It’s the backbone of the British Empire! We should all take pride in our work, Flo. From the ten-year-old boy who cleans under the machines to the men on the company’s board of directors. We all do our bit, and look what we can achieve together. Life is about work and industry. This is why I won’t tolerate complaining. If a worker has a genuine grievance, I’m more than happy to listen. But when it comes to general grumbling and moaning, which often goes hand in hand with complacency, I have no tolerance for it whatsoever.”

      I liked the manner in which Mr Glenville addressed me. He spoke to me as an equal, rather than as a member of his staff.

      “I have considered taking legal proceedings against Mrs Heale,” he continued. “But I’m not sure it’s a worthwhile use of my time and money. Hopefully she’ll realise that harassing people who are fortunate to have steady, paid work is also a waste of her time. There are countless other issues in this city which need addressing, aren’t there? The slums, for example. And crime. Hopefully she’ll direct her attention towards those in the future.”

      “What about workers’ pay?” I asked.

      “What do you mean, Flo?” His eyebrows drew closer together.

      “Perhaps if you paid the workers more they would complain less.”

      He laughed. “If only it worked like that. Do you think that if I gave each worker an extra shilling a week they would be content? Not to mention the fact that it would bankrupt my business. It’s a business I run, not a charity.”

      “You bought Albert Archdale’s factory, didn’t you?”

      He gave an impressed nod. “You really do know a few things about me, don’t you?”

      One corner of his mouth lifted into a smile and I realised I was close to giving away my identity. I cursed myself inwardly for continuing this discussion with him.

      “Yes, I bought Archdale’s, and the rate of accidents has decreased dramatically since I did so. Archdale couldn’t have cared less about his workers. There haven’t been any complaints about me yet at the Bermondsey factory. Mrs Heale has yet to loiter beside the gates there!”

      Mr Glenville got up from his seat.

      “Well, I’ve talked at you for long enough. Thank you for all your work with these curios this afternoon.” He stepped toward the cabinet again and admired them. “They look much better now. Isn’t it funny how attached you can become to such silly things? Each one is a memento, I suppose.”

      “A memento of what, sir?”

      He turned to me and I found it difficult to remove my eyes from his. He looked at my face so intently that I felt sure he hadn’t blinked for some time.

      Did he look at everyone this way?

      I felt a prickling sensation at the back of my neck.

      “Perhaps I shall tell you one day,” he said softly. “Each one of these objects has its own story. Much like people, I suppose. We all have our own stories, don’t we?”

      “We do. And some have more than one.” I wasn’t sure where my words had come from; I had intended to remain silent.

      “Interesting!” A smile spread across his face. “I like that thought very much.” Still his eyes didn’t blink. “Complicated creatures, aren’t we?” He grinned and turned to leave the room.

      “See you later, Flo,” he called back over his shoulder.

      “Goodbye, sir.”

      I remained standing where I was as he closed the study door behind him. His scent lingered in the air, and it felt as though the shadows in the room had deepened. The more I got to know Mr Glenville, the less I knew what to make of him.

      

      By the time I retired to my attic room that evening, my body was aching from the physical work. I should have felt pleased that I had managed to convince everyone I was a maid, but instead I felt dissatisfied that I had made no progress with James’ investigation. Moreover, there was a niggling worry in my mind that perhaps I hadn’t been so convincing after all. I thought about the comments Mr Glenville had made.

      ‘Not your usual maid’ was how he had described me. What had he meant by ‘complicated creatures’? Had he been referring to me or himself? Or had it simply been a turn of phrase, which I was dwelling upon too much?

      My mind felt almost as weary as my body as I changed into my nightdress, and it was only then that I noticed someone had been in my room. The neat pile of writing paper wasn’t exactly as I had left it on the dressing table. It had been moved slightly to the left, as if someone had leafed through it. There was nothing obviously out of place, but I could sense that things had been shifted and put back clumsily. I hurriedly dropped to my knees and checked the trunk under my bed. I was relieved to see that it had remained in the exact position in which I had left it.

      Or had it? Had the intruder cleverly left it just as he or she had found it?

      I leapt up and moved the chair over to the wardrobe so I could check that the key to my trunk was in its original hiding place.

      Thankfully, it was.

      I knew that Mrs Glenville and Mrs Craughton were entitled to check my room and ensure that it was tidy. My door didn’t have a lock on it, and I couldn’t expect complete privacy.

      I returned to my trunk and tried its lid. It was firmly locked. Then something else under the bed caught my eye. It looked like a crumpled piece of cloth. I picked it up and found that it was a white handkerchief with a lace trim. Three initials were embroidered in one corner: CDC.

      I hadn’t remembered seeing it under the bed before, and it was free of dust. It occurred to me that it must have been dropped there recently. Who in the household had the initials CDC? The first and last name began with a ‘C’. The only person I could think of was Mrs Craughton. Was this Mrs Craughton’s handkerchief in my hand?

      I couldn’t think how it had found its way under the bed. Perhaps it had ended up there while she was preparing the room for my arrival. That was the most likely explanation I could think of. However, I didn’t recall seeing it when I first placed the trunk under my bed. Had Mrs Craughton entered my room and looked through the papers on the dressing table? Had she tried to open the trunk?

      If Mrs Craughton wanted to look through my belongings, she could have simply asked my permission. Why had she been secretive about it? And could I be sure that she was the mystery intruder?
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      Maisie’s knock at my door the following morning came as an unwelcome interruption. Having lain awake worrying about who had been in my room, I had fallen into a deep slumber only shortly before dawn.

      Maisie chuckled when she saw me. “Yer want to be back in bed, don’t yer, Flo? I know that feelin’.”

      Once again, we crept around the quiet house and prepared the fires.

      “Does Mrs Craughton check your room?” I whispered as we prepared to go into the nursery.

      “No,” replied Maisie with a look of surprise. “She ain’t been in yer room, ’as she?”

      “I think so. I can’t be sure.”

      “I can’t be sure, neither. P’raps she does check it and I don’t know nuffink about it.”

      

      Mrs Craughton handed me a letter at breakfast time. I wondered if I would ever be brave enough to ask her about the handkerchief she had dropped in my room.

      Would it cause embarrassment? Would she even admit it? I decided to wait a while before broaching the subject.

      The letter had been forwarded to Florence Parker from my Milton Street address, which had been heavily inked out. I was grateful to Mrs Garnett for helping me hide my identity.

      “A letter already,” said Mrs Craughton. “You must be popular.”

      “It’s probably from my sister,” I replied. “I sent her my new address, but she still posted it to the old one!”

      Thankfully, this explanation seemed to satisfy Mrs Craughton as I opened the envelope and held the letter up close to my spectacles so that no one else could read it.

      

      My Dear Madam,

      

      Thank you for your delightful letter, and may I say how flattered I am that the daughter of the eminent plant-hunter, Mr. F. B. Green, should wish to make contact with me.

      Writing a book about your father’s life is an admirable undertaking, and I wish you the best of luck with the endeavour. As an author of many books myself, I can attest that it is no small task! You will no doubt find my own texts on the subject of plant-hunting to be of great assistance in your toils, and I am confident that you shall achieve the end result with aplomb.

      I would be more than delighted to meet with you, and to discuss your father’s life and work. You are welcome to visit me at my home at the above address at a time and date convenient to yourself.

      Do please note that my next round of travels will take me to the Himalayas, and I shall be departing London in July. You will no doubt wish to make an appointment with me before then.

      Do please contact my secretary, Mrs Bowes, to arrange a suitable time.

      I eagerly anticipate our forthcoming rendezvous.

      

      Yours very truly,

      Mr. Isaac Fox-Stirling

      

      I looked forward to hearing what Mr Fox-Stirling would be able to tell me about his expedition to find my father. I hoped he would have some new information about his disappearance.

      Perhaps there was a clue about what had happened to him, which nobody had followed up on or considered significant.

      My immediate problem was finding a time when I could visit Mr Fox-Stirling. Maisie mentioned that we would usually be permitted leave on alternate Wednesday afternoons, but I hadn’t yet confirmed this with Mrs Craughton.

      “You’re to help Maisie in the conservatory this morning,” said the housekeeper.

      I folded the letter away and finished my last few mouthfuls of bread and butter.

      “I haven’t shown you the conservatory yet,” she continued. “It’s Mrs Glenville’s pride and joy. You must be extremely careful with the hothouse plants. Many of them are extremely delicate tropical specimens.”

      “I know quite a bit about tropical plants, Mrs Craughton.”

      “Do you? Did Mrs Fothergill have a conservatory?”

      “No.” I wished I hadn’t volunteered the information. “But my father did,” I added, giving her a smile which I hoped was convincing.

      

      The sight of the broad-leaved palms, bromeliads and orchids immediately brought a lump to my throat. Plants such as these had been lovingly described in my father’s letters and diaries, and he had also made many sketches of them. Perhaps some of the species I was looking at had been brought to England by him.

      As the sun streamed through the glass and filtered between the layers of thick foliage, I felt as though I were in another land. I breathed in the warm scent of the lush vegetation and wished my father could be there to see this place with me.

      “Yer a’right Flo?” asked Maisie.

      “I’m fine, thank you, Maisie. Tell me what needs doing.”

      “Well, all I knows is that they ’ad a load o’ lice in ’ere. Plant lice. I thought it were just people ’n’ dogs what got lice, but turns out plants get ’em an’ all. Anyways, they got ’em killed off. There’s a posh word what describes it. Fume summink.”

      “Fumigate?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. Kills the lice but don’t kill the plants. Pretty, ain’t they?”

      “They’re beautiful. I didn’t realise this conservatory was here. Goodness, look at that!” I stepped over to an orchid with a profuse spray of white and orange flowers. “I do believe that’s a type of Oncidium.”

      “A what now?”

      “It’s an orchid.”

      “Yeah, but you said summink else. Not orchid. You said sidum or summink.”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry, Maisie. I read something about it in a book once. Hand me that broom and I’ll start sweeping the floor.”

      “I wish I could read books. Yer s’posed to be teachin’ me.”

      “Shall we look at some letters this evening?”

      “Yeah, I’d like that, I would.”

      Maisie and I chatted as we worked, happily immersed in our own little tropical paradise.
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      “How are you finding the work here, Flo?” asked Mrs Glenville as she worked on her embroidery in the morning room.

      “I’m enjoying it very much, my lady.”

      “Good. Well, we’re very pleased to have you here.” She looked up and gave me a brief smile, then returned to her work.

      I forced a smile in return. “Thank you, my lady.”

      It was my third day in the Glenville household, and I was thoroughly tired of waiting on people and tending to their every need. I suddenly felt a great deal of sympathy for people who worked in service. They were expected to keep themselves hidden unless they were needed, and few people were interested in anything they thought or said. I wasn’t sure I could continue with this work for much longer. I missed writing, and my work colleagues, and my cat Tiger. I even missed Mrs Garnett.

      I rested a hand against my chest to feel the ring beneath my uniform. It felt as though I would never see James again. It was as if I had been condemned to this place for eternity.

      “Would you like sugar in your tea, my lady?”

      “No, thank you. Fetch me Mrs Craughton, would you?”

      I left the room feeling resentful towards Mrs Glenville for the dismissive way she had spoken to me. I didn’t dislike her. She seemed a pleasant enough lady, but I wasn’t used to being spoken to like a servant.

      I walked to Mrs Craughton’s office and felt my resentment spread to Mr Conway and Mr Sherman. They were the ones who had put me in this position.

      Why had they thought this a good idea? I had come across nothing which would help with James’ investigation. The only possibility I could foresee was getting into the locked drawers in Mr Glenville’s study. I would need to find the key to open them first.

      I knocked at Mrs Craughton’s door and passed on Mrs Glenville’s message. As the housekeeper acknowledged me, I looked past her shoulder at the keys hanging from the neat rows of hooks on the wall. Could the key to Mr Glenville’s desk be one of them? Each key was clearly labelled, but there was no time to look.

      Mrs Craughton stepped straight out of her office and shut the door behind her.

      “You and Maisie are to tidy and dust the library this afternoon,” she said. “You both did well with the conservatory yesterday. Mrs Glenville commented on its cleanliness.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Craughton.”

      I met Maisie on the servants’ staircase as we descended to the kitchen for our lunch.

      “‘A’ is for apple,” chanted Maisie. “I still remembers ’ow to write it.”

      “Good! Another lesson this evening?” I asked.

      “Can’t do this evenin’.”

      I wondered what else she had planned.

      “Perhaps tomorrow, then?”

      “Yeah, I can do tomorra.”

      Mr Perrin was already in the kitchen.

      “Perrin. That’s a ‘P’, ain’t it?”

      The butler gave us a rare smile and quickly returned to his newspaper. I wondered if I could locate his old copies of the Morning Express so that I might sneak a look at them. I was unaccustomed to having so little idea of what was taking place in the outside world.

      “’Ow d’yer write ‘P’?” asked Maisie.

      “We can practise in the next lesson.”

      “But that’s tomorra!”

      “You told me you were too busy for a lesson this evening, Maisie.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot.”

      

      “Who are these two?”

      I had seen the portrait of the twin girls during my previous visits to the library, but this was the first chance I’d had to ask someone about them. The girls were aged about three or four, and stood hand-in-hand in a gloomy, woodland setting. They both had long red curls and wore pale-coloured dresses. Their large, wide eyes stared out of their flawless white faces.

      “Dunno. They’re from Mrs Glenville’s fambly,” replied Maisie. “All the pictures are of ’er fambly.”

      “They’re identical, aren’t they?” I commented. “And almost phantom-like. They’re ghost children.”

      “Don’t say that!” Maisie jumped with horror. “That’ll scare me, it will! I don’t like ghost children!”

      “I was only joking, Maisie. They’re not ghosts, are they? They’re Mrs Glenville’s ancestors. Maybe one of them is her mother.”

      I peered at the bottom of the picture, looking for an inscription which could tell me more about the painting, but all I could see was a year: 1826.

      “They looks like ghosts ter me,” said Maisie. “I never thought of it till yer said it, but they looks like ’em, don’t they? I don’t never want ter be in this room on me own now. What if they climbs out the picture at night and goes walkin’ round the ’ouse?”

      I shivered and wished I had never mentioned the picture.

      “Look at all these books, Maisie,” I said brightly. I waved my feather duster in the direction of the four walls, which were lined from floor to ceiling with bookshelves. “Soon you’ll be able to read them all!”

      “Yeah, and it’ll take me an ’ole lifetime, an’ all.”

      “Choose the best ones first,” I said, running my duster over the countless volumes. “When you know your letters better, you’ll be able to read the titles on the bindings and decide which books seem the most interesting.”

      “Do they ’ave pictures in ’em?”

      “I’m sure some of them will have.”

      I noticed a newspaper rack in the corner of the room, and to my delight I discovered that it contained an edition of the Morning Express for each day of the past week.

      “I’m so ’appy you’ve came ’ere, Flo.”

      I stepped away from the newspapers and saw Maisie standing with her hand resting on the back of a chair, regarding me with her large blue eyes. I felt a pang of guilt.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I misses Betsy, but I’m glad you’ve came.”

      “Thank you, Maisie.”

      I smiled, but I felt a bitter taste in my mouth. I was deceiving the girl about who I really was. I turned from her honest, trusting gaze and occupied myself with work.

      

      Before retiring that evening, I thought about the newspaper rack in the library.

      The butler was permitted to read the newspapers, so surely an interested maid was also permitted to do so?

      While the rest of the household slept, I took my candle into the library, avoided the gaze of the ghost twins and took the most recent copy of the Morning Express from the newspaper rack. I sat at a round, mahogany table and opened out the paper, keen to read all that had been happening beyond the walls of the Glenville house.

      The candlelight flickered onto the news stories about the advancing British troops in Egypt, obstruction tactics in the House of Commons and the peace treaty negotiations between Chile and Peru. I also read that the experiment of closing public houses in Wales on Sundays had failed to reduce levels of drunkenness. Instead, men were buying more liquor on Saturdays and drinking it at home on Sundays with their wives and children.

      “Are you unable to sleep, Flo?”

      My heart jumped into my mouth, and I spluttered as I tried to reply.

      “Mr Glenville!”

      He stood in the doorway, and I could just about see his smile in the candlelight. Although I felt uneasy, I also felt pleased to see him for some strange reason.

      “I’m so sorry to have startled you again,” he said softly. His eyes seemed even darker in the dim light.

      “You move about very quietly, sir,” I replied. “I thought everyone was in bed.”

      “So did I!” He laughed and walked over to the table.

      “I’m not supposed to be here, am I?” I said. “I’m sorry.” I folded up the newspaper.

      “No, stay! Of course I don’t mind you being here. I must say that I don’t know many women who take an interest in the newspaper.”

      “I like to find out what’s happening in the world.”

      “Admirable. Very admirable. And why shouldn’t you? Sophia would say something similar. She also has an inquiring mind; always questioning everything. Do you question everything, Flo?”

      “I suppose I do. In fact, I know I do.”

      He laughed and, to my great dismay, took a seat at the table with me. My entire body felt tense. The exotic eau de cologne hung in the air once again.

      “You’ve heard Sophia talk about women’s suffrage, haven’t you? Camilla can’t bear to hear about it as she comes from a family with traditional views. I keep quiet when they discuss the matter, but privately I would say that I agree with the cause. I see intelligent women like you and Sophia, and I realise how foolish our society is not to give you a say in how our country is run. Currently, some men who are permitted to vote have a far inferior intellect to women like you. Actually, most of the House of Commons, I should say!” He laughed again. “Do you ever feel trapped in your woman’s body, Flo?”

      He noticed my perplexed expression and chuckled. “Goodness, I phrased that in an odd way, didn’t I? I’m so sorry. What I mean to say is that it must be difficult to be a woman with the intelligence of a man. We treat you so differently from ourselves, don’t we? And much of the time we assume you don’t have the mental strength we have. But you’re the same sort of person inside, aren’t you? We’ve got it wrong, all wrong. I’ve known a lot of remarkable women in my life, but the one I always held in the highest regard was my mother. She was the most selfless person I have ever met. And to think of what I put her through! On the day of my accident...” He pointed at his missing arm. “On that day, she was...”

      As his voice trailed off, I could see that his eyes were moist. “It almost destroyed her. She thought my life was over.”

      Silence descended.

      “But it wasn’t,” I said quietly.

      “No, it wasn’t! It was just the beginning. Because from that moment onwards, I was determined to show her what a twelve-year-old boy, even one who lived in poverty, could do. And I did it as well. I did it.” He took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his eyes.

      “Goodness, why did I begin talking about that?” He grinned. “I went quite off the topic there. My mind wanders when I’m tired. I should get to bed. The problem with you, Flo, is that you’re a good listener. You encourage a man to talk.”

      “But I’ve barely said a thing!”

      “Exactly! You listened instead.”

      “Oh yes, I see what you mean.”

      I laughed, and he got up from his chair.

      “Well, goodnight. Don’t stay up reading too late. I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but your time is wasted as a maid. You should be doing something else with that brain of yours.”

      “Oh I do, sir.”

      “Do you indeed?”

      I nodded, unsure how to elaborate.

      “Perhaps you can tell me about it when we speak next. It’s good to have discovered another night owl! Good night.”

      “Good night, sir.”

      I watched him leave the room before opening up the newspaper again. The ghost twins stared down at me and, despite the late hour, my mind felt wide awake. I tried to read an article about mining companies infringing the Explosives Act whilst forming an opinion about Mr Glenville.

      Why did he seem so different from the way people had described him?
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      The grandfather clock in the hallway struck one as I climbed the servants’ staircase with the candle in my hand. My conversations with Mr Glenville had yielded nothing useful for James’ investigation. I needed to find out if there was a key to his desk hanging on the wall of Mrs Craughton’s office. If there was, I would have to take it, unlock the desk drawers and look through them without anyone noticing.

      It seemed an impossible task.

      I was beginning to wonder if there would be anything of interest in Mr Glenville’s desk at all. Upon reflection, I decided the investigation could be based on little more than a personal grudge on the part of Mr Conway.

      Perhaps even Dorothea Heale had been mistaken. It was possible that she had encouraged Mr Glenville’s staff to concoct stories about the supposedly terrible conditions at the factory. Perhaps some of the stories were based on fact, but maybe others were merely gossip and hearsay. I had been reading and listening to other people’s opinions, but I needed to establish the facts.

      Was Mr Glenville a criminal? Or was Mr Conway merely pursuing a vendetta against him?

      I stopped suddenly, certain that I had heard someone on the staircase above me. Large shadows flickered on the walls, and my ears strained to listen.

      Everything was silent.

      I took another step, and as I did so I felt sure I heard someone else move.

      Was it Mr Glenville again?

      “Hello?” I called out, my voice wavering in the silence.

      I felt sure that someone was hiding from me. I bent down and carefully slipped off my boots. Then I slowly crept up a few more stairs. There was no further sound until the other person must have realised how close I had come. Then there was a clattering of boots and a rustle of skirts as the woman tried to get away. I leapt up a few stairs in one go and saw a pale face staring down at me, framed by the hood of a cloak.

      Sophia.

      “Wait!” I whispered, not wishing her to leave. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask the same of you,” Sophia whispered in reply. She continued up the stairs to the third storey, pausing by the door to the corridor.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, looking at her thick woollen cloak.

      “To my room.”

      “Using this staircase?”

      “It’s so that I don’t wake anybody. You mustn’t say that you’ve seen me here. Please don’t tell anyone!”

      “You’ve been out this evening? What if your mother and father find out?”

      “They won’t find out. I’ve done it many times. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      Her large, dark eyes were just like her father’s.

      “I won’t tell anyone, Miss Sophia.”

      “Promise?” She seemed frightened.

      “All right, I promise. But I hope you haven’t been putting yourself in danger. It’s not safe for a young woman out there on her own.”

      My mind was cast back to the St Giles murders, and I shivered.

      “I wasn’t on my own.”

      “Who were you with?”

      “That’s none of your business. And I don’t mean that rudely; I just mean that it’s no one’s business. I’m almost eighteen. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I hope so. Your mother and father would be devastated if anything happened to you.”

      “You needn’t worry. I was safe.”

      “Is he a man of good character?” I ventured.

      “How do you know it was a man?” she snapped.

      “Why else would you be so secretive?”

      “He looks after me very well.”

      “It’s not my business to ask what your reason for doing this might be, but perhaps you should discuss it with your parents.”

      “Never! They wouldn’t understand.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      “They have never understood what I want. They’ve already decided how my future should be.”

      “I think you need to speak to them, Miss Sophia. You can’t just creep out of the house at night, hoping that the situation will somehow improve. What of Dudley Lombard?”

      “Don’t mention his name to me!” she hissed. “If you mention a single detail to anyone else in this house, I shall do something far worse to you, just wait and see!”

      “Please don’t worry, Miss Sophia, I won’t say anything. And there’s no need to be angry with me. I have no wish to upset you. But please speak to your mother and father about your concerns regarding Mr Lombard. They wouldn’t want you to be unhappy.”

      “How do you know what they want? How long have you been working here? A few days, is it not?”

      “It hasn’t been long, but I’m already developing an understanding of your family, Miss Sophia. I have an idea of what interests and motivates you. I heard you mention Dorothea Heale at breakfast earlier this week. My sister knows her.”

      “Does she?” Her face softened and she turned her head to one side, as if interested to hear more.

      “Yes. Don’t tell anyone this, but my sister is the chair of the West London Women’s Society. Perhaps you would like to join them? She will be attending the march this weekend.”

      “I’ve heard of them! Your sister is Mrs Billington-Grieg?”

      I nodded slowly, aware that I had given too much away. “I’ll keep your secret, and you can keep mine.”

      “But why is it a secret that she’s your sister? I should think you’d be very proud of her!”

      “I am, but she’s not particularly proud of me.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m a maid, and she’s a lady. Our family is rather complicated, I’m afraid. I try not to talk about it. You will keep it to yourself, won’t you?”

      I felt angry with myself for the risk I had taken in my efforts to befriend her.

      “Do we have an agreement that neither of us says anything?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “Thank you for keeping quiet about this. Perhaps I can explain the situation to you a little better sometime soon.”

      “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help, Miss Sophia.”

      “I’m not sure there is, but thank you for your kind thoughts.”

      She pulled the hood of her cloak down onto her shoulders, prompting untidy strands of red hair to fall around her face.

      “Have you ever felt trapped, Flo?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how did you get out?”

      “I had to listen to my head instead of my heart.”

      “I’m not sure how that would help me.”

      I sighed, trying to think how I could explain myself better. “Your heart will only tell you what is best for today and tomorrow. Your head will tell you what is best for the years ahead.”

      “I will think about that. Good night.” She turned to the door and pushed it open.

      “Be careful, Miss Sophia,” I whispered after her, but she didn’t seem to hear me.

      The door closed behind her.

      

      I readied myself for bed and felt grateful that everything in my room appeared to be as I had left it earlier that evening. I hoped that Mrs Craughton hadn’t been snooping around a second time.

      I thought about Sophia and felt sorry that she was betrothed to a man she didn’t love. And to worsen matters, there seemed to be another man whom she truly loved. I felt sure that her furtive, late-night excursions would only lead to trouble.

      And what of the man who was wooing her, and leading her astray? It was rather irresponsible of him to encourage her to act in this way. Surely he was encouraging her into even more trouble.

      I wondered what Mr and Mrs Glenville would make of their daughter’s predicament. Would they show some understanding if she told them she had no wish to marry Dudley Lombard? It would thwart their plans to unite the Glenville and Lombard businesses, but would they not value their daughter’s happiness above that?

      Despite what I had heard about Alexander Glenville, he struck me as a caring father. Did I have a duty, as their employee, to inform them that I had encountered Sophia on the stairs late at night? I felt I shouldn’t, as I had told her I would keep it a secret.

      But was it the right thing to have done?

      I climbed into bed and blew out the candle. As I lay there in the dark, I thought I heard someone creeping up the stairs. I held my breath, my entire body becoming as stiff as a board.

      Could it be Sophia again?

      I sat up and strained to listen in the dark. Who could it be? The only other room on my floor was Maisie’s.

      I heard the slow creak of floorboards in the corridor outside. It sounded as though the wanderer was walking about in stockinged feet. As I readied myself for a tap at my door, I heard someone turn the handle of Maisie’s.

      Then the door quietly clicked closed again.
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      “Were you awake late last night?” I asked Maisie as we tidied the drawing room.

      “Last night?” She paused to think about it. “Nah, I’m never awake late. I’m the first one up in the mornin’ ain’t I?”

      “That’s odd,” I replied as I dusted the china plates on the mantelpiece. “I thought I heard your door open and close last night. Early this morning, actually.”

      “What time?”

      “The clock had just chimed one.”

      “One? Nah, you’re ’earin’ things, Flo. I ain’t never awake at that time.”

      “It’s rather strange, because I was sure I also heard footsteps.”

      I wondered if I should tell Maisie that I had encountered Sophia on the stairs, but I remembered that I needed to keep to my word and not mention it to anyone.

      “Footsteps?” said Maisie, pausing her dusting of the cabinet. “Now yer just scarin’ me with them ghost stories again!” She shuddered.

      “There’s no ghost. I feel sure there were footsteps, and then your door opened and closed.”

      “Stop sayin’ it! Yer fright’nin’ me!”

      “I wonder whom it might have been.”

      “It can’t of been no one. All I can think about now’s them ghost girls in that picture. What if they comes out of it and walks round the ’ouse at night?”

      “That’s not possible, is it, Maisie? What nonsense! There’s no need to be frightened of the twins.”

      Despite my confident manner, I recalled that I had purposefully averted my eyes from their portrait in the library the previous evening.

      “Mrs Craughton told me ter clean the china in ’ere,” said Maisie, peering into the cabinet. “This one’s locked. I’ll ’ave to go and get the key from ’er office.”

      “I’ll go,” I said quickly, mindful that I could look for the key to Mr Glenville’s desk while I was there.

      As I left the room, I wondered whether Maisie was telling the truth about the previous evening. If it hadn’t been her opening and closing the door to her room, whom might it have been?

      

      “That drawing room needs to be perfect,” said Mrs Craughton, handing me the key to the cabinet. “And once it’s done, the dining room will need to be thoroughly cleaned in time for Saturday.”

      I glanced again at the other keys on the wall as she spoke. Where were the study keys kept? I wondered.

      “Not that Miss Sophia will thank you for your hard work. I can tell you now that she won’t give any thought to the preparation taking place for her birthday celebration. She has no idea of the work that goes into these things.”

      I saw a large key and three smaller ones, each labelled ‘Study’. The desk key had to be one of those.

      “I have to go and see Cook about this menu again,” continued the housekeeper. “Miss Sophia has decided that she no longer wishes to have oysters served. Is there another key you require?” She fixed me with her slow-moving grey eyes.

      This was my chance to ask for the key to Mr Glenville’s desk drawer. But how could I justify asking for it? What reason could I give? I could think of none.

      “No, only this one. Thank you, Mrs Craughton.”

      I took my leave of her and felt angry with myself for missing the opportunity.

      

      The next chance to borrow the key presented itself on Saturday morning. I passed Mrs Craughton’s office and saw that the door was ajar. I knew she had taken something to Mrs Glenville and, unusually for her, had forgotten to lock the door.

      Checking that no one else was nearby, I slipped into the office and peered at the keys on the wall. The only light available for me to see by was the dim lamplight of the hallway, but despite the gloom I managed to locate the study keys.

      The largest of the four was presumably for the door to the room. Of the other three, I decided the smallest would most likely be the one to open the drawers of a desk. I quickly removed it from its hook and pushed it into the large pocket at the front of my apron.

      Back in the corridor, I saw that there was still no one else around. I strolled towards the study humming a nonchalant tune to myself. The study was usually unlocked during the day. I reached the open door and saw that the room was empty. Checking around me once again, I slipped inside and tiptoed over to the desk.

      My heartbeat thundered so loudly in my ears that I worried I would be unable to hear any other sound. I glanced over my shoulder, moved back towards the door and quietly closed it. Then I skipped over to the desk once again and hurriedly pushed the key into the lock of one of the drawers. It twisted satisfactorily and the drawer slid open. My stomach flipped with excitement as I peered inside. A small, leather-bound book rested on a pile of correspondence.

      Surely there was something in this book which would be useful to James.

      My fingers trembled as I reached into the drawer and lifted the book out. I flicked through the pages, which were filled with dense, sloping handwriting.

      What was I to do with this? It would take a long time to read. Could I remove it for a few days without Mr Glenville noticing?

      I turned to the back of the book and saw that it contained a list of names and addresses. Were these the people Mr Conway wanted to know about? Did the answer to the investigation lie within my hands?

      I didn’t have time to lock the drawer as I heard the handle of the door turning. I sprung over to the fireplace and fell to my knees, as if examining the recently laid fire.

      “Flo!” exclaimed Mr Glenville. “What are you doing in here with the door closed?”

      “Oh, hello, sir.” I stood to my feet and hoped that the book wasn’t visible in the pocket of my apron. “I couldn’t remember if Maisie and I had arranged the fire in here this morning.”

      He stared at me as if he were unsure that I was telling the truth. I felt an uncomfortable heat seeping into my face and prayed that he wouldn’t notice. He glanced around the room, and I didn’t dare look at the desk to check that the drawer was properly closed. He looked back at the fireplace.

      “It looks like a well-laid fire to me.”

      “It does, doesn’t it, sir? Would you like it lit?”

      “Not yet, thank you. I came in here to fetch something.”

      I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. What if he’d come for the book and found that it wasn’t there? What had I done?

      I began to feel light-headed.

      “Very well, sir. I shall leave you to it.”

      “Thank you, Flo.”

      I walked out of the room on unsteady legs. If he discovered that the book was missing, he would know that I had taken it. There would be a confrontation and I would be found out. The entire investigation would be ruined.

      I made my way along the corridor and hummed the nonchalant tune again. It was so off-key that I sounded like a person who was beginning to lose her mind.
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      The Lombard family arrived at seven o’clock that evening. The guests gathered in the drawing room, providing my first opportunity to catch sight of Sophia’s suitor. I found myself sympathising with the poor girl. Dudley Lombard looked to be about thirty-five, with pale, wispy, mutton-chop whiskers covering his saggy cheeks. His eyes and lower lip drooped a little, and he removed his top hat to reveal a scant layer of mousy hair. He seemed pleasant and convivial, however. For Sophia’s sake, I hoped that what he lacked in appearance, he compensated for in personality.

      His father, Ralph Lombard, was a tall, broad man with a large stomach and a huge nose. Thin hair seemed to run in the family. His own was swept towards his face to create the impression that he had more than he actually did. He had a commanding presence, and was so well-practised in his manners that I imagined he had conducted himself in this way since he had been old enough to walk.

      His wife, Mary Lombard, was also tall, and a weak smile was fixed permanently to her long face. She had large, violet eyes, which flicked adoringly between her son and the long-haired, white dog which she carried under one arm. Her dress was of rustling turquoise silk, trimmed with lace where it was cut low at her ample bosom.

      “Where’s the birthday girl?” asked Ralph Lombard in a loud voice.

      “She’s still getting ready,” replied Mrs Glenville with a smile.

      She was resplendent in a gold and white dress, which was tightly laced with a large bustle. Her red hair was pinned neatly on top of her head and decorated with little gold and white bows. With her arched, painted eyebrows, she bore a passing resemblance to Queen Elizabeth.

      I couldn’t deny that there was something rather handsome about Mr Glenville that evening. He wore a black frock coat over a dark red velvet waistcoat, and a red silk cravat was knotted around his upright collar. The jagged scar somehow complimented rather than detracted from his looks. His dark eyes surveyed the room, and he was the only person who acknowledged me as I stood by the servants’ door with my hands clasped nervously in front of me.

      The missing book hadn’t been mentioned. Had Mr Glenville noticed that it wasn’t in the desk drawer? Had he noticed that the drawer was unlocked?

      My plan was to read through the book that night and return it early the next morning. I hoped it would provide the answers needed for Mr Conway’s investigation so that my job at the Glenville residence would be complete.

      Mr Perrin announced Viscount Wyndham, and a short, jovial man bustled into the room accompanied by a petite, wan-faced wife. With them was Maurice Glenville, who was leaning on his walking sticks for support.

      “Wyndham! What a surprise!” boomed Ralph Lombard. The men shook hands heartily, and the dog under Mary Lombard’s arm barked enthusiastically.

      “Quiet, Tipsy!” she scolded.

      “What a fine dog!” said Wyndham, his chest puffed up like a pigeon’s. “Although I must admit to preferring mine a little larger. He’s smaller than a rat!”

      “She,” corrected Mary Lombard, but Wyndham appeared not to hear as he helped Maurice to a chair.

      “Maurice and I have had a fine day in the dark room, haven’t we, Maurice?”

      Maurice nodded and Wyndham rested the boy’s walking sticks against the back of his chair. I admired Wyndham’s avuncular manner towards the boy.

      “We took some photographs in the garden and developed quite a number of them,” Wyndham continued.

      “You’re quite the photographer now then, Wyndham?” commented Mr Glenville.

      “It keeps me out of trouble,” he replied with a chuckle. “My next plan is to set up a photographer’s studio. Then I can photograph my beautiful wife reclining on a chaise longue. You know those pictures, don’t you, Glenville? Where she’s dressed in some sort of floaty attire, looking like a sylph-like nymph!”

      He slapped his thigh and laughed. Lady Wyndham seated herself and rolled her eyes. Her fair hair was swept back from her pale, heart-shaped face, and she wore a dress of rose pink and lace. She appeared to be ten or fifteen years younger than her husband.

      “You’ll have to find another nymph for your photographs, Napier,” she said haughtily. “I shall do nothing of the sort.”

      “Darn it. Camilla, perhaps?” said Wyndham with an infectious laugh that made me smile.

      “Never!” replied Mrs Glenville frostily.

      I recalled Mr Sherman telling me that Mr Glenville and Viscount Wyndham were estranged, so I wondered what manner of change had come about in their relationship.

      “Here she is!” shouted Ralph Lombard as Sophia entered the room with her sister Jane. Sophia wore a simple, green satin dress and smiled politely as she greeted her guests. However, all eyes in the room were on Jane, whose flowing scarlet dress was covered in all manner of elaborate ruffles and bows. Her dark hair had been curled and pinned up, and sparkled with tiny jewels. She grinned broadly from ear to ear, and I felt sure that her appearance had been designed to diminish that of her sister.

      Mr Perrin poured out glasses of champagne and everyone drank a toast to Miss Sophia. For a brief moment, she caught my eye and we exchanged a smile. She seemed grateful that I hadn’t mentioned her night-time excursion to anyone in the household.

      The three younger Glenville daughters were accompanied into the drawing room by the governess and nurse. Much fuss was made of them before they were taken back to the nursery.

      I kept expecting friends of Sophia’s to arrive, but as everyone moved into the dining room for dinner I realised that the number of guests was complete.
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      “I’ve had to take on an extra hundred workers over the past year,” said Ralph Lombard. “There’s no room on the premises for any more, so I’m looking at a new site in Fulham.”

      “It will be a terrible shame if you move the distillery there. It’s extremely convenient having you so near to Blundell’s,” replied Mr Glenville.

      They were dining on turbot with lobster sauce.

      “But Fulham is near Dudley and Sophia in Barnes,” replied Lombard. “It’s important to be always thinking about the future. Perhaps you could move Blundell’s out there. You could consolidate the Bermondsey and Vauxhall factories into one. It would help you economise.”

      Maisie and I walked around the table, collecting up plates and dishes which were no longer required. As I passed Lady Wyndham, I noticed that she held her glass of wine on her lap and was pouring a few drops of something into it from a small bottle. I recalled an aunt of mine who had a habit of doing something similar, and wondered whether Lady Wyndham was a laudanum addict as my aunt had been.

      “Don’t forget the costs, Lombard,” said Mr Glenville. “You speak as though I can conjure up the necessary funds from nowhere.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Wyndham interrupted. “I’ll talk to Burroughs at Coutts again. They’d be more than happy to lend you the money.”

      I committed the name to memory. Was Mr Burroughs at Coutts bank one of Glenville’s friends in high places?

      “Very generous of you, Wyndham,” said Mr Glenville.

      “Don’t mention it, Alexander,” replied Wyndham.

      Mary Lombard leaned forward to address Jane. “Your mother has told us all about your beautiful voice, Miss Jane. We must hear it after dinner.”

      Jane’s face flushed almost as red as her dress. “Thank you. I must confess I am a little shy to sing in front of an audience.”

      “Oh, come, don’t be shy,” replied Mrs Lombard. “We shall be an extremely appreciative audience.”

      “How about piano?” piped up Ralph Lombard. “You’re quite adept at that as well, I hear, Miss Jane. Perhaps we can hear a short recital.”

      I watched Sophia, wondering if she felt envious of the attention her sister was receiving. Her face belied no sign of it. Instead, she picked at her meal with a countenance that suggested boredom.

      Dudley Lombard wiped his droopy lower lip with his serviette.

      “Miss Sophia,” he said. “Ma would like you to visit the house next week to choose the wallpaper.”

      “Oh, I’m sure any wallpaper will do,” she replied sulkily.

      I noticed that Mrs Glenville shot Mrs Lombard an apologetic glance.

      “Miss Sophia, you are to be the lady of the house,” said Mrs Lombard as she fed a piece of bread to Tipsy on her lap. “I know you are unaccustomed to choosing wallpaper, but it is one of the privileges a lady has, among many others of course. The house must be decorated in the colours you like!”

      “Not red,” said Sophia, giving her sister a fleeting glance. “I don’t like red.”

      Dudley Lombard wiped a piece of bread around the lobster sauce on his plate and watched his fiancée rather sadly.

      “To think that the next time Sophia and Dudley dine together they will be married!” said Mrs Glenville with forced cheer.

      “Indeed! The wedding day is almost upon us!” Ralph Lombard cried.

      I noticed Lady Wyndham had a little more colour in her cheeks. Maisie walked behind her and Lady Wyndham seemed to pass her something, which the maid swiftly put into the pocket of her apron. I felt puzzled by this.

      “I remember our wedding day as though it were only yesterday, Lily,” said Wyndham, grinning at his wife across the table.

      She smiled demurely and took a large gulp of her wine.

      “The house will be so empty without you, Dudley darling,” sighed Mary Lombard.

      “You’ll just have to get some more dogs!” said Wyndham with a loud laugh.

      “I’m sure I will. But dogs are no replacement for a child, are they? We only have the one, and he is so very precious.” Her violet eyes rested adoringly on her son once again.

      “Better one than none at all,” said Wyndham. “Still, perhaps we can adopt young Maurice!” He grinned at Master Glenville.

      “There is no need for that,” replied Mrs Glenville stiffly. “He has a perfectly suitable home here.”

      “He’s not going to inherit anything, though, is he?” said Wyndham.

      “Napier...” his wife warned.

      “Wyndham, we’ve discussed this before, haven’t we?” said Mr Glenville. “Now let’s leave that conversation well alone and remember why we’re all here.”

      He stood and raised a glass to his daughter.

      “Happy birthday to my darling Sophia!”

      The tension which had been building in the room dissolved away as everyone stood and raised their glasses.

      “Happy birthday, Sophia!”

      

      Mrs Craughton instructed me and Maisie to accompany the ladies into the drawing room while the men remained in the dining room. Most of the conversation was about the wedding, but I noticed Sophia hadn’t joined in. Instead, she made a great fuss of Tipsy, who enjoyed lying on her back and having her underbelly tickled. A large vase of lilies filled the room with a scent which was almost cloying.

      The men entered the room a short while later, and Jane was called upon to sing and play the piano. Among her repertoire were the parlour song favourites, including ‘I’ll Sing Thee Songs of Araby’, ‘It was a Dream’ and ‘Oh Mother! Take the Wheel Away’. Dudley Lombard watched her with an expression of rapture on his face, the drink in his hand untouched. I realised that he quite possibly longed to marry the younger daughter instead of Sophia.

      Sophia sat next to Maurice and watched her sister with vague interest, stifling a yawn at times. I wondered if she had managed to attend the women’s suffrage march in Hyde Park earlier that day. Eliza would have expected to see me there, but I knew there would have been little chance of me being granted leave to attend. I had accomplished something, however. I had one of Mr Glenville’s notebooks to read, and I was pleased that the birthday celebration soon would be over so I could escape to my room to peruse it.

      My hopes were dashed when Mr Glenville instructed Mr Perrin to bring out more champagne glasses and fill them for his guests.

      “Well, that was a marvellous piece of entertainment. Thank you, Jane!” cried Viscount Wyndham, his cheeks red from the good food and fine wine. “Who will entertain us next?”

      “I’ve heard the dog has a few tricks up her sleeve,” said Mr Glenville.

      “Does she now? A dog with sleeves is a trick in itself!” laughed Wyndham.

      “She can indeed do a few tricks,” said Mary Lombard.

      “Show them what Tipsy can do, Ma!” her son said encouragingly.

      “I’ve heard she can walk on her hind l-legs,” said Maurice.

      “The dog walks on its hind legs?” asked Wyndham. “This has to be seen!”

      “Show them, Ma!” Dudley Lombard cheered.

      With plenty of encouragement, whooping and clapping, Mrs Lombard managed to get her little dog waddling along the rug on her hind legs. Everybody cheered and laughed, including Maisie and myself. Mrs Craughton applauded, and even Mr Perrin managed a smile.

      Sophia also found it funny, but then I heard her make an odd noise which wasn’t laughter. I looked at her and saw that her face was quite red, as if she were struggling to breathe.

      “Miss Sophia?” I said quietly, dashing to her side.

      I knelt beside her and held her hands. She pulled them away and clutched at her throat, her dark eyes fixed on mine.

      The laughter at the sight of the little dog subsided as everyone began to notice that something was wrong.

      “What’s the matter?” asked Dudley Lombard.

      Mrs Glenville stood up. “Sophia?”

      Mr Glenville dashed over to us.

      “Is she choking?” he asked me.

      Sophia let out a cry and slumped down off her chair. Mr Glenville and I just about caught her between us, but she seemed quite unable to breathe.

      We laid her on the floor. Her eyes were wide with terror as she stared first at her father and then her mother, who had flung herself down by her daughter’s side.

      “Sophia!” she screamed, slapping her daughter’s cheek. “Help!” she cried out. “What can we do?”

      I stepped back so that Mr and Mrs Glenville could get closer to their daughter. Jane joined them and Maurice stood over them all, looking concerned.

      “Good grief! What’s happening?” entreated Dudley Lombard.

      Tipsy yapped and Mary Lombard tried to quieten her.

      “She needs some air! Give her air!” Mr Glenville cried out.

      “Here, give her my salts!” Mary Lombard pulled out a little bottle from her purse.

      I stood back, unsure what to do. I could barely see Sophia now that she was surrounded by people. The room felt too warm, and I wanted some cool air on my face. I fought an urge to open the heavy velvet curtains and pull up one of the windows.

      Maisie looked up at me, her eyes welling with tears. I put my arm around her shoulder to comfort her.

      “Fetch a doctor!” shouted Mr Glenville.

      Mrs Craughton and Mr Perrin ran out of the room.

      Mrs Glenville cradled her daughter’s head while Mr Glenville paced the room, wiping his face with his hand.

      “She’ll be all right, old boy,” said Wyndham, giving him a comforting pat on the back.

      “I hope so. Good God, I hope so,” said Mr Glenville. “I don’t understand it.”

      Dudley Lombard sobbed openly. His mother clung onto his arm, her face white.

      Lady Wyndham seemed to be stuck to her seat, her delicate features frozen in horror.

      “Where is the doctor?” barked Glenville. “This is taking too long!”

      Mrs Glenville rocked her daughter and sobbed, the skirts of Sophia’s green silk dress spread in a crumpled pool around her. The salts had produced no effect, and I knew that a fainting fit would have come to an end by now.

      It was probably only ten minutes before the doctor arrived, but it seemed like an eternity. He was a portly, grey-whiskered man, and he dashed into the room with a large leather bag in one hand. He knelt beside Sophia and tried to rouse her, but there was no response.

      “Has she eaten or drunk anything recently?” he asked.

      “We’ve just had dinner and drinks,” said Mrs Glenville in an urgent, shrill voice.

      Everyone else stood silently as the doctor attended to Sophia. I was unsure whether to watch or avert my eyes. Then he sat back on his heels before slowly getting to his feet. My legs felt weakened by a horrible sense of dread.

      “I’m sorry.” The doctor’s voice was quiet and sombre. “I’m afraid we’ve lost her.”

      Mrs Craughton and I rushed to Mrs Glenville’s aid as she fell to the floor.
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      We helped Mrs Glenville onto a chair and the doctor attended to Sophia for a short while longer. Then he asked for a blanket. Maisie quickly fetched one and the doctor carefully draped it over Sophia’s body.

      My eyes filled with tears and my spectacles misted over. I removed them and wiped my face with my apron. Surely this was nothing more than a bad dream?

      Mrs Glenville flung herself down by her daughter’s side again, sobbing uncontrollably. Mr Glenville stood silent and unmoving by the fireplace, his face drained of all colour. Everyone else had moved to one side of the room, looking on in horrified silence.

      I felt myself trembling. Surely the doctor was mistaken. There must have been something more he could have done. Sophia had to be given another chance at life.

      I stared at the cream woollen blanket beneath which she lay, and I willed it to move. Surely she would come round and wonder what all the fuss had been about.

      “Stop all the clocks, please, Mr Perrin,” said Mr Glenville, his voice tremulous.

      The doctor seemed puzzled by something, and rubbed his grey whiskers while he processed his thoughts.

      “Please can someone show me the glass from which Miss Sophia was drinking?” he asked.

      “It was this one,” I said, pointing to the glass on the occasional table next to the chair she had sat on. There was only a small amount of champagne left in it.

      The doctor picked up the glass and sniffed its contents. Then he dipped his little finger into the remainder of the champagne before carefully placing his finger on the tip of his tongue. He closed his eyes and made a smacking noise with his lips for a moment.

      We all watched him intently.

      “Oh dear. This is most worrying,” he said.

      “What is?” asked Mr Glenville. “What’s the matter, Doctor Dalglish?”

      Mrs Glenville lifted her head and tried to calm her sobs so that she could listen.

      “I’m afraid I can detect the taste and smell of bitter almonds,” replied the doctor. “I fear that your daughter may have been poisoned by potassium of cyanide.”

      “Poisoned?” Mrs Glenville cried out.

      “That’s impossible!” said Mr Glenville. “How? By whom?”

      “Never!” Dudley Lombard shouted.

      Everyone began talking all at once. Mary Lombard held her face in her hands and began to cry. Jane buried her face in Maurice’s chest and he held on to her, his expression wretched.

      “The police will need to be involved,” continued Dr Dalglish. “You’ll need to send someone down to Church Court police station.”

      “The police?” said Mrs Glenville.

      “Cyanide,” muttered Mr Glenville. “Where would cyanide have come from? I think you’re mistaken, Doctor.”

      “If only I were,” replied the doctor.

      “May I have a look at that glass?” Mr Glenville asked.

      Dr Dalglish gave it to him. “I would caution you to be careful with that, Mr Glenville. Please don’t make any attempt to drink it.”

      Mr Glenville held the glass up to his nose and inhaled deeply several times. “I can’t smell anything, damn it!”

      “Not everyone is able to detect the smell of cyanide,” replied the doctor.

      “Well that’s darned convenient, isn’t it?” Mr Glenville replied scornfully.

      “I’m not sure what you mean by convenient.”

      “How do we know that the cause is cyanide if no one else can smell it?”

      Dr Dalglish held up his hands apologetically. “Perhaps someone else in this room will be able to detect the smell. I can only report on what I find, Mr Glenville, and sadly I deduce that someone has poisoned your daughter with cyanide. It is not for me to comment any further. The police must be called, and if they require my help I shall be happy to assist them.”

      Mr Glenville walked over to his wife and bent down to hold the glass under her nose. “Can you smell cyanide?” he asked.

      She sniffed at the champagne.

      “What does it smell like?” she asked.

      “Almonds, the doctor said.”

      “Bitter almonds,” corrected Dr Dalglish.

      “Well, there’s a smell of something,” replied Mrs Glenville. “I can’t say I know what bitter almonds smell like, but there is a smell of something other than champagne, I think.”

      “But cyanide?” Mr Glenville asked his wife incredulously. “You really think it could be poison in there?”

      “Oh, darling, I don’t know.” Tears sprung into her eyes again. “It was something, that’s for sure, and now our daughter is dead!”

      

      Inspector Herbert Trotter was a barrel-shaped man with a long, wide chin and a light brown moustache. He stood in front of the fireplace in a grey suit with his pipe in his mouth, taking down notes as the doctor explained his suspicions.

      The inspector nodded and glanced at each of us in the room in turn as he listened. Then the doctor took him over to the body of poor Sophia beneath the blanket. I looked away as the doctor lifted it for the inspector to see her body. Once the doctor had finished giving his explanation, the inspector spoke. He had a lisp.

      “Doctor Dalglish informs me that Miss Sophia Glenville has died from suspected cyanide poisoning. Consequently, I shall need to interview everyone in the house about the events of this most unfortunate evening. Mr Glenville, would you have the honour of speaking to me in private first?”

      “Now hold on, Inspector. You’re not going to waste time discussing this with me, are you? We need to catch the chap who’s poisoned my daughter!”

      Mr Glenville’s appearance had become quite dishevelled. His hair was untidy, and he had removed his cravat and unbuttoned his collar.

      “I need to interview everyone who was in Miss Sophia’s company today,” continued the inspector. “It’s imperative that I establish the facts of this evening’s events.”

      “Well, I’m sure my guests and staff will be more than happy to help you, but I can’t bear to have precious time wasted, Inspector. He could strike again!”

      “And may I ask what causes you to think that, Mr Glenville?”

      “Someone may be planning to poison the lot of us!”

      “If that is the case, Mr Glenville, I am sure you would agree that it is most urgent that I interview everyone who is in the house. It seems likely to me that the culprit is under your roof at this very moment! Unless one or more guests were here earlier this evening and have since departed, that is. Has anyone visited today and since left?”

      Mr Glenville scratched the back of his neck. “Not this evening. No, there were no other guests. We receive deliveries and visitors during the day, I can’t specifically remember any in particular, but then I’ve not been home for the entire day, so you’d need to ask the servants about all the comings and goings.”

      “In summary, then, if I understand you correctly, Mr Glenville, there were no other guests invited this evening who have since left?”

      “No,” said Mrs Glenville. Her eyes were circled with grey where the kohl liner had smudged. “There has been no one else here, has there, Alexander?”

      I glanced around the room. Could the person responsible for Sophia’s death be one of these people here now? I wondered. I studied their faces for any sign of guilt, but saw none. What about the staff? I looked at Mr Perrin, Mrs Craughton and Maisie. It couldn’t be one of them, either. I couldn’t understand it.

      “If I manage to establish that everyone in this house is innocent,” said Inspector Trotter, “then there is only one further option, which is rather a distressing one to consider.”

      “She took her own life!” interjected Mrs Glenville.

      Everyone in the room looked at her, clearly as surprised by her comment as I was. Her face was taut and pale, her lips thin.

      “It’s something to consider, isn’t it, Inspector?” continued Mrs Glenville. “I don’t wish to think that’s what happened, but I know that you must consider all possibilities.”

      Mr Glenville shook his head. “No, Camilla. Sophia would never have done that. She wouldn’t, she couldn’t...”

      “If she had intended to do such a thing, she would have done it privately,” said Mrs Lombard. “People who commit such a heinous crime rarely do it in full view of others. I know it is terribly distressing for you to hear us discuss it in this manner, Alexander and Camilla, but I’m sure you’d agree that this dreadful event requires frank and honest discussion if we are to discover the truth. The girl would never have taken her own life.”

      “In which case we’re investigating a murder,” said Inspector Trotter.

      Everyone glanced around the room at one another. Suddenly, each person had become a suspect.

      “Perhaps it was an accident.”

      The words came out of my mouth before I had time to consider whether or not it was appropriate for me to speak up. I felt all eyes in the room on me.

      “An accident?” Mrs Glenville snapped. “How could poison have found its way into Sophia’s glass by accident?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know, my lady. My thought was that everything should be considered, no matter how preposterous it may sound.”

      “It is a fair point,” said Inspector Trotter with a nod. “No possibilities should be dismissed at this stage.” He checked his watch. “The hour is late and everyone is in need of a rest, I am sure. Myself included! I shall return in the morning and commence my interviews. Is there a suitable room in the house I can occupy tomorrow, Mr Glenville?”

      “You may use the library, Inspector.”

      “Thank you. I would like to request that your guests remain here for the night, Mrs Glenville. Do you have room to accommodate them?”

      “Yes, we do. Mrs Craughton and Mr Perrin will look after them quite well.”

      “Thank you. I don’t wish to detain anyone here any longer than is necessary, but if we allow the guests to leave it becomes significantly more troublesome to arrange interviews with them. I would like to speak to everyone as quickly as possible, as I’m sure you can all appreciate.”
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      “I can’t sleep Flo,” said Maisie, who sat red-eyed on my bed. “I dunno ’ow I’ll ever sleep again.”

      “You will, Maisie.”

      “We saw ’er die! She just died right in front of us. She didn’t deserve it, Flo. It ain’t right. I don’t believe it’s ’appened.”

      I gave Maisie a hug and we sat there until the grey daylight brightened the curtain at the little window.

      

      We were given black uniforms and caps to wear. They were old-fashioned and smelt rather musty from their time in storage. Maisie and I covered the mirrors with black crepe, and the curtains remained closed. We were instructed to stay out of the drawing room until Inspector Trotter had examined it.

      A casket was brought for Sophia during the night, and flowers were delivered the following morning. Mrs Craughton helped Mrs Glenville wash and dress her daughter, and then we visited her in the morning room. Sophia lay in the satin-lined casket with her arms folded across her chest. Her porcelain face was peaceful, and her hair had been pinned far more neatly than I had ever seen it before. The bodice of her cream dress was swathed with light silk and trimmed with pale pink roses in the same fabric. Bouquets of flowers had been placed in and around her casket, filling the air with a heady scent.

      Maisie sobbed as we stood by the casket, but I felt overcome by a strange numbness. I stared at poor Sophia and couldn’t stop thinking about her last few moments of life. The memory looped around in my mind, and I wished I could push it away. My limbs felt oddly numb, as if they were somehow disconnected from my body. I didn’t feel part of this scene; I felt as though I were an observer.

      We moved about the house as quietly as possible, speaking only in whispers. There was little noise to suppress the dreadful sound of Mrs Glenville sobbing behind closed doors.

      

      Inspector Trotter arrived shortly after breakfast and promptly installed himself in the library. Mrs Craughton took him coffee and toast, and Mr Glenville was the first to be interviewed. He wore a black shirt and tie, and there were large, dark circles under his eyes.

      “Good morning, Flo,” he said when he saw me.

      “My deepest condolences, sir,” I replied. “I’m struggling to believe that it can be true.”

      “Me too.” He managed a slight smile, then opened the door to the library.

      Staff from the Lombard and Wyndham households brought mourning clothes and other personal belongings to the house. At breakfast, Lady Wyndham and Mary Lombard cried into their handkerchiefs, and poor Dudley Lombard looked bereft. Sophia might not have cared much for him, but he looked distraught at her loss.

      I did my best to wait on everyone, and offer a sympathetic glance or word when required. The whole group seemed upset, but there was a possibility that, for one individual, the grief was a mere pretence. I watched everyone carefully, wondering if I could find any lack of conviction in their conduct.

      I knew there was no need for me to stay in the Glenville household any longer. Sophia’s death surely meant that Mr Conway’s investigation would have to be postponed. The book I had taken from Mr Glenville’s drawer still lay locked away in the trunk under my bed. I had lost all interest in its contents. Mr Glenville’s business affairs were of little importance now that such tragedy had struck.

      I wanted to leave my employment, but I was worried about leaving Maisie, who seemed reliant on me for consolation. I hoped the shock would lift in a day or two, presenting me with an opportunity to quit the house. I comforted myself with the thought that I could remain in contact with her, but this also presented a problem. Would she forgive me when she discovered I had been lying about who I truly was?

      A telegram was delivered to me that morning. The envelope was addressed to Florence Parker, but no attempt had been made by Mr Sherman to disguise my identity in the message. The instruction was for me to write about Sophia’s death for the Morning Express, complete with the assurance that a boy would call at the house early that evening to collect the article.

      Fortunately, Mrs Craughton, normally an inquisitive lady, was far too distracted to ask me any questions about the telegram. I resolved to find some time that afternoon to quickly write down what had happened. Mr Sherman would have to edit it into something more coherent when he received it.

      Several news reporters called at the door, and Mr Perrin hurriedly shooed them away. I mindlessly dusted and swept. As I passed the library in the course of my chores, Mary Lombard’s voice drifted through the door.

      “Marriage is what the girl needed!” she exclaimed.

      I paused close to the door and continued to listen as I attended to a mark on the floor.

      “She was an intelligent girl. I suppose you could say the brains went to her instead of her brother. Unfortunately, she was a little too intelligent for her own good. She became one of these ‘free thinkers’. Instead of conforming to the conduct expected of her, she excited herself with thoughts and ideas beyond the realm of a lady. I suspect she became bored. It’s not uncommon in girls with lively minds.”

      The dog gave a few short yaps. “Quiet, Tipsy! I shan’t be much longer now. Mother’s speaking to the inspector. Where was I? Oh yes, marriage and motherhood would have occupied her, and there would have been little time for her to distract herself with matters that didn’t concern her. She would have been the lady of the house with responsibility for staff, children, meals, furnishings, entertaining and socialising. Had she been married sooner, none of this would have happened. I did ask for the date to be brought forward, but Alexander found some excuse not to. I don’t think he understood her. The Glenvilles are good friends of ours, but I hope you will be discreet if I say that they didn’t know how to manage her at all. It’s odd when you consider it. They could care for an idiot, but not a daughter! There’s something rather strange about that, if you ask me.”

      I heard footsteps approaching, so I rose to my feet and continued on past the library.

      “Flo!” came a harsh whisper from behind me.

      “Yes, Mrs Craughton?”

      I turned toward the housekeeper, remembering with a sickening turn in my stomach that I hadn’t yet returned the key for Mr Glenville’s desk to her office.

      “The drawing room will require tidying after...” Her eyes dampened. “I can’t bring myself to go in there. The inspector has finished examining the room now.”

      “I’ll see to it, Mrs Craughton,” I replied, relieved that she hadn’t asked me about the missing key.

      

      I took an oil lamp into the drawing room, which was as dark as a tomb with the heavy velvet curtains pulled across the windows. The air felt close, harbouring a mixture of perfume and perspiration. Mingled with it was another smell which I couldn’t quite identify. Was it the scent of bitter almonds? I shivered and told myself it couldn’t be so.

      It was considered profligate to light the gasolier to clean a room; however, I could see so little by the light of my oil lamp that I had to pull one of the curtains open slightly to reveal an inch-wide gap. Weak daylight seeped in and I peered out, expecting to see the street. Instead, a thick, grimy fog the colour of tea caressed the windowpane. I let out a small cry. Was there even another world out there any more?

      My throat and chest began to tighten. I was trapped in this house. Would I ever get out and return to my normal life?

      My breath felt shallow, and I tried to calm myself by inhaling more deeply. I told myself I could walk out of the front door any time it suited me. I was only staying for Maisie. Besides, I had a news article to write. I knew that my work at the house would soon be complete, and then I would be free to leave. I could go back to my garret room with the temperamental stove and my stripy cat. I would see James again.

      Everything would be normal again soon.

      I comforted myself with these thoughts as I cleaned the fireplace and grate, and lay a new fire. Then I swept the floor and dusted the plates on the mantelpiece.

      I was standing in the same room in which Sophia had died.

      My skin prickled and I felt conscious of every move I made, as if someone were watching me. I stopped and looked over my shoulder once or twice, convinced I had felt someone’s eyes resting upon me. But there was no one else here and everything was silent.

      My last remaining task was to straighten the cushions on the chairs. Before I began, I stood in the place I had taken up the previous night. I looked at each of the chairs and remembered who had sat in which. The shaft of light from the curtains rested on the chair that had been Sophia’s. Next to it was the table upon which her glass of champagne had stood. The only person I had seen near her glass was Mr Perrin.

      Sophia had sat in that very chair during the last few moments of her life. She hadn’t known what was about to happen to her, but I felt sure someone in the room had. Whoever it was had managed to conceal his or her true thoughts extremely well.

      How had the culprit managed to remain so calm? How had they managed to feign grief?

      I went to each chair and patted every cushion into shape. Particles of dust floated in the ray of grey daylight. As I was replacing the cushion on the third chair, I noticed a small square of white tucked down the side of the seat.

      It appeared to be a square of paper. As I retrieved the item, I realised it was a little packet, which had been torn open along its top. There was writing on one side of it, accompanied by a skull and crossbones. It read:

      Cyanide. POISON.

      The packet fell from my hand back onto the seat of the chair. I took a step back, hurriedly wiping my hands on my apron.

      My heart thudded in my throat. I couldn’t take my eyes off the small packet that had once contained the poison which had killed Sophia.

      The murderer must have hidden the packet behind the cushion after he or she had carried out the terrible deed. Still keeping my eyes on it, I walked past the chair and towards the door. Then I dashed quickly through it and ran along the corridor to find Inspector Trotter in the library.

      I paused at the door before knocking.

      “I’d been looking forward to her birthday party for weeks,” I heard Dudley Lombard say through the thin wood.

      I waited impatiently for a natural pause in the conversation. “She looked beautiful, of course,” he continued. “Truly beautiful. And I could scarcely believe that she was to be my wife. What had I done to deserve her? I felt flattered and honoured, and I couldn’t wait for our wedding day to arrive. She was to choose the furnishings for our house in Barnes. The wallpaper, the curtains… the furniture.” His words were interrupted by a brief choking noise, and then his voice returned, more plaintive than before. “But what of our home now? I cannot possibly live there. I suppose Pa will have to sell it, but what a thought. I had been looking forward to such happiness.”

      I decided I could wait no longer. I hammered sharply on the door.

      “Who is it?” Inspector Trotter called out.

      I stumbled into the room without answering. My voice was breathless when I spoke.

      “Yes?” He removed his pipe from his mouth, and gave me a quizzical look.

      “I’m sorry to intrude, Inspector, but I’ve found something which I think you should come and have a look at.”
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      Word soon spread throughout the household, and before long almost everyone was in the drawing room looking at the chair upon which the cyanide packet had been found. The large gasolier in the centre of the ceiling had been lit, but with everyone dressed in black the room still felt gloomy.

      Inspector Trotter held the packet of paper between his gloved thumb and forefinger.

      “There is no doubt about it. This is the empty paper for the potassium of cyanide which has been used to poison Miss Sophia Glenville. We should have conducted a more thorough search of this room.”

      “Yes, you should,” said Mr Glenville, scowling at the detective.

      I had already explained how I had found the packet, and the position in which it had been discovered. The inspector agreed that the murderer had made attempts to conceal it, most likely while everyone else was distracted by Sophia being taken unwell.

      “Who sat on this chair yesterday evening?” asked Inspector Trotter, looking around the group.

      I could remember who it was, but decided I would only speak if no one else did. I had no wish to cast empty aspersions.

      Everyone glanced about them, their brows furrowed.

      “Why, it was Wyndham!” exclaimed Dudley Lombard.

      “Me?” replied Viscount Wyndham incredulously. “I didn’t sit there! I was on the chair next to it.” His chest was puffed up even more broadly than usual, straining at the buttons on his shirt.

      “No, that’s where Mrs Glenville sat. You were on this chair here,” said Dudley Lombard.

      Viscount Wyndham moved closer and surveyed the two chairs. Then he shook his head.

      “Have any of the chairs been moved since yesterday evening?” asked the inspector.

      “No,” said Mr Perrin. “And I agree with the young man. It was Viscount Wyndham who sat on that chair yesterday evening. I remember refilling his glass, which was placed on the table just in front of the chair.”

      Viscount Wyndham glared at the butler, but said nothing.

      “I must add that, after Miss Sophia was taken ill, the chair was occupied by Mrs Lombard,” the butler said.

      We all turned to look at Mrs Lombard, whose face began to colour from the attention.

      “Now careful, everyone,” said Ralph Lombard, stepping closer to his wife as if to protect her from the implications of Mr Perrin’s words. “We can’t be slinging accusations at one another, now. That would be very dangerous indeed. The detective must continue to gather as much information as he can. And that includes understanding where each of us was sitting last night. We must all do what we can to assist him, but we should avoid pointing the finger of blame at anyone until the inspector has finished his work.”

      He took his wife’s arm and I saw that her violet eyes were watery. She looked frightened.

      “Well said, Lombard,” added Wyndham.

      Dudley Lombard nodded in agreement, but Mr Glenville’s scowl grew even deeper.

      “Easily said when you haven’t just lost your daughter,” he muttered.

      “Please rest assured that I will catch the culprit, Mr Glenville,” said Inspector Trotter.

      “You need to, and fast,” replied Mr Glenville. “I will not tolerate speculation among my guests here. It will only result in people upsetting each other. Are you certain you’re capable of managing this case on your own? You examined this room after my daughter’s death, and yet you missed a crucial clue which my maid was able to discover! I want more men working on this, Inspector. How about we call in Scotland Yard?”

      “With all due respect, Mr Glenville, there is no need to have the Yard involved,” replied the inspector. “I am quite confident in my ability to conduct this investigation. It is, indeed, regrettable that such a crucial piece of evidence was missed. May I commend you on your attentive and helpful staff, sir. Please trust that I will find the culprit for you. It is likely that he or she stands before me at this very moment.”

      

      Lunch in the kitchen was cold leftovers from the dinner the night before. I struggled to eat any of the cold ham or mutton, with the terrible memories from the previous night weighing heavily on my mind.

      “My lady of the house won’t eat a thing,” said Mrs Craughton. “She had no breakfast, nor would she take any pie just now. She won’t even eat a piece of bread.”

      “Quite natural after a sudden death in the house,” said Mr Perrin. “Her appetite will return in due course. Do you have a bottle of Dr Cobbold’s Remedy?”

      “No. Is it an effective remedy?”

      “You should always have some in the house for times such as these. Four doses a day will see her right.”

      “Thank you, Mr Perrin, I shall fetch some this afternoon. In fact, I should like to step out of the house for a short while. It is rather stifling in here, isn’t it?”

      “You may also want to give the maid some Cobbold’s Remedy,” said Mr Perrin, nodding over at Maisie.

      The poor girl sat at the table, pale and trembling. Her food sat entirely untouched in front of her.

      “Come on, Maisie, you need your strength!” said the housekeeper encouragingly.

      “I can’t. It won’t stay down.”

      “A household is reliant on its staff, Maisie. If you don’t eat, you won’t be able to do your work. And then what will become of everyone?”

      “Maybe Maisie could try to eat something later,” I suggested. “It can be difficult when your stomach feels knotted up.”

      Mrs Craughton sighed and stood to her feet. “I’ll leave you be. I’m off to the pharmacy to buy the remedy. What’s it called again?”

      “Dr Cobbold’s.”

      “It will put everyone right again, I’m sure.”

      

      The Wyndhams and Lombards were permitted to leave after Inspector Trotter had spoken to them. While Mrs Craughton was out at the pharmacy, I escaped to my room, sat down at the dressing table and hurriedly wrote the article Mr Sherman had requested.

      

      The daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Glenville, Miss Sophia Glenville, died tragically at her home in Hyde Park Gate yesterday evening. Doctor Dalglish, who attended to the young woman, stated that she had been poisoned by potassium of cyanide. It is speculated that a malicious person deliberately placed the fatal poison into Miss Glenville’s glass of Pommery champagne while she was celebrating the occasion of her eighteenth birthday.

      Inspector Herbert Trotter of T Division is currently investigating Miss Glenville’s death, and serious foul play is suspected. No arrests have yet been made, but Inspector Trotter is interviewing all guests who were present at Miss Glenville’s birthday celebration on the night of her death.

      Mr. Alexander Glenville owns the Blundell & Co vinegar factory in Vauxhall and the Archdale vinegar factory in Bermondsey. His late daughter was engaged to be married to Master Dudley Lombard, the son of Mr. Ralph Lombard, who owns the Lombard gin distillery in Vauxhall.

      I also wrote a note to my editor:

      I assume Mr. Conway’s investigation into Mr. Glenville’s business dealings is now concluded. I will give the housekeeper notice of my resignation and return to the office either tomorrow or Tuesday.

      I folded the two pieces of paper into an envelope, sealed it and hid it on top of my wardrobe, ready for the messenger boy to collect it. I couldn’t yet think of an excuse to give Mrs Craughton if she asked me what the lad had come to collect. I sensed this would be a good opportunity to return the key to her office. I made my way downstairs, but was disappointed to find that the door was locked.

      Further along the corridor, the door to the library opened and Inspector Trotter’s head peered out.

      “It’s Florence Parker, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right, sir.”

      “Can you step in here and answer some questions, please?”
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      I followed the inspector into the library, where he had arranged his papers into neat piles on the mahogany table. The ghost twins stared down at me through a haze of pipe smoke. I sat at the table and wondered whether I should be truthful with the inspector about who I was. If I was honest, there was a danger that the rest of the household would soon discover the truth. Then what would happen? The atmosphere in the house was difficult enough as it was.

      I decided to keep my cover for a day or two longer. Then I would explain to the inspector and the Glenvilles who I truly was. And I would leave.

      Inspector Trotter sat opposite me, fidgeting for a moment with his pen and the pot of ink, and then his pipe. He reached for the teapot.

      “Oh dear, it’s gone cold. Please could you fetch me some more once we’re finished here, Florence?”

      I nodded.

      “Right then, here we go.” He leafed through his notebook to find a blank page. “So your name is Miss Florence Parker?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      He must have detected the lack of certainty in my voice, as his brow furrowed slightly and he looked at me more closely. I was lying to a police officer, and it felt as though I was doing something terribly wrong.

      “And this is a question I must ask everyone, I’m afraid. What is your age?”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “And you live here at this address. Mrs Craughton tells me you are a new member of staff here. Where did you live previously?”

      I was about to reply with my Milton Street address, but just managed to correct myself to the address of my supposed previous employer in time.

      “Berkeley Square.”

      “And the house number there?”

      “I think it was number twenty. The home of Mrs Fothergill.” I felt a cold perspiration under my arms. I would have been much more comfortable had I confessed to the inspector who I really was.

      “And I understand that you were present when Miss Sophia met her unfortunate end.” His lisp meant that he especially struggled with the words ‘Miss Sophia’.

      “Yes, I was.”

      “And can you give me your account of what you saw that evening, Florence?”

      I told him what I could remember. He listened intently, puffing on his pipe and writing in his notebook. I noticed that his handwriting style was rather slow and laborious. I wondered why detectives didn’t have to learn shorthand, as journalists did.

      “And as you witnessed the distressing spectacle, Florence, what were your thoughts regarding the cause of Miss Sophia’s death?”

      “I didn’t have the first clue. I could see that she was struggling to breathe. I thought she was choking for a moment, as she didn’t seem able to get any air. I imagined that perhaps she had a sudden complication with her lungs or heart. I had never seen her unwell before. I couldn’t believe it when the doctor said she had been poisoned with cyanide. I cannot understand how someone could have poisoned her, or why they should want to do so! She had never caused anyone any harm.”

      “Bear with me while I write this down. Oh, darn it! My nib has broken.”

      I waited impatiently as the inspector found another pen and painstakingly filled it with ink.

      “There we go. Now, where were we? Ah yes. I think you pre-empted my next question, which is: are you aware of anyone who might bear animosity towards Miss Sophia?”

      “I barely knew her. I have only been here for a week, so I’m sure other members of the household would be able to tell you more than I can. I witnessed some bickering in the family, but it struck me as entirely normal familial behaviour. She was a young woman with modern ideas, and as such it would inevitably bring her into conflict with her loved ones from time to time. But they spoke fondly of her to me, and Mr Glenville was rather proud of her intelligence. He told me she had inherited many of his traits.”

      “I must say you’re rather well-spoken for a maid, Florence.”

      “Am I?” I felt a surge of heat rush up to my face. “I had a good upbringing, Inspector. My parents sent me to school.”

      He nodded and returned to his notebook. I wiped my damp palms on my apron and prayed that our interview would soon be concluded.

      “Have you had many dealings with Miss Sophia over the past week?”

      “Not many. I waited table while she was dining with her family.”

      “So mealtimes were the only times you encountered Miss Sophia during the past week?”

      “Yes.”

      “And on each occasion there were other members of the household present?”

      “Yes, both family and staff.”

      “And yesterday evening Miss Sophia seemed her usual self?”

      “She did.”

      “How would you describe her mood?”

      “If I were to speak honestly, I would say that she had looked rather bored at times. I don’t think she was the sort of girl who enjoyed parties very much. But she seemed to have a pleasant enough evening. Until—”

      “Did you see anyone interfere with her glass of champagne?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think that could have been a possibility?”

      “I suppose it could have been, but I didn’t witness anyone do it. That’s why I’m so surprised. I suppose if someone was determined to poison her, they would have found a way without drawing attention to themselves.”

      “This nib is rather scratchy.” He held up his pen and examined it closely. “Pens simply aren’t up to the task these days, are they? I’m sure they stain your fingers far more than they used to. Now, what did I have in mind to ask next?”

      As he leafed through his notebook, I decided there was something rather amateurish about his conduct. I began to doubt that he was capable of catching Miss Sophia’s murderer.

      “Ah yes, here we are!” he said. “Who was Miss Sophia sitting closest to in the drawing room?”

      “Master Lombard and Master Glenville.”

      “And who did you see sitting on the chair upon which the empty packet of cyanide was found?”

      “I remember Viscount Wyndham sitting there, Inspector. And then there was some confusion while Miss Sophia...” I felt my throat tighten. “…As she struggled to breathe. We were all moving about the room, and I think by that stage many of us were standing. When I give it some thought, however, I can recall that Mary Lombard was sitting on that same chair by the time the doctor arrived.”

      There was another long pause as he wrote this down, tutting intermittently at the ink splashes from his pen.

      “Is my account similar to the others you’ve heard so far, Inspector?” I asked.

      “Fairly similar, yes.” He dipped his pen into the ink pot and examined the nib again.

      “And what will happen once you’ve interviewed everyone in the house? Presumably, one or more will give a false account. How do you decide who’s telling the truth, Inspector?”

      He looked up and smiled condescendingly. “That’s the skill of a detective’s work, Florence.”

      I had my doubts that Inspector Trotter was a skilled detective.

      “Where did the murderer obtain the cyanide?” I asked. “Do you know if any such substance is kept in this house? I haven’t come across any myself. And what if the murderer is one of the Wyndhams or the Lombards? They have left the house now, and could easily make their escape!”

      Inspector Trotter removed his pipe from his mouth. “You have a lively mind.”

      “I’m sorry. I have an inquisitive nature.” I stopped talking, aware that I was in danger of letting slip who I really was.

      “Thank you, Florence. That will be all. Have you anything else you would like to tell me about?”

      “That is all, Inspector. I’ve only been here a short while, so I have very little information to enlighten you with, I’m afraid. I only knew Miss Sophia briefly, but she was an extremely pleasant and likeable young lady who had a bright future ahead of her, and I… Oh, wait.”

      “What is it?”

      I realised I had forgotten to tell Inspector Trotter about my encounter with Sophia on the servants’ staircase. I described the incident to him, and he listened with a great deal of interest.

      “Now this is rather intriguing,” he said. “Miss Sophia didn’t tell you where she’d been, or with whom?”

      “No. I wanted to ask, but I didn’t feel it was my place to do so. I certainly wish I had now. And I also wish I had mentioned it to Mr and Mrs Glenville. She made me promise not to tell them.”

      I realised her parents would most likely find out about the secret meeting now and would be angry with me for not having mentioned it.

      “And you think this was something she did regularly?”

      “That was the impression she gave. I can’t say I’m right, however, as she didn’t specifically mention that she had done so before.”

      The inspector sat back in his chair and inspected the bowl of his pipe. This was clearly new information to him. Was I the only person to know that Sophia had done such a thing?

      “I must add something else which happened after I encountered Miss Sophia on the servants’ staircase.”

      I told the inspector about the footsteps I’d heard, and the opening and closing of Maisie’s door.

      “Hmm. Also interesting,” he said as he laboriously wrote it down. “And from the way Miss Sophia spoke with you that evening, do you think it’s fair to assume that she had no wish to marry Master Lombard?”

      “She seemed quite angry and upset at the mention of his name. I assumed at the time that she had just met with a man she truly loved.”

      “And you have no idea as to his identity?”

      “None. She mentioned that she might be willing to tell me more in the future, but we never found a chance to have another conversation on the matter.”

      “So you think it would be fair to say that Miss Sophia was unhappy about her engagement to Master Lombard?”

      “Her demeanour certainly suggested that to me.”

      “So it seems we have a young woman who appeared happy to those around her, but in reality harboured animosity towards the man who was to be her husband,” said the inspector, his attention fixed on his notebook.

      Then he looked up at me. “Did Miss Sophia explain why she didn’t wish to marry Master Lombard?”

      “Not at all. She refused to be drawn on the subject.”

      “Interesting. Very interesting. Thank you for your time, Florence. You’ve been most helpful. You are free to leave.”
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      I went to fetch Inspector Trotter some more tea, and when I returned to the library I could hear voices through the closed door.

      “You have witnessed arguments between Miss Sophia and her brother and sister, Mr Perrin?” asked the inspector.

      “I have, sir.”

      “Can you elaborate any further?”

      “I would describe the arguments as little more than squabbling, sir. Quite natural, and not unusual among young people.”

      “So the arguments in the family didn’t concern you?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Did Miss Sophia argue much with her parents?”

      “She squabbled with them as well, sir. The cause of the argument was usually a trivial matter. Miss Sophia was an opinionated young woman.”

      “So you had no concerns about Miss Sophia or her family before her death?”

      “No sir. Only one incident springs to mind.”

      “And what was that, Mr Perrin?”

      “Miss Sophia ran away from home.”

      “Did she, indeed? When?”

      “It was Monday the eighteenth of February.”

      “You have a good memory for dates, Mr Perrin. How long was Miss Sophia absent from the family home?”

      I heard footsteps on the tiled corridor, so I reluctantly knocked on the door to take the tea tray in. Neither the inspector nor Mr Perrin said anything further while I was in the room.

      

      The footsteps I had heard in the corridor belonged to Mrs Glenville. I caught up with her at the foot of the stairs. She was dressed from head to toe in black crepe. The change in her face was quite alarming. Her eyes had a haunted look to them, and her cheeks were white and sunken.

      “My lady,” I said. “Are you quite well?”

      “No, I’m not at all well,” she replied in a distracted manner.

      She didn’t look at me, but instead gazed up at the grandfather clock.

      “It hasn’t stopped,” she said. “Perrin told me he’d stopped it.”

      The time on the clock was incorrect, but I could hear it ticking.

      “Mr Perrin is with the inspector at the moment, my lady. As soon as he’s finished I’ll ask him to stop the clock.”

      “Would you?” Her eyes finally rested on me. “Thank you, Flo. I know I can rely on you.”

      I forced a smile. “It’s no problem, my lady. Is there anything I can get you?”

      I felt the need to guide her to a chair and sit her down. She looked so frail and unsteady on her feet.

      “No. I thought I would go and sit in the conservatory for a while. I don’t like to leave her, but I feel the need to have a change of air.”

      “That sounds like a sensible idea, my lady. I’m so sorry about Miss Sophia. In the short time I knew her, I could tell she was an intelligent young woman with an exciting future ahead of her. I am sure the inspector will do all he can to find the culprit. I still can’t believe this has happened.”

      “I feel like I’ve died too, Flo.”

      “I can understand that feeling,” I replied.

      “Can you?” She looked at me, her eyes earnest. “Have you also lost a loved one?”

      “Yes. My father died nine years ago.” I prayed that she wouldn’t ask me his name. I would have to invent one if she did.

      She looked down at the black handkerchief she was twisting around her fingers. “I’m sorry to hear that. Was he a good man?”

      “He was.” I felt unsure of my reply. What made a man good? Was a man who had carried out a massacre of natives in Colombia a good man?

      “To lose a child is...” she trailed off. “I lost two as infants, of course, and that was unbearable. But this feels different. Sophia was a young woman. I had pictured a life for her, but now it’s gone. And needlessly!”

      The knuckles of her hand turned white as she clenched the handkerchief in her fist. “Who did it, Flo? Who killed my daughter?”

      “I wish I knew, my lady. The detective will find it out, I’m sure.”

      “It was one of the guests yesterday evening, wasn’t it?”

      “I suppose it must have been, but I cannot understand why.”

      “And neither can I! The thought that anyone in our household should intend to poison another person here is unfathomable. It simply doesn’t make sense. These things don’t happen to families like ours. They happen to other people. That’s what I had always thought. Who could have brought cyanide into our home? And how?”

      “The detective will find this all out, my lady. I have every confidence in him.”

      The truth was, I had no confidence in Inspector Trotter at all, but I had no wish to tell this to Mrs Glenville.

      “It would be remiss of me to pretend that Sophia and I had the perfect relationship,” she continued. “She was strong-willed, as you have witnessed! And although her strength of character tried my patience more often than I care to remember, I felt proud that she was becoming an outspoken woman. It is something which is becoming increasingly common among women of the next generation, isn’t it? In my day, we were not expected to voice our thoughts or opinions in the company of men. But times are changing, and I suppose it is for the best. The world is becoming an increasingly challenging place, and Sophia was a girl of her generation. She was better educated than I ever was, and encouraged to develop her own character. I wish now that I had been more lenient with her. Although she was a difficult child, I admired her headstrong qualities. I often wonder if that’s what got her into trouble.”

      “No, that can’t be possible.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      Mrs Glenville gave me a sad smile.

      “I know she liked you, Flo. And you’ve helped Mrs Craughton so well, and all the staff speak highly of you. I can tell you’re a hard worker. Thank you for everything you’re doing. Our household needs people like you.”

      I thanked Mrs Glenville in return and she walked on towards the conservatory. As I watched her, I felt overwhelmed with guilt. I was lying to Mrs Glenville about who I was. And even in these desperate hours, she had praised and thanked me. The situation felt unbearable.

      

      The messenger boy called round for my article at the end of the afternoon.

      “What does he want?” asked Mrs Craughton.

      “My grandfather sent him,” I replied. It was a reply which I immediately regretted. I knew that I should have thought up a better story.

      “Your grandfather?”

      “Yes, he likes to correspond by message. He doesn’t trust the postal system.”

      “That’s understandable,” she replied. “They’re terribly good at losing letters. Is it your grandfather who sends you the telegrams?”

      “No.”

      “I heard that you received a telegram this morning.”

      “Oh yes, it was him that time.”

      My mouth felt dry. I hated being interrogated in this manner.

      Mrs Craughton frowned, but I felt relieved when she didn’t ask me to elaborate further.

      “Well, I suppose your grandfather has heard about all this dreadful business. It will be in the papers tomorrow, won’t it? We’ve had reporters calling at the door and it’s most distressing for everyone. But news reporters don’t give a thought to that, do they?”

      “Most of them likely do. It’s probably only a few who don’t care whom they upset.”

      “Well, it’s reprehensible behaviour. When someone dies, it should remain a private matter.”

      I said nothing further. My head ached from trying to keep up the pretence of being a maid. Mr Sherman was making matters trickier by sending telegrams and messengers.

      It was high time that I left the house. It would be difficult saying goodbye to Maisie, and Mr and Mrs Glenville, but I couldn’t bear to stay in this place for another day.

      

      When I returned to my room that evening, I felt sure someone had been in there again. The trunk and the key on top of the wardrobe remained as I had left them, but the papers on my dressing table had been disturbed again.

      I shivered. I needed to leave first thing the following morning. Without further ado, I packed all my belongings into my trunk, ready for my departure. My heart sank when I saw Mr Glenville’s notebook in the trunk. I had forgotten all about it during the day and would need to return it before I left. But when could I do it? I knew that he occupied his study most evenings.

      I looked out of my window. It was dark, but much of the fog had cleared away. A movement in the street below caught my eye. As I watched more closely, I could discern the figure of a man. He was tall and slim, and appeared to be looking up at the house. I felt sure there was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t think why. I held my breath and stood as still as a statue as I watched him. He must have remained standing there for another minute or so before turning and walking away.

      Puzzled, I returned to my bed and decided to wait until later in the night, when I could be certain that Mrs Craughton had retired. Then I would creep down to the study and replace Mr Glenville’s book.

      While I waited for the early morning, I opened a letter which I hadn’t found the time to read. It had arrived for Florence Parker the previous day.

      

      Dear Penny

      Or should that be Flo? I hope you are enjoying your undercover assignment. I have told Mother about it, and she is most interested! I am looking forward to hearing about it when you return to your proper work again. How much longer do you think you will be there?

      I very much enjoyed our recent walk, despite the inclement weather! I should like to repeat the experience (albeit on a warmer day, although that cannot be guaranteed, of course!), and I hope you would be open to another outing.

      The reading room is not quite the same without you. In quieter moments, I have been perusing the collection of books we hold on the United States of Colombia, and I believe I am now furnished with a most thorough knowledge of the country in which your father travelled. I am looking forward to sharing my findings with you.

      Please do reply at your earliest convenience, and I hope you will agree to another meeting.

      I remain

      Your most truly

      Mr Francis Edwards

      

      Mr Edwards seemed to occupy a completely different world from me. Had it really been just eight days since I had met him in Hyde Park?

      Although he had written the letter before Sophia’s death, its convivial tone felt jarring. It wasn’t Mr Edwards’ fault, but the letter was ill-timed. There was nothing about the man which especially irritated or offended me, but likewise there was nothing about him which excited me either. At solitary times such as this, it was James to whom my thoughts turned, and not Mr Edwards.
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      I woke to a bright light at my window. I had slept deeply, and had no idea of the time. There had been no knock at my door from Maisie that morning.

      I had fallen asleep on my bed wearing the black uniform I had worn the day before. I splashed the water which sat in my washbasin onto my face and hurried down the servants’ staircase. I was supposed to have remained awake and returned Mr Glenville’s book. I would have to find a way somehow to do it before I left the house.

      Mrs Craughton was scolding Maisie in the kitchen for waking up late. The poor girl was in tears, and she looked exhausted. Mrs Craughton turned her attention to me and berated me for the same misdemeanour. I apologised and felt my jaw clench as her finger wagged at the pair of us.

      “There’s no time for breakfast for either of you,” she fumed. “Flo, take some coffee to the inspectors in the library.”

      “There’s more than one now?” I asked.

      “Yes. Another turned up this morning with Inspector Trotter.”

      

      “Come in!” said Inspector Trotter as I knocked on the library door. I entered with the tray of coffee.

      Inspector Trotter sat at the table with his piles of paper, and another man was warming his back by the fireplace. Maisie and I had failed to light it that morning, so I guessed Mrs Craughton must have done it instead.

      I placed the coffee tray on the table and was about to acknowledge the second inspector when he spoke.

      “Good morning, Penny.”

      I jumped.

      James!

      He gave me a warm grin and I felt a smile break out across my face. Then I realised what he had done.

      He had called me Penny. He had forgotten that I was supposed to be a maid.

      I quickly assumed a sombre face. “My name is Florence Parker, Inspector,” I said.

      “You may relax, Penny. I’ve explained everything to Inspector Trotter.”

      “Really? Is that wise?” I looked nervously at Inspector Trotter to gauge his reaction, but he merely puffed away on his pipe. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I didn’t want to admit who I was yesterday for fear of someone finding out.”

      He removed the pipe from his mouth. “That’s quite all right, Miss Green. It seems the situation in this household is more complicated than I first thought.”

      “I’d like to speak to Miss Green in private for a few minutes, Inspector Trotter,” said James. “Would that be possible?”

      “I suppose so, but only for a few minutes. Glenville’s growing increasingly irate at the lack of progress. I’ve a lot of work to do.”

      “Indeed, and we can assist you with that afterwards.”

      As soon as Inspector Trotter had left the room, James took a few steps closer to me. His suit was a deep blue with a subtle check, and he was wearing a star-shaped tiepin. We held each other’s gaze, and I felt overwhelmed with relief.

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you here!” I said. “It’s been miserable. Thoroughly miserable!”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks, and James handed me his handkerchief.

      “No one could have had any idea that this would happen,” he said, resting his hand on my shoulder as I dried my tears.

      The handkerchief smelt of his familiar eau-de-cologne, and it felt comforting.

      “It’s good to see you again, Penny,” he said fondly. Then he glanced at my black uniform. “It’s a shame you have to be dressed as a maid. And a maid in mourning at that! You’ve coped admirably.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. And you’ll need to speak a little more softly. People can hear through the door, you know.”

      “Is that so? Have you been listening in?” He grinned.

      “A little. I have to, seeing as I’m working undercover, don’t I?”

      “Indeed. Thank you for everything you’ve done so far, Penny. How are you? You look rather tired.”

      “I am. I haven’t slept well here until last night, when I think it all caught up with me. I overslept this morning.”

      He gestured toward a chair and we both sat down.

      “I told Trotter that I’m here to help him,” said James.

      “Does he want your help?”

      “No. He wants the case all to himself, but I felt duty-bound to inform him of my existing investigations into Mr Glenville’s business dealings. I don’t think the chap quite has the measure of this case yet, so he has reluctantly agreed to accept my help.”

      “That’s good news, James. Perhaps I can also be of help. I can’t wait to get out of here and resume my normal work. I shan’t be in a hurry to work undercover again.”

      James pursed his lips, as if I wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

      “I think that you would be of great help to the investigation if you were to remain here for the time being, Penny.”

      “No!” I felt my headache begin to return. “I can’t! I can’t bear it here. A girl has just died in this house, and it’s awful. Truly awful. Besides, they’re going to find out who I am.”

      “They haven’t found out yet, and you’ve managed to last a week here! Not bad for someone who has never worked as a maid before. Would you consider staying here a week longer?”

      My heart sank. “Another week?”

      “You’ve been extremely helpful so far. Trotter tells me you found the empty packet of cyanide, and that you also encountered Miss Sophia as she returned from her secret rendezvous.”

      “But that’s all. I don’t see what else I can do to help.”

      “You’re privy to the comings and goings in this house. You will see and hear far more than Trotter and I could ever manage ourselves. We can interview everyone several times over, but you have the opportunity to find out who they really are. This is a crucial time for us in finding clues as to what happened. The more time that passes after the event, the harder it is to spot something important.”

      “I think you’re overstating my abilities, James.”

      “Penny, I know you. And I trust you. Please can you spend another week here?”

      “It’s not what I want. I’m a news reporter. I want to be reporting on the stories, not actually living them.”

      He sat back in his chair. “That’s fine. I understand. I don’t want to force the issue if you’re not comfortable with it. Trotter needs all the help he can get in building his case against Glenville.”

      “He thinks Mr Glenville did it?”

      “That’s his theory so far.”

      “But that’s ridiculous! Why would Mr Glenville harm his own daughter?”

      “I have no idea, but he’s a deeply unpleasant man.”

      “Actually, I don’t believe he is,” I retorted. “He may have made himself unpopular with people in the world of business, but as a person he’s not unpleasant at all. He’s quite the opposite. I like him.”

      James gave me an incredulous look.

      “What about the cyanide packet on Viscount Wyndham’s chair?” I asked. “Perhaps he did it.”

      James was about to reply when Inspector Trotter re-entered the room.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but may I get on with my work now, Blakely?”

      “Of course.”

      James and I rose to our feet.

      “Thank you, Penny,” said James rather formally. “Please let me know if you change your mind.”
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      Was I letting James down? I pondered this as I brushed the carpet on the stairs. Surely he was expecting too much from me. I felt sorry that I had ever allowed myself to be talked into this undercover job.

      I had no interest in helping with the case, given that Trotter seemed to have decided that Mr Glenville was to blame. What was the basis for his accusation? Did he know the man at all? Even James had no idea what the factory owner was really like.

      I reached for the ring that still hung around my neck. I recalled the moment James had given it to me in the Museum Tavern and longed to be there with him again. We’d had small disagreements in the past, but at this moment I disagreed with him more than ever before. Would it be possible to work with him again?

      Once I had completed my chore, I went to Mrs Craughton’s office to inform her that I was leaving. I had with me the key to Mr Glenville’s desk, which I would claim to have found on the staircase.

      

      “You’ve met the inspector from the Yard, then?” said the housekeeper inquisitively.

      “Er, yes. Inspector Blakely, or something or other.” I glanced at the empty hook that usually housed the key I had secreted in my apron pocket.

      “I don’t think Mr Glenville knows he’s here yet,” continued Mrs Craughton. “I think he’ll be pleased to hear it, however. Inspector Trotter needs all the help he can get. Sadly, Miss Sophia is causing as much trouble in death as she did in life.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You saw what she was like, didn’t you? You didn’t know her for long, but I suspect you got the measure of her. She always had to be the centre of attention, didn’t she?”

      “Did she?”

      “You know she did!”

      She lowered her voice to a whisper and stared up at me with her grey eyes, which for some odd reason reminded me of a lizard’s.

      “I know we’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but I hope the Lord forgives me for what I’m about to say. I was extremely fond of Miss Sophia, but she could test the patience of a saint. You should have heard the arguments she had with people. The strong-headedness. The blame lies with her parents. They indulged her. She never learned how to restrain herself.”

      “Are you suggesting that the person who has murdered her may have been justified in some way?”

      “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “No, she didn’t deserve such a dreadful thing to be done to her. I have a terrible suspicion that the poor girl ingested the poison deliberately.”

      “You think she took her own life?”

      The housekeeper nodded.

      “No, I don’t believe she would have done such a thing,” I said. “Why would she? She was a young woman with her full life ahead of her.”

      “I don’t think she intended self-murder. I think she merely wanted to draw everyone’s attention. You saw how much attention Miss Jane received that evening, didn’t you? Miss Sophia couldn’t compete, so she found a different way. It simply didn’t work out as she had planned it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something she would do.”

      “She wasn’t a particularly happy child. She attempted to run away several times, but she never got very far. She was too accustomed to the comforts of home!”

      “Did you know that Miss Sophia stayed out late one night without her parents’ knowledge?”

      The housekeeper’s eyes narrowed. “I heard rumours that she did such things, but could never be certain that they were true. How do you know this?”

      I told her about my encounter with Miss Sophia on the stairs.

      “I wonder who it was she met with,” Mrs Craughton said. “She didn’t tell you?”

      “No. And I wish now that I had told Mr and Mrs Glenville about the incident. She made me swear not to, but, with hindsight, my chief duty was to them.”

      “You kept your word to her, so you mustn’t feel regretful now. I suspect she was meeting with someone she considered a more eligible suitor. Scores of girls would have given their right arm to be in her position, engaged to such a man as Dudley Lombard! As I’ve told you before, she was extremely ungrateful. I don’t think she had any notion that it can be quite difficult for young women to find themselves a suitable husband.”

      “Do you think she was unhappy about the engagement?” I asked.

      “Probably, yes. She was never happy unless she was grumbling about something. And when people began to ignore her grumbling she took the poison.”

      “You really think she did it herself?”

      “Yes, and that’s what I’ve communicated to the inspector. He has to consider it, you know.”

      “If she met another man the night that I saw her, what would Dudley Lombard have done had he found out?”

      “He would have been exceptionally angry, and rightly so,” replied the housekeeper. “The entire Lombard family would have been livid. Now, you must excuse me while I go and see to my lady. She spends far too much time in that room with her daughter. There are funeral arrangements to be made.”

      As we stepped out of the office and Mrs Craughton locked the door, I pondered over what she had told me. Was it possible that Sophia had accidentally taken her own life? Or had the Lombards discovered her love affair and poisoned her as an act of revenge?

      “You remember me complaining about those reporters outside yesterday, don’t you?” asked Mrs Craughton.

      “Yes.”

      “Some of the newspapers are already carrying the news of Miss Sophia’s death. Have a look at Mr Perrin’s Morning Express on the kitchen table when you find the chance. It’s not right, is it? The press should have left the Glenvilles alone. Is the fire in the study lit yet?”

      “I’ll see to it, Mrs Craughton.” I noticed that my voice had an odd, strangulated tone when I spoke.

      I had been so distracted by our conversation that I had forgotten to return the desk drawer key or give notice of my resignation.

      

      On my way to the study I passed the governess and the nurse with the younger Glenvilles. They were all wearing their overcoats, as if they were about to go out for a walk. How could Sophia’s death be explained to children who were so young? My heart felt heavy at the thought.

      The study was dark. If only I had brought Mr Glenville’s book with me I could have replaced it in his desk drawer. Instead, it was still lying in the trunk in my room. I cursed my lack of organisation, placed my oil lamp on the hearth and lit the fire. I watched the flames burn brightly for a moment and enjoyed their warmth.

      “That’s better, isn’t it, Flo?”

      I leapt to my feet and spun around to see Mr Glenville’s dimly lit form in the chair by his desk.

      “Mr Glenville! You have a habit of startling me!”

      I wondered why he had sat there for several minutes without informing me of his presence.

      His eyes were wide and dark. Was he about to confront me about the missing book?

      “You frighten easily, don’t you? You look terrified,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t deny that Miss Sophia’s death has shaken me rather.”

      “I’m not surprised,” he said sadly. “I’ve often thought that the loss of a person has a sort of rippling effect, like dropping a stone into the middle of a still pond. The ripples move outwards.” He slowly spread out his hands as he spoke. “And disturb everything in their wake. Does that make sense, or am I talking nonsense again? It’s probably nonsense, you know. I haven’t been sleeping at all well.”

      “No, it makes sense, sir.”

      “Thank you, Flo. I knew you’d understand. He smiled. “The inspector tells me you saw Sophia return to the house late one night.”

      “Yes, sir. I was desperate to tell you and Mrs Glenville about it,” I said, feeling flustered. “But Miss Sophia swore me to secrecy. She made me promise and I didn’t want to betray her confidence. I had always planned to tell you, and she gave me her word that she would explain it to me in greater detail. I wanted to wait until then and hear the full explanation. Then I should have known whether or not it would have been appropriate to draw the matter to your attention. I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you about it. I certainly wish now that I had done so. More than anything, I wish I had! But sadly, it cannot be undone.”

      “It would certainly have been helpful if you’d mentioned it to us at the time,” replied Mr Glenville. “Perhaps we could have intervened. But there’s little use in dwelling on what might have been. That doesn’t help us now, does it? We must leave it up to the two detectives.”

      I swallowed nervously. What would Mr Glenville think if he knew that Trotter suspected him?

      “If truth be told, I’m completely thrown by this,” he continued. “I have coped with many things in my life, but never something like this.” His voice began to sound choked. “Being present in the room as she died, and being able to do nothing about it whatsoever...”

      He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face with it. “I will never be able to explain to anyone what that’s like. I’m her father. I should have been able to protect her, and yet I was helpless.” He fixed me with his dark, damp eyes. “For the first time in my life, Flo, I felt helpless.”

      I felt deeply sorry for him and was unsure what to say. How was a maid supposed to comfort her employer?

      “You did all you could have, sir. It’s natural to feel helpless.”

      “Yes, I suppose it is. That poor boy Dudley is devastated. He doesn’t know, by the way.”

      “Doesn’t know what, sir?”

      “That she went out that evening to meet someone else. That’s the assumption, anyhow. Why else would she have been so secretive? I can only assume it was another man, and that’s what the inspector also thinks.”

      He got up out of his chair, walked over to the fire and stared into the flames. As he stood closer to me, I could smell his exotic scent again.

      “If Dudley ever found out it would destroy him,” he said. “He was desperately in love with her. Perhaps I was naive, but I never expected anything to get in the way of their marriage.”

      He turned to me and fixed me with his dark gaze. “If she was meeting someone else, I’d like to know who that chap is. I wonder if he has any idea of the upset his actions have caused. What man in his right mind would encourage a young lady to leave her house late at night to meet with him? He has no scruples whatsoever. I wonder if he even knows what has happened to her.”

      I thought of the dark figure I had seen standing in the street the previous night, but chose not to mention it lest it angered Mr Glenville further.

      “I think the inspector is making enquiries into the identity of the man.”

      “I hope he is able to find him. It doesn’t help in the search for the murderer, though, does it? The more I consider it, the more I believe that the murderer may have been trying to harm me. I think Sophia’s poisoning was a mistake.”

      “Why do you think someone should want to harm you?”

      “There are numerous reasons, but I shan’t bore you with them. There are many in the establishment who begrudge me my success. They cannot understand how a man who was born into poverty could rise through the ranks; especially a man with a scarred and broken body. It’s not the done thing, is it?”

      He held my gaze, and my eyes moved to the scar on his left cheek.

      “How did you injure your face?” I asked.

      “It happened when I was eighteen.”

      “In the factory?”

      “No. Someone attacked me with a broken bottle.”

      I gasped, and he smiled at my concern.

      “Don’t worry, Flo. At least I survived to tell the tale. He almost finished me off, but not quite.”

      I found myself wondering what the scar would feel like if I were to reach up and touch his cheek with my fingertips. We watched each other silently and the ticklish sensation returned to my stomach. I pulled my eyes away from his and quickly turned to look at the fire, embarrassed and horrified that I had even entertained the thought of touching him.

      “I shouldn’t detain you any longer,” he said very softly. “That Craughton creature will no doubt come looking for you shortly.”

      I felt heat in my face and knew that it wasn’t just from the fire.

      “I shall go and find the Craughton creature before she finds me,” I replied with a meek smile.
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      Jane’s voice was so loud that I could hear it quite clearly through the library door.

      “Sophia was never happy or content!”

      I checked the corridor around me and then paused.

      “And do you know what might have been the cause of her unhappiness?” I heard Inspector Trotter ask.

      “She was born like that.”

      “So you’re not aware of any particular reason for your sister’s perceived discontent?”

      “No.”

      “Did you get on well with her?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Did she confide in you?”

      “Never.”

      “May I ask the purpose of these questions, Inspector?” I heard Mrs Glenville ask. “I should think it obvious to anyone that my fifteen-year-old daughter cannot possibly be involved in her sister’s death.”

      “Please bear with us, Mrs Glenville. We won’t detain either of you any longer than is necessary,” said James.

      “You suggest that your sister was an unhappy individual, Miss Jane,” Inspector Trotter continued. “Was she prone to upsetting other people?”

      “I’d say!”

      “Who exactly?”

      “All of us! Her entire family!”

      “It was her age, Inspector,” explained Mrs Glenville. “Sophia was at a difficult age.”

      “She was a difficult age every year of her life, Ma.”

      “Some people are more difficult than others, dear.”

      “You mention, Miss Jane, that your sister upset everyone in your family. Is there anyone in particular she upset the most?”

      “No. It was the same for all of us. She did it on purpose, you know.”

      “Thank you, Miss Jane.”

      I heard sobs, and then Jane’s distressed voice. “I didn’t like my sister, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy she has died. She didn’t deserve it. She would have changed when she got married, but he didn’t give her the chance.”

      “Who didn’t?” James asked.

      “Master Lombard.”

      “What do you mean when you say that he didn’t give her the chance.”

      “He wanted to marry me!”

      “Jane!” scolded Mrs Glenville.

      “It’s true, Ma! He told me so!”

      

      I walked away from the library door before someone caught me eavesdropping there. I had initially thought that Dudley Lombard was a harmless fool. But could he have harmed Sophia in the hope that he could become betrothed to Jane?

      I encountered Maisie on the servants’ staircase. She appeared to be loitering there.

      “What’s the matter, Maisie?”

      “Everythin’, Flo.” There were tears on her freckled cheeks.

      “Miss Sophia wouldn’t have wanted you to be sad like this.”

      “But she ain’t ’ere, is she? ’Ow does she know? I don’t feel right. I feel like everythin’s all twisted up inside me.” She held her hands to her stomach. “I can’t work or do nuffink, and Mrs Craughton keeps tellin’ me what ter do, and I can’t do none of it! I don’t feel right at all!”

      “Why don’t you go to your room and get some rest, Maisie?”

      “’Cause Mrs Craughton won’t let me! She keeps givin’ me things ter do. I can’t do ’em.”

      “What has she asked you to do?”

      “Fill up the coal buckets.”

      “I’ll do that for you. Go and get some rest.”

      “But what about Mrs Craughton?”

      “I’ll tell her you’re not well. Please don’t worry. It’s important that you get better.”

      “I ain’t never gonna get better. I’m gonna feel like this forever, I know it. Miss Sophia ain’t never comin’ back again!”

      “You’ll feel more like yourself after some rest, Maisie. Go quickly before I change my mind about filling up the coal buckets for you.”

      She smiled weakly. “Thank you, Flo. You’re good ter me, yer are.”

      

      I lifted the lid of the coal store in the yard, but there was no sign of the small shovel used to fill the buckets. It was a pleasant spring day with birdsong in the air, and the spreading branches of a nearby oak tree had new green leaves on them. I stood there for a moment, enjoying the sunshine on my face and listening to the horses whinnying in the mews.

      “You’re still here then, Flo?” I turned to see James in the yard behind me, filling his pipe. He gave me a wink and then grinned.

      “Yes, I am, Inspector.” I looked up at the windows of the house, hoping nobody could hear our conversation. “Has the future Mrs Blakely found out about your secret pipe smoking yet?”

      “Not yet. Have you changed your mind about staying here?”

      “No. I simply haven’t had the opportunity to speak to Mrs Craughton as yet.” I looked around for the shovel again and found it inside one of the buckets.

      “You still won’t consider one more week?” he asked.

      There was something about the twinkle in James’ blue eyes which made it difficult to maintain my stubbornness. Besides, I had already made a vow to myself that I would somehow prove Mr Glenville could not have been behind Sophia’s death.

      “Inspector Trotter is rather clumsy,” he said as he lit his pipe.

      “What does that have to do with me?” I dug the shovel into the coal and noisily tipped it into the bucket.

      James waited for the sound to subside. “He spilled his coffee over his notebook,” he said. “And I’m afraid some of it has spilled onto the chair and carpet. I’ve tried to mop up as best I can with blotting paper and my handkerchief, but we need someone to help clean it up.”

      I felt my jaw tighten. “You’re asking me to clean up after you and Trotter?” I hissed. “You consider me a real maid now, do you?”

      “Penny...”

      “For the past week I have done nothing but fetch and carry and clean for other people. It’s the most back-breaking, demeaning work I have ever done. I am a news reporter, James! I shouldn’t even be here!”

      “Shush,” he said, glancing around nervously. “Someone will hear you.”

      “Quite frankly, James, I don’t think I care any longer.”

      “Penny, you’re missing the point of what I’m trying to tell you. Don’t you see? Inspector Trotter’s notebook is half-ruined by coffee. He needs to transcribe its contents onto dry paper.”

      “Good luck to him. I’ve seen how slowly he writes.”

      “If he were to find someone who could do that for him, he could get on with his detective work. It would need to be someone discreet and trustworthy, as the notes are highly confidential.”

      I began to listen more carefully.

      “Yes, Penny, you could do it. You could find out what he knows so far and then you would be able to assist us with the case.”

      “You’re assuming that I’ll agree to stay here for another week.”

      “Well, won’t you?”

      I delayed my reply while I considered the matter.

      “And as for the spilled coffee on the rug and chair, it will take some time to clean that up properly. The person attending to it will be in the room while the interviews are taking place. We can’t just ask any member of the household to clean it up, you know.”

      I considered the thought that I might hear more of the interviews without having to listen through the door.

      I watched James for a while, leaving him to wonder what my reply would be. Then I wiped my hands on my apron and picked up the coal bucket.

      “I suppose another week won’t be the complete ruin of me,” I said eventually.

      His face broke out into a smile.

      “And it’s possible that we may find the culprit during that time,” I added.

      “Thank you, Penny.” James gave a relieved sigh. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’ve agreed to do this. You’ll be such a great help.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      We exchanged a smile.
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      “Here’s Flo to the rescue!” announced James as I entered the library with a cloth and a bowl of water. Then he turned to Inspector Trotter and said in a whisper, “Penny is happy to rewrite your notes, Trotter.”

      Inspector Trotter removed his pipe from his mouth and gave me an appreciative nod. “Thank you, Miss Green,” he lisped. “I don’t suppose more coffee and toast is allowed, is it?”

      “Let’s get through these next few interviews first,” said James.

      Inspector Trotter was about to argue when a knock sounded at the door.

      “That will be Maurice,” said James. “Come in!” he called out.

      Maurice Glenville walked slowly into the room, supported by his walking sticks.

      “Can you understand what I’m saying, Master Glenville?” asked Inspector Trotter in a loud, careful voice.

      “I understand you p-perfectly,” replied Maurice, taking a seat at the table with them.

      He gave me a puzzled look.

      “Don’t mind Flo, Master Glenville,” said James. “She’s clearing up after a spot of carelessness on Inspector Trotter’s part. Everything you tell us will be kept confidential. I can assure you of that.”

      “I am going to ask you some questions about your sister’s tragic death,” bellowed Inspector Trotter.

      “There’s no need to speak so loudly, Trotter. The boy’s not deaf,” said James.

      Inspector Trotter glared at him before continuing. “Please don’t worry, Master Glenville. We’ll keep this as short as possible and I’ll ask you the questions quite directly, if that’s all right. Please can you tell me what you did on the fateful day of Saturday the twenty-ninth of March?”

      I got to my knees and began scrubbing the carpet under the watchful gaze of the ghost twins. In slurred and stuttering words, Maurice described his visit to Viscount Wyndham’s home; how they had taken some photographs in the garden and developed them in the dark room. Inspector Trotter fidgeted with his pen as Maurice spoke, as if frustrated by his slow speech. James listened patiently and I slowly mopped the coffee stain on the rug.

      “Thank you, Master Lombard,” said Inspector Trotter when he had finished speaking. “Now, let us discuss what you saw at the party. Did you see anyone put anything into your sister’s glass of champagne?”

      “No.”

      “Can you think of anyone who would want to cause your sister harm?”

      “Yes. I can think of lots of p-people.”

      “Really, Master Glenville? Is that so?”

      “She was argum-mentative.”

      “Did you argue with your sister, Master Glenville?”

      “Yes. M-many times.”

      “When was the last time you argued with Miss Sophia before her death?”

      “The day b-before.”

      “And what was the argument about?”

      “She was always upsetting M-Mother. I told her she did it on p-purpose.”

      “And why did she upset your mother?”

      “She was unhappy. She d-did it out of spite.”

      “Do you know why your sister was unhappy, Master Glenville?”

      “She d-didn’t want to marry Lombard.”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “It was obvious.”

      “Do you think that was a factor in her death?”

      “What do you m-mean?”

      “Could the reason she didn’t want to be married to Dudley Lombard help to explain her death?”

      “It c-caused arguments in the family.”

      “Arguments with you?”

      Maurice nodded.

      “Master Lombard, as the son and eldest child of your parents, surely you harbour some resentment that you were not chosen to inherit your father’s business?” conjectured Inspector Trotter.

      “Why sh-should I?”

      “Because you are the rightful heir.”

      “I never expected to inherit the b-business.”

      I glanced at his twisted body and felt a pang of pity.

      “So you didn’t bear any animosity toward your sister because she and her future husband, Dudley Lombard, were to inherit your father’s empire?”

      “No. I d-didn’t like her because of what she did to M-Mother.”

      

      “Interesting,” said Inspector Trotter after Maurice had left the room. “Do you think a cripple is capable of murder? The boy has been described as an idiot, but he appears to be of sound mind. There’s no doubt he could comprehend my questions.”

      “At this stage I don’t think we should rule anything out,’ said James.

      “But what’s the boy’s motive? That he didn’t like his sister?”

      “People have killed for less exceptional reasons than that,” replied James.

      “I don’t think he’s a person of interest.”

      “Keep an open mind, Trotter.”

      “There’s no need to tell me what to do with my mind, Blakely.” Inspector Trotter puffed up his barrel chest. “This is my investigation, and you’re merely assisting me.”

      

      “You’re taking a long time to clear up a bit of spilled coffee,” commented Mrs Craughton as I walked to the library with a fresh bowl of water.

      “It’s made a terrible mess of the seat and the carpet,” I replied.

      “But it’s almost time for dinner.”

      Maisie approached me as I continued on my way.

      “Are you feeling any better?” I asked.

      “Sort of.” Her face was still pale. “I’ve got ter speak to the ’spectors next. Are you in the room wiv ’em?”

      “Yes, I’m cleaning up the coffee which was spilled.”

      “Can you stay in there when I talks to ’em? I’m frightened, Flo.”

      “Don’t be frightened, Maisie. They’re perfectly friendly.”

      “But they’s the police!”

      “They don’t mean you any harm at all. They’re simply trying to find out what happened to Miss Sophia, and they need everyone’s help.”

      “I don’t want ’em harrestin’ me!” Maisie shivered.

      “They’ll do no such thing. Why should they arrest you?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Come with me now and you’ll see that they’re perfectly fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      

      Despite my reassurances, Maisie fidgeted and trembled during her interview. She kept wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, stuttering over her words.

      “Have you any idea who would wish to harm Miss Sophia?” James asked her.

      “No.” Maisie’s eyes were wide and earnest. “No, I can’t think of no one what would of done it!”

      “Had she upset anyone?”

      Maisie paused before replying. “No. Sometimes she argued with ’er ma and pa. But that’s normal, ain’t it? She never meant nuffink by it.”

      I finished cleaning the carpet and began wiping the chair with my damp cloth.

      “Was she upset about anything in particular? Do you know if there was something bothering her?” asked James.

      Maisie wiped her face with her hands.

      “No. But she wouldn’t of told me about nuffink anyway. Betsy’s the one she spoke to most.”

      “Betsy is a maid who once worked here, am I right?” asked James.

      Maisie nodded.

      “And Miss Sophia was friendly with Betsy?”

      “Yeah, they was good friends.”

      “Do you know if Miss Sophia confided in Betsy?”

      “I dunno what you mean, sir.”

      “Did Miss Sophia tell Betsy how she was feeling?”

      “Yeah, I fink so.”

      “And when did Betsy leave this household?”

      “End of Feb’ry.”

      “To your knowledge, did Miss Sophia confide in anyone else after Betsy’s departure?”

      “Tell someone ’ow she were feelin’, you mean?”

      “Yes.”

      “Dunno. I don’t fink so.”

      “So in your opinion, Miss Sophia was a happy young lady looking forward to her marriage to Dudley Lombard.”

      “Yeah. I mean everyfink weren’t perfect. No one’s life’s perfect, is it? But there weren’t nuffink what would make me think she were unhappy or that made me fink someone else would kill ’er. I don’t understand why they dunnit.”

      “Were you aware that Miss Sophia was out of the house late in the evening on Wednesday the twenty-sixth of March?”

      “No, I weren’t.”

      “Did you see her depart or return?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever known her leave the house secretly late at night?”

      “No, never.”

      “You’re sure you have no knowledge of her leaving the house that evening? Perhaps she went to meet someone?”

      “I don’t know nuffink about it.”

      “On that same evening, footsteps were heard near your door, and your door was heard to open and close. Were you awake at that time, Maisie? At about one o’clock?”

      “No. I were fast asleep. I’m always asleep then!”

      Maisie dissolved into tears and I slipped her my handkerchief. She took a while to compose herself.

      

      “What a nervous girl,” remarked Inspector Trotter after Maisie had left the room. He poked around in the bowl of his pipe with the end of his pen.

      “She’s frightened of the police,” I said. “I don’t know why. I tried to reassure her. Perhaps her family has had a bad experience with the law in the past.”

      “Well, it seems the young maid had nothing much of interest to tell us,” said Inspector Trotter. “We must turn our attention back to the guests from that evening.”

      “Just a moment,” said James. “We shouldn’t just consider what Maisie told us. We should consider what she didn’t tell us.”

      “And how on earth do we do that?” asked Inspector Trotter.

      “The footsteps that were heard outside her door, and the sound of her door opening and closing. Penny told us about that, and we know she’s telling the truth.”

      “Do we know that?” asked Inspector Trotter, resting his gaze on me.

      “Of course! I know Penny well, and she’s one of the most trustworthy people you’ll ever meet.”

      I felt my face grow warm at the compliment.

      “Maisie must know something about those footsteps,” continued James. “And she certainly must have heard her door open and close at that hour! I’d say there is a high chance that she was responsible for the noise herself. Like Sophia Glenville, she stayed out late that night. Whether the two incidents are connected or not I can’t say, but Maisie isn’t being truthful with us.”

      “Well, that’s rather inconvenient,” said Inspector Trotter. “Why would she hide the truth?”

      “Because she’s frightened,” replied James. “I’d say the girl is terrified of someone. Would you agree, Penny?”

      “Now that you say it, I suppose she does seem overly frightened. She has certainly not been herself since Miss Sophia died. I had assumed it was the grief, but it could also be fear.”

      “Who do you think she may be frightened of, Penny?”

      “I don’t know, I really don’t. I’ll do my best to find out. Perhaps I could ask her directly.”

      “Be very careful about doing that,” said James. “She’s keeping quiet for a reason. You don’t want to make the situation more dangerous for her.”

      I felt the back of my neck prickle. It hadn’t occurred to me that Maisie might be in danger.
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      Reassuring myself that I could manage just one more week, I unpacked my trunk that evening and returned my clothes to the wardrobe. Then I sat down at the dressing table with Inspector Trotter’s coffee-soaked notebook. It was almost dry, and some of the pages were brown and crisp with coffee.

      Before I began transcribing his notes, I penned a quick letter to Mr Fox-Stirling’s secretary suggesting a date of Wednesday the ninth of April for our meeting regarding my father. It was ten days away. I would surely be free of the Glenville house by then.

      I began to copy out the inspector’s notes from the stained pages. It was interesting to read what Mrs Craughton had told him. The coffee had blurred a number of the words, but I managed to guess their meaning.

      

      Mrs. Charlotte Diane Craughton. 53. Housekeeper.

      Interview: Sunday 30th March 1884. Half past 11 o’clock.

      Employed by Glenville Family since July 1882.

      Enjoys work.

      Knew victim well. Describes her as defiant and argumentative. Unappreciative of her circumstances. Says victim was spoilt, had everything she wanted. Mrs. C. liked victim and bore no resentment towards her.

      Victim and Master Lombard were to live in Barnes after marriage. Victim choosing furnishings.

      Not known if victim was happy about marriage to Master L. Mrs. C. states that victim “rarely seemed happy about anything”.

      Speculates that victim may have accidentally poisoned herself in a bid for attention.

      Saw no one near victim’s glass on night of poisoning other than Mr. Perrin, butler. Mr. Perrin refilled victim’s glass with champagne. Victim seemed usual self, nothing unusual about her demeanour or bearing.

      Victim fell unwell after drinking champagne. Sudden. Approx. half-past 9 o’clock. Doctor summoned immediately. Attempts made to save victim failed. Victim pronounced dead shortly before 10 o’clock. Occupants of room much distressed.

      

      I read the notes through after I had written them, and realised how difficult it was for James and Inspector Trotter to glean any useful information from the witness accounts. I tried to imagine what Mrs Craughton hadn’t said in the interview. Was that more important? Her thoughts seemed fairly thorough to me, but I wasn’t sure I could be an effective judge of her account.

      I began work on Mr Perrin’s interview.

      

      Mr. Samuel Perrin. 49. Butler.

      Interview: Sunday 30th March 1884. A quarter to two o’clock.

      Employed by Glenville Family since February 1880.

      Enjoys work.

      Describes victim as headstrong but pleasant. Victim ran away from home Monday 18th February, approx. 11 o’clock. Mr. P. sent to find her. Mr. P. called at victim’s friend’s house and discovered victim had just departed for Hyde Park. Found victim in Hyde Park approx. 4 o’clock, just before nightfall. Victim cold and unhappy. No reason given for leaving home. Believes victim confided in maid, Betsy, about reason for leaving. Betsy seen listening at library door when Mr. and Mrs. Glenville spoke to victim about her running away. Mr. P. admonished Betsy for eavesdropping. Mr. Glenville dismissed Betsy from household Friday 22nd February.

      Betsy was...

      

      I was disappointed that a large coffee stain had obliterated the writing for several lines. Surely Betsy had some useful information. If Miss Sophia had confided in her the reason for running away, Betsy would have a good idea about Miss Sophia’s state of mind. I tried as hard as I could to discern what the writing had once said, but all I could see in this section of the page was a stain of dark ink mixed with coffee.

      I turned the page and was able to read the following:

      

      ...ay 4th March.

      Saturday 29th March. Evening: Mr. P. served wine with each course, poured by himself. No one else poured wine or champagne. Pommery 76. Nothing unusual about bottles. Nothing unusual about champagne glasses, which were kept in drawing room cabinet. All checked for cleanliness before champagne served. Nothing unusual noted.

      Victim’s glass was on table next to chair she was sitting in.

      Below this was a blurred plan of the drawing room sketched by Mr Perrin. He had noted where everyone had been sitting that evening. I redrew the plan and added the annotations he had made. While I worked on it, I noticed that it wasn’t entirely accurate. He had mistaken where Ralph Lombard had been sitting. Mr Perrin struck me as a thorough man, so I was surprised that he had made such a mistake. I would show James and Inspector Trotter my revised plan the following morning.

      Mr. P recalls refilling victim’s glass once. Possibility of twice. Recollection imperfect.

      Victim taken ill at approx. quarter to ten o’clock. Doctor summoned. Victim passed away while being attended to in drawing room. Approx. ten o’clock.

      Mr. P. refutes suggestion he administered any substance to victim’s glass other than wine or champagne. Mr. P. refutes suggestion anyone asked him to administer a substance to victim’s glass other than wine or champagne.

      

      Of all those present that night, Mr Perrin was the one who had the easiest opportunity to put the poison in Sophia’s glass. Could he have done it? Could someone have asked him to do it?

      And what of Betsy?

      She seemed to be the only person Sophia had confided in.

      James needed to find her urgently.
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      The following morning I was in the hallway with Mrs Craughton when the grandfather clock chimed nine.

      “What is wrong with that clock?” exclaimed the housekeeper. “It’s supposed to have been stopped! I must ask Mr Perrin to look at it again.” She turned to me. “You do realise the front steps didn’t get scrubbed yesterday, Flo. Can you make time to do them today, please?”

      “Yes Mrs Craughton. I will return these notes to Inspector Trotter and then start work on them.”

      “Good. Today will be busy. The Lombards are returning for further interviews with the police.” She eyed the papers in my hand and frowned. “What have the inspectors tasked you with, exactly?”

      “Inspector Trotter’s notes need to be rewritten after he spilled coffee over his notebook.”

      “Doesn’t he have someone else who can write them for him? You’re busy with your household duties.”

      “It’s not a problem at all, Mrs Craughton. I worked on them last night once my chores had been completed.”

      “You’re good enough at writing then, are you?”

      “I am told that I write well.”

      Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, and I realised I was holding my breath.

      “And the inspector has permitted you to read all that he’s written?” she asked. “It was supposed to be private, or at least that’s what he told me.”

      “I have promised that I will keep every confidence.”

      “Found out anything interesting, has he?”

      The housekeeper stepped forward, as if she hoped that I would show her some of the notes. I gripped the book and papers tightly in my hands.

      “Surprisingly, no. Everyone’s statements match up quite well so far. And they fit with my own recollections of the evening. But someone was responsible, I suppose, so one or more of the interviewees must be lying.”

      I fixed Mrs Craughton with my full gaze, assessing her reaction.

      “Yes, I suppose someone must be.”

      She stared back at me with her reptilian grey eyes, then looked away and ran her finger along the wainscoting, checking for dust. “It’s extremely clean in this part of the house. It’s no coincidence, I would think, that it’s right next to the library. The doors are rather thin, aren’t they?”

      I didn’t like the stern look on Mrs Craughton’s face, and I feared she had guessed that I had been listening to the conversations in the library.

      “I shall take these papers into the library and then get on with my chores.”

      “Please do. In the meantime, I shall check with Mr Glenville that he’s happy for you to be helping the police in this manner. I would put a stop to it myself, but I know he’s keen that the investigation into his daughter’s death should progress as quickly as possible. He is desperate to find out who the culprit is.”

      “We all are,” I added.

      “Indeed.”

      She gave me an odd look and turned away. I knocked on the library door and heard James’ voice telling me to enter.

      “It’s why the negro maid was dismissed, you know,” said Mrs Craughton, who had unexpectedly paused and turned to face me again.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Betsy. For listening at doors.”

      “Where is Betsy now?” I asked.

      She turned and walked away from me without giving a reply.

      

      I entered the library feeling a little perturbed by my conversation with Mrs Craughton. I thought of her handkerchief I had found under my bed and shivered.

      “Morning, Penny!” said James. “Are you all right?” He had noticed the bothered expression on my face.

      “I don’t know. I’ve just had an odd conversation with the housekeeper. She has become rather hostile towards me. I think it’s because I’m helping you.”

      “I’m sure it is,” said Inspector Trotter, lighting his pipe. “You’ve broken rank, you see. Servants are rather peculiar about that sort of thing.”

      I gave the inspector the notes I had written so far.

      “Thank you, Miss Green. You have neat handwriting.”

      “You’ll notice that I redrew the map Mr Perrin had sketched. His version wasn’t quite accurate.”

      “Really?”

      “He’d placed Ralph Lombard next to Sophia, when I can clearly recall that he was sitting beside Lady Wyndham.”

      “Is that right?” Inspector Trotter opened his beleaguered notebook and compared the two drawings.

      “Interesting,” he said. “And you are quite sure of your version of events, are you? There is no chance that you could be mistaken?”

      “Obviously, I have only my memory to rely upon, but it’s usually quite good. I am as clear as I possibly can be that this is how the guests were sitting that evening.”

      “I find it rather intriguing that the butler might have made a mistake in his plan,” said Inspector Trotter. “He seems such a precise, accurate sort of man.”

      “Is he intentionally trying to mislead us?” asked James.

      “He might be, but I doubt it. He doesn’t seem the sort.”

      “The housekeeper told me that the Lombards are returning for further interviews today,” I said.

      “They are indeed,” replied James.

      “It will be interesting to hear what they have to say,” I said. “And you need to find Betsy, James. I keep hearing her name mentioned, and I see that Mr Perrin also referred to her in his interview. Mrs Craughton told me just now that Betsy was dismissed for eavesdropping. I haven’t met the girl because she left before I began my work here, but I understand she and Miss Sophia were close. Maisie says that Miss Sophia confided in her.”

      “Yes, it would be incredibly helpful to have her testimony,” said James.

      “Do you know where she is now? Inspector Trotter, there was a section of Mr Perrin’s interview which I couldn’t transcribe because it was blotted out by the spilled coffee. However, I imagine that it contained some more information about Betsy. The more I think about her, the more I believe she may hold some important information.”

      “She might indeed, if that were possible,” replied Inspector Trotter.

      “Did Mr Perrin tell you where you could find her?” I asked.

      “He did. And he told me a little more than that, in fact.”

      “Perfect!” I said. “She will be extremely useful, I feel sure of it. There is nothing quite like a nosy maid to fill us in.”

      “Penny, I’m afraid that’s not possible,” said James, his face sombre. “I have already tried to find Betsy.”

      “Has she moved away?”

      “No. I’m afraid she’s dead.”

      I gripped the back of a nearby chair to steady myself.

      “She can’t be!”

      “Do you recall that when I came to the Morning Express offices early last month you had just reported on the tragic murder of Elizabeth Wiggins?”

      “Yes, the woman who was beaten by her husband.”

      “Indeed. Well it seems that Elizabeth Wiggins is the Betsy in question.”

      “The same woman?” I stared down at the carpet for a moment, which, despite my hard work, still bore a stain from the coffee spillage. “How do you know this?”

      “When I asked Perrin where I could find Betsy, he told me that she had sadly lost her life,” said Inspector Trotter. “When I questioned him further about the circumstances, he told me that she had been murdered by her husband in Battersea almost four weeks ago. He remembered the very day; the man seems to have a good memory for dates. The murder occurred on Tuesday the fourth of March.”

      “And you’re sure it’s the same woman?”

      “Yes, I’ve confirmed with Mr Glenville that Betsy’s surname was Wiggins,” said Inspector Trotter.

      “But that’s dreadful! I only knew of her as Elizabeth. I had no idea she was also known as Betsy.”

      “Households often like to shorten maids’ names, as you well know, Flo,” said James.

      My legs felt weak. I sat down in the chair I had been leaning against.

      “Betsy would have known a good deal more about Miss Sophia,” I lamented. “She would have been able to help us. Now there are some details which we will never discover.”
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      The Lombard family arrived at ten o’clock. I served them coffee in the dining room.

      “Well, here we are again,” said Ralph Lombard. “Another day being taken up by merely repeating to the police what we’ve already told them.” He smoothed his thin hair into place.

      “They have their reasons for doing these things, dear,” said Mary Lombard. Tipsy sat on her lap and licked her chin.

      Dudley Lombard’s face was red and blotchy. “I wish to see her!” he demanded. “May I please see Sophia?” he asked Mrs Craughton more politely.

      The housekeeper escorted him to the morning room, and a moment later Mr Glenville entered the room to greet the Lombards. Although there were still dark shadows beneath his eyes, he looked better than when I had seen him last. Tipsy jumped off Mary Lombard’s lap and trotted over to him.

      “How are you bearing up, old chap?” asked Ralph Lombard.

      “I’ve been better,” Mr Glenville replied.

      “Is there any word yet on when the funeral will be held?” asked Mrs Lombard.

      “Next week some time. Camilla and I are discussing the date with the vicar of St. Michael’s. I’m so sorry you’ve been dragged back here again. Inspector Trotter has a detective from Scotland Yard helping him now, so hopefully we’ll get to the bottom of Sophia’s death quickly.”

      “Scotland Yard? Goodness, you must be important!” said Mary Lombard.

      “How did you wrangle that one, Alexander?” her husband asked.

      “I didn’t, particularly. The chap just turned up.” Mr Glenville bent down to make a fuss of Tipsy, whose tail wagged happily. “I can’t deny that I’m pleased to have the Yard’s assistance,” he continued. “Where’s Dudley?”

      “He’s gone to see her,” said Mary Lombard quietly.

      “Oh.”

      “Have you spent much time with her?” she half-whispered.

      “Yes, I have. Not as much as Camilla. She has been reluctant to leave Sophia’s side at all. It’s understandable.”

      “She’s spending time with her while she still can.”

      “Indeed.” Mr Glenville’s voice cracked slightly.

      The door opened and Dudley Lombard entered the room. His face was pale and his droopy lower lip wobbled.

      “You weren’t in there long, darling,” commented Mary Lombard.

      “I couldn’t bear it for long, Ma. She’s so... still.”

      “Yes, of course, dear.”

      “Still and silent. She was never like that while she was alive!”

      “No, she wasn’t, darling.”

      “I think I prefer to remember her how she was.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Alive.”

      “Indeed, my dear.”

      Mrs Lombard took her son’s arm and patted it reassuringly. He pushed his fingertips into his eyes, as if he were trying to stem the flow of tears.

      “We were to be married in six weeks’ time. Just six weeks!” said Dudley. “She was to have been my wife. I can’t understand it. I cannot believe that she’s no longer here. In fact, I’m certain that it cannot be true, I keep expecting her to walk into the room and look at me in the way she always looked at me, with those loving brown eyes. I called them puppy-dog eyes. She had that way of looking at me, and I remember feeling so proud that we were to be married. I feel certain this is just a bad dream from which I will soon wake. Indeed, it’s more than a bad dream. It’s a living nightmare. I cannot believe that it’s true! I refuse to believe that it’s true!”

      Much as I sympathised with Dudley Lombard’s grief, I couldn’t help feeling an unexplained dislike for the boy. It seemed odd that I considered him a boy when he was my senior by a year. How could Mr Glenville have considered this grown-up child a suitable future owner for his business?

      “Chin up, Dudley. Chin up,” said Mr Glenville patting him on the shoulder. “Sophia wouldn’t have wished to see you so distressed.”

      The mention of her name caused Dudley to emit another large sob.

      “Dudley!” Ralph Lombard said reprovingly.

      He gave me an awkward glance, as if he were embarrassed with regard to his son’s display of emotion. I busied myself with refilling their cups of coffee.

      Mrs Craughton entered the room and immediately approached Mr Glenville.

      “May I speak to you, sir?” she asked.

      “Of course. Please excuse me a moment,” he said to the Lombards.

      “She has to come too,” said the housekeeper, pointing at me.

      “Flo, you mean?” Glenville said. “Come on then, Flo.”

      I joined them in the corridor.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” said the housekeeper, “but the Scotland Yard inspector has asked for Flo’s help.”

      “Has he indeed?”

      Mr Glenville gave an impressed nod and smiled at me. I felt a warmth in my face and struggled to pull my eyes away from his once again.

      “But it’s not convenient, sir,” Mrs Craughton objected. “Flo has so many chores to do today.”

      “What’s he asked Flo to help with?”

      “He says she’s good at writing, sir. She’s been helping to rewrite Inspector Trotter’s notes after he ruined his notebook by spilling coffee on it. And it seems they are so impressed that they require her to take down notes during the interviews they’re conducting today.”

      I felt a skip of excitement in my chest. James was involving me in the investigation as best he could.

      “They will be interviewing each of the Lombards today, sir,” continued the housekeeper.

      “Is it for today only?”

      “I hope so! Flo is a maid, not a police officer! I have concerns about privacy, sir. I don’t think it right that a maid should be privy to police matters.”

      “The inspectors clearly trust her. Who am I to question their judgement?”

      “Quite so, sir. But it’s simply not convenient.”

      I chose not to speak. Instead, I allowed them to make up their minds about me as if I wasn’t present.

      “Can’t Maisie pull her weight a bit more today?” Mr Glenville asked the housekeeper. “The girl’s been hanging about like a wet blanket the past few days. I don’t mind Flo writing notes for the inspectors. If the speed of their work can be increased by them not having to record the statements themselves, so be it. I won’t expect the full range of usual chores to be completed today, Mrs Craughton.”

      “But it’s terribly inconvenient, sir. It can only be for one day. She cannot possibly do it again tomorrow.”

      “I agree. Just one day, Mrs Craughton. Keep them well supplied with refreshments, if you please.”

      “Indeed I will, sir.”

      The housekeeper gave me a frosty stare and I felt immensely happy that I was to hear all that the Lombards had to say for themselves.
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      Mr Glenville accompanied me into the library, where James and Inspector Trotter were preparing themselves for the interviews.

      “A busy day for you inspectors, isn’t it?” he said to them. “Let’s hope that by the end of it you have a good idea of who may be responsible. It’s unimaginable to think that any of these good friends of mine could have been behind it, but it’s clear that someone I have previously trusted must have been. It’s a bitter pill to swallow, let me tell you.”

      “Of course, Mr Glenville. It’s an extremely difficult time for your family,” James said.

      I watched to see if James displayed any signs of his underlying dislike for Mr Glenville, but I saw none.

      “I do wonder if someone made a terrible mistake,” said Mr Glenville.

      “What sort of mistake?” asked James.

      “I believe the murderer may have intended to kill someone else.”

      “Such as whom?”

      “The most obvious target is myself, isn’t it? Much as I would like everyone to adore me, I cannot pretend that they do. I’m aware that I have my critics. Loud, outspoken critics, who disagree with the way I run my factories. There are others who accuse me of financial misdemeanours. I don’t understand why anyone would want to harm my daughter, but I understand why many people might want to harm me.”

      “Surely there is no one who wishes you dead, Mr Glenville?” asked James. “And your guests on the evening of Miss Sophia’s birthday celebrations were your friends, were they not?”

      “They were people I called friends, but you never know when someone might become a turncoat, do you, Inspector? It’s no secret that Wyndham and I had our disagreements over the years. Someone in that room could have been instructed to poison me. Even paid to do it. It’s not unheard of for servants to do such a thing, is it?”

      “Not unheard of, no,” James replied.

      “All this is mere conjecture, but it’s something I wanted to mention to you because I don’t want it overlooked during your investigation. If you wish me to give you a list of my enemies, I’ll happily provide it. It’s quite long, I can tell you!”

      Mr Glenville laughed, and James and Inspector Trotter smiled.

      Then Mr Glenville’s face turned serious and he lowered his voice. “When I discover who’s behind this poisoning, I won’t hold back.”

      “The strong arm of the law will deal with the culprit, Mr Glenville,” James confirmed, seemingly unbothered by Mr Glenville’s change in tone.

      “But is the arm of the law strong enough, Inspector? With regard to what I have in mind for the culprit, I suspect not.”

      His eyes seemed to grow darker, and he watched each of our faces closely. No one spoke for a moment.

      Then Mr Glenville appeared to brighten up. “Anyway, now that has been said, I hope the interviews go well today. I’m pleased that Flo is able to assist you with them. I often think her active brain requires a more cerebral activity than menial maid’s work.”

      He gave me a broad smile and left the room.

      

      “Glenville likes you, doesn’t he, Miss Green?” observed Inspector Trotter.

      I shrugged, unsure how to answer him.

      James sighed. “Those were some strong words from a man who may have committed the crime himself. There’s something about him I don’t like.”

      “You think he’d murder his own daughter?” I asked.

      “It would be a cruel act. But I don’t believe it’s beyond him,” replied James.

      “You’re only saying that because you have never liked him. But shouldn’t you forget about your personal thoughts and consider him objectively?” I said.

      “Yes, that’s what we detectives are supposed to do. But what if a detective has a hunch?”

      “Are hunches usually correct?” I asked.

      “I think they are,” Inspector Trotter interjected.

      “For once I agree with Trotter,” said James. “Hunches may be unscientific, but they can’t be ignored.”

      “Well, I have a hunch that Mr Glenville isn’t the culprit, so where does that leave us?” I retorted.

      “We’re the detectives, Miss Green,” lisped Inspector Trotter.

      “So your hunches are worthier than mine?” I asked.

      “In a case such as this, I think they have to be,” replied the inspector. “Now, isn’t the housekeeper supposed to be bringing us more coffee?”

      Their comments made me feel even more determined to prove that someone other than Mr Glenville was behind Sophia’s death.

      James looked up at the portrait of the two children and grimaced. “That pair frightens me. Who are they?”

      “I’ve no idea,” I replied. “But I call them the ghost twins.”

      “That’s a fair description,” said James.

      “Let’s get on with the interviews, shall we?” suggested Inspector Trotter.

      “Yes, let’s,” replied James. “Are you ready, Penny?”

      I sat myself at the table with a pen, pot of ink and James’ notebook.

      “I think so.”

      “We need you to do more than just write,” said James. “You were there when Miss Sophia died. While these people are talking, please consider how well their testimony matches up with your own recollections of the evening. Make a note of anything which doesn’t seem right to you.”

      “I will do. And I’ve been thinking about Betsy. You could speak to her brother, you know. I interviewed him shortly after her death. If you can find a copy of the Morning Express from the fifth of March, you will see the article there. I can’t quite remember his name. He’s a dark-skinned man.”

      “Thank you, Penny, that’s a good idea,” replied James. “Battersea, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Gonsalva Road, I remember that. It’s close to Wandsworth Road Station.”

      “I know the area well. It’s not far from where my grandfather lived. Right, we’ll get Master Dudley Lombard in first, shall we, Trotter?”

      Inspector Trotter nodded.

      “I should warn you that Master Lombard was rather emotional just now,” I said.

      “Thank you, Penny,” said James. “Extreme displays of emotion can sometimes be used to cover up a person’s true feelings, so we’ll keep a close eye on this one.”

      

      Dudley Lombard sat in his chair looking desperately sorry for himself.

      “She was as pretty as a picture that evening,” he mumbled, fidgeting with his fingers. “She looked beautiful in her birthday gown. She only wanted a small celebration; that was Sophia for you. She didn’t like a fuss. That was why we only had a small gathering. The dinner was very agreeable. And after that... I can’t bring myself to even think about it.”

      “Did you see anyone else pick up Sophia’s glass or put anything in it?” asked James.

      “I cannot bear to think about it.”

      “I understand your distress, Master Lombard, but can you please bring yourself to think about it? You may have seen something which proves important in our investigation,” James coaxed.

      “I cannot bring myself to take my mind back to that terrible evening, sir!”

      “Please Mr Lombard, for your fiancée’s sake. She deserves justice. We need to find out who did this to her,” said James.

      Dudley Lombard scratched his neck.

      “Very well,” he replied. “No, I didn’t see anyone else near her glass. I imagine the butler perhaps topped up her glass with champagne. That must have been done at some point during the evening. But I didn’t see anyone doing anything suspicious. There. That is all I can bring myself to think about regarding the whole unfortunate incident.”

      “Three days before her death, Miss Sophia was seen returning to the house late one evening,” said Inspector Trotter. “Were you with her on the evening of Wednesday the twenty-sixth of March?”

      Dudley’s droopy, red eyes widened. “She went out? Where?”

      “That is what we’re trying to find out, Mr Lombard,” the inspector added.

      “But she must have told someone where she was going, surely?”

      “It appears that she didn’t.”

      “But that’s ridiculous! She wouldn’t have been allowed out if she’d refused to tell anyone where she was going!”

      “She left the house in secret, Master Lombard.”

      “But why?”

      “That is what we’re trying to establish. She didn’t leave the house to meet you that evening?”

      “No, she didn’t. I think I was at the Garrick Club with Pa that evening. I didn’t see Miss Sophia at all.”

      “Thank you, Master Lombard.”

      “But why would she leave the house like that? What was she doing?”

      “As I have already said, Master Lombard, that is what we are still trying to discover,” replied Inspector Trotter, losing patience with each response.

      “You’ll let me know as soon as you do, won’t you?” said Dudley Lombard. “I cannot understand what the girl was up to.” He shook his head in dismay. “I wonder...”

      “You wonder what, Master Lombard?”

      “Nothing. It’s nothing. Just let me know what she was up to as soon as you find out. You don’t think it could be connected to her death, do you?”

      “Your guess is as good as ours,” said James.

      “Inspector, you have to find out who did this to her. She was to have been my wife!”

      “Master Lombard, can I ask if you have ever harboured any affection for Miss Sophia’s sister, Miss Jane?” asked James.

      Dudley’s face reddened. “No, of course not. What a ridiculous notion!”

      “We have heard it reported that you propositioned her.”

      “Who said that?”

      “It doesn’t matter who said it, Master Lombard. Is it true?”

      “Of course not! Why would I do such a thing? I loved Sophia! Marrying her would have made all my dreams come true!”

      “Indeed,” said James. “In the meantime, can you please draw a quick plan of the drawing room and add notations to explain who sat where?”

      James passed him a piece of paper and a pencil.

      “I can’t remember that!”

      “Please draw what you can remember, Master Lombard. Where did you sit?”

      “By the window.”

      “Can you please draw that for us?”

      “I can’t remember where anyone else was.”

      “Please try your best.”

      

      Ralph Lombard was impatient and fidgety as he sat opposite the two inspectors.

      “You’d like me to repeat everything I’ve already told you?” he asked Inspector Trotter.

      “How long have you known the Glenville family?” asked James.

      Ralph Lombard sighed with exasperation. “As I have already explained to your police colleague, I have known them both since Alexander and Camilla’s engagement. My family and Camilla’s have been close for a number of generations. I first met Alexander at their engagement party, and we got along from the very first moment we met. We’re men of enterprise, you see. Our journeys to this point have been quite different, but here we both are doing similar work, and we have the same interests.”

      “Which interests are they?”

      “As I say, Inspector, I’m a man of enterprise. I own a gin distillery in Vauxhall. I inherited it from my father, and my son Dudley will inherit it from me. He was to have run the place with Sophia...” He paused to wipe his forehead with his handkerchief. “She was a clever girl. A very clever girl. The two of them would have done a good job. I felt content knowing that the family business was to rest in their hands. The distillery and the vinegar factories; they would have been in charge of it all! It was the perfect match for both our families, and now... Well, now I have no idea what happens. Dudley will inherit my distillery regardless, but as for Blundell’s, that’s anyone’s guess. Glenville can’t possibly pass it on to the idiot boy. I suppose Jane will inherit it now, although they had plans for her to marry a baronet or similar. Alternatively, Glenville will have to consider one of the younger ones, and they’re too young to—”

      “My apologies for interrupting, Mr Lombard, but time is not on our side,” said James. “I wish to discuss the events of the evening with you. Can you tell me what happened at the party?”

      “We had a rather fine meal and everyone was in good spirits. In fact, there was not a cross word exchanged between Sophia and any of the guests. Had there been, my suspicions would fall upon the person with whom she had argued.”

      As I wrote his words down I recalled Sophia’s sulky, disinterested face that evening.

      “But there was no disagreement at all!” he continued. “Everyone was very pleasant, and it was a very enjoyable evening, until... I can’t bear to relive it, I’m afraid, Inspector. I daren’t recall the terrible memory for fear of it embedding itself deeply into my mind. That poor girl.”

      “Did you witness anyone tampering with Miss Sophia’s champagne glass, Mr Lombard?”

      “No one! I don’t understand it. Even if the girl had poisoned herself, someone surely would have witnessed her tipping the powder into her own glass.”

      “How was your relationship with Miss Sophia, Mr Lombard?” asked James.

      “She was my future daughter-in-law! Mrs Lombard and I only have one child, Inspector. She was to become the daughter I had never had.”

      “You got along well with her, then?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Did you see anyone attempting to hide the empty packet of cyanide on the chair which was occupied by Viscount Wyndham and your wife during the course of the evening?” asked James.

      “No, I didn’t; not a bit of it. It’s a very strange business, that. The murderer might have planted it there later that evening, perhaps even the following day. It wasn’t found until the next day, am I right?”

      “You’re correct, sir,” said Inspector Trotter.

      “There you go, you see. It could have been anyone. Even a member of the staff. Perhaps the maid who claims to have found it.”

      I felt him glance over at me, but I didn’t lift my eyes from the page.

      “This maid is your secretary now, is she, Inspectors?” He chuckled. “A woman of many talents, it seems. You do see my point about the packet of poison, though, don’t you? There’s no evidence that it was placed there at the time of Miss Sophia’s death.”

      “However, it’s rather a coincidence, isn’t it Mr Lombard?” probed Inspector Trotter.

      “Yes, which is why the murderer has presumably put it there intentionally. Any murderer worth his salt would never be so remiss as to hide it on his own chair, would he?”

      “I don’t know, Mr Lombard. I must always keep an open mind,” said James. “Were you aware of Miss Sophia’s attempts to leave home without her parents’ permission? She ran away on one occasion, and on another she left the house secretly to meet with someone.”

      Mr Lombard’s face darkened. “I wasn’t aware of this at all. What was the girl up to?”

      “That’s what we’d like to find out.”

      “Well, I thought Glenville had tighter reins on her than that. It’s not right that a young lady should go off as she pleases. A young lady, engaged to be married, out on her own. And in the evening, too, you say? How utterly shameful.” He shook his head. “Shameful. I hope you get to the bottom of it, Inspector. The girl could be a bit of a handful like that. Much as I was fond of her, I found myself wishing at times that she were more like her sister, Jane.”

      James asked Mr Lombard to draw a plan of where everyone had been sitting that evening, and he obliged. Ralph Lombard also took great pains to reveal the fact that Viscount Wyndham had spent longer sitting on the chair upon which the cyanide packet had been found than Mary Lombard had.
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      “Tipsy! Over here, my pretty! Leave the maid alone!”

      Mary Lombard’s interview was interrupted on frequent occasions by her dog. She had refuted any suggestion that she should leave the animal out in the corridor.

      “I won’t hear of it, Inspector! She would cry at the door terribly. She can’t bear to let me out of her sight.”

      Mrs Lombard wore a black satin dress with a large gather of lace at her throat.

      “Your husband tells us that you have known the Glenville family a long time,” said Inspector Trotter.

      “Yes, I’ve known Camilla since we were debutantes, and I met Alexander when she became engaged to him. A surprising choice for her, really, but I suppose Camilla had always been rather limited in her options. She only had her family name to recommend her. There was very little money left in the family by the time she married him. She was just what Alexander was looking for. The marriage gave them both what they needed.”

      “Can you give me your account of the evening, please, Mrs Lombard?” asked Inspector Trotter.

      “Must I do so again?”

      “If you would, please.”

      “But why?”

      “Inspector James Blakely of Scotland Yard would also like to hear your account.”

      “Would he?” Mrs Lombard appeared rather flattered by this remark, and she recounted the entire evening as she remembered it, including the conversations that took place and what everyone had worn that night. As I wrote down her account, it seemed to be quite accurate.

      “It was rather pleasant up until... well, I needn’t elaborate,” she said. “As I have told you before, Inspector Trotter, we should have married them sooner. This should never have happened if Dudley and Sophia had already been married.”

      “Mrs Lombard,” said James. “Shortly before her death, Miss Sophia left this house late one evening, She did so of her own accord, and in secret. Have you any prior knowledge of this?”

      “She left the house on her own? At night?” Her mouth hung open for a moment. “Why should I know anything about that? It seems most inappropriate to me. And dangerous. As I have said a number of times now, if she and Dudley had been already married it would never have happened. Quiet, Tipsy!”

      The dog lay down at my feet.

      “So you were not aware that Miss Sophia had left the house at night on that occasion, or on any other occasion?”

      “No.”

      James sighed and sat back in his chair. His expression suggested that he was losing his patience.

      “It really is a puzzle,” he began. “For some time now we have been trying to understand why Miss Sophia might have left the house in that manner. Was she meeting someone? We’re inclined to think that she was. But whom? Your son says he has no knowledge of the evening excursion either. Can it really be that no one knew what her intention was?”

      Mrs Lombard shrugged her shoulders.

      “You were a young woman once, Mrs Lombard,” continued James. “What do you think a girl of almost eighteen is getting up to when she secretly leaves her home late in the evening?”

      “I couldn’t possibly say. I never did such a thing myself!”

      “She must surely have been meeting someone, mustn’t she? The question is, with whom was she meeting? As it was a secret rendezvous, I can only surmise that it was a person she wasn’t at liberty to see in public. Do you think Miss Sophia was looking forward to marrying your son, Mrs Lombard?”

      I clenched my teeth at the directness of the question.

      “Of course she was! What nonsense are you suggesting here, Inspector?”

      “I only ask because she confided to at least one person that she had no wish to marry him.”

      “Ridiculous!” A piece of spittle flew out from Mrs Lombard’s mouth. “It was arranged many years ago that Miss Sophia and my son were to be married. They were both looking forward to their forthcoming nuptials. They were in love!”

      “Were they really in love, Mrs Lombard?”

      She glared at James, her violet eyes unblinking.

      “Yes! They were sweethearts! There was never any question of them not marrying. I don’t know to whom Miss Sophia spouted this nonsense, but she never expressed any reluctance to anyone in my family or her own.”

      “Can you be sure of that, Mrs Lombard?”

      “What more can I say, Inspector? You’ve pushed this far enough. You must leave the topic well alone now. This can do nothing to help solve the mystery of the poor girl’s death.”

      “This is pure speculation on my part, Mrs Lombard, but I think Miss Sophia may have gone to meet a gentleman when she left the house late that evening. That was why she was so secretive. She was terrified that someone might find out about it.”

      Mrs Lombard remained silent.

      “Is that theory nothing but wild speculation on my part, or do you suspect that there is an element of truth to it?” James asked.

      “Mere speculation, I should say. It has nothing to do with the girl’s death. Can I leave now, Inspector?” She stood and picked Tipsy up.

      “Very shortly, yes. I shall quickly finish expressing my thoughts first, however, if you don’t mind. I will have to speculate further, as I fear that I have not received honest answers from everyone I have spoken to so far—”

      “How insulting!”

      “Please do let me finish, Mrs Lombard, it won’t take much longer. We’re reaching the stage of the investigation at which speculation cannot get us any further. What we need now are some facts, and it’s enormously frustrating when the people we question withhold them. I’ve spoken to you, your husband and your son this morning, Mrs Lombard, and I feel certain that at least one of you has some information which you haven’t yet disclosed. In your minds it may not seem relevant to the murder inquiry, but Inspector Trotter and I should be the judge of that. So before you leave, Mrs Lombard, can I urge you to consider for one last time whether there is anything more you should tell us?”

      “What do you think my husband and son might be concealing?”

      She gripped the little dog tightly, but Tipsy didn’t seem to mind.

      “I’m asking you, Mrs Lombard. What are you not telling me?”

      “Nothing whatsoever.”

      “A girl has lost her life, Mrs Lombard. This isn’t the time for secrets. Rest assured that we will find out the true facts of this case eventually, and at that time it would be rather embarrassing for anyone who had refused to tell us something when initially asked. It wouldn’t look good in a court of law, would it?”

      “A court of law?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You cannot take me into a court of law!”

      “You could be subpoenaed, Mrs Lombard, if needs be. As I say, it would be rather embarrassing—”

      “All right, Inspector!” snapped Mary Lombard. “I’ve heard enough! There is only one small matter which I haven’t told you. It’s really not relevant at all, but I’ll say it anyway, just so I can leave this stifling room. We knew about Miss Sophia. We knew there was another gentleman on the scene.”

      James slapped his palms down on the table with relief. “Thank you, Mrs Lombard. Thank you for being honest with me. When you say we, I assume you mean you, your husband and your son?”

      “Not Dudley. Just Ralph and I. We didn’t dare tell Dudley. It would have destroyed him.”

      “And may I ask how you knew of this assignation?”

      “We received a letter.”

      “From whom?”

      “It was anonymous.”

      “Why would someone send you such a letter anonymously?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Can you remember exactly when you received the letter?”

      “It was about two months ago.”

      “And is it still in your possession?”

      “No. We threw it into the fire. We refused to believe it, anyway. May I go now, Inspector? I really have had enough. I find all this terribly distressing.”

      “Did you discuss the letter with Mr and Mrs Glenville?”

      “Of course not! The only people who read it were my husband and I. May I leave now?”

      “Yes, Mrs Lombard. Thank you very much for your time and your honesty.”

      Mary Lombard swept out of the room with Tipsy under her arm.

      

      “Time to call Ralph Lombard back in,” said James.

      “Oh no, must we?” I said. “Won’t he be short-tempered with us?”

      “Probably. But the man hasn’t been honest with us, has he? He didn’t mention that he knew of Miss Sophia’s other suitor.”

      

      “What is it this time?” fumed Ralph Lombard as he marched into the library again. “When will I be able to leave this infernal house?”

      I could certainly empathise with this sentiment.

      “We won’t detain you any longer than is necessary,” said James.

      He repeated to Ralph Lombard what his wife had just told us about the anonymous letter. As Ralph Lombard listened, his shoulders slumped a little, and then he sat down in a chair, wiping his face with his hands.

      “Can you confirm, Mr Lombard, that your wife’s account is correct?” asked James.

      “Yes, I can confirm it,” he replied meekly, running a hand through his thin hair.

      “And you had no wish to tell us of this yourself?”

      “I had my reasons, Inspector; the main one being pride. No one wishes it to become public knowledge that he has a cuckold for a son.”

      “I appreciate it is a sensitive matter, Mr Lombard. Have you ever discussed it with Mr Glenville?” Inspector Trotter asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I did.”

      “Did you show the letter to him?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did he have any idea who might have written it?”

      “He said he couldn’t be certain, but he suspected that it was the housekeeper’s handwriting.”

      I accidentally blotted the page with ink when I heard this last part.

      Mrs Craughton?

      “You believe the housekeeper, Mrs Craughton, wrote you a letter to inform you that Miss Sophia was meeting with another prospective suitor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you discuss it with her?”

      “Not directly, no. Glenville told me he’d speak to her about it. Like me, he was rather embarrassed by the situation. The wedding had been arranged for such a long time, you see, and the future of our businesses depended on the union. I hoped that Glenville would sort it out. He clearly didn’t, because the girl was off gallivanting again just last week, was she not?”

      “Did you feel any anger towards Miss Sophia?”

      “No.”

      “Mr Lombard, can I ask if you ever approached Mr and Mrs Glenville about your son marrying Miss Jane instead?” asked James.

      Ralph Lombard reddened.

      “Did you?” asked James again. “It would make sense, would it not, if the proposed marriage to Miss Sophia wasn’t going to plan? After all, your ultimate goal was to unite your family businesses.”

      “It was a fleeting thought,” admitted Ralph Lombard after a long pause.

      “Did you discuss it with them?”

      “Briefly. But they have other plans for Miss Jane. She is to marry a society man. She has this patroness, this elderly dowager, who has taken an interest in her future.”

      “But despite this, you made the request, Mr Lombard, because you were not convinced that Miss Sophia would be a suitable wife for your son. Is that an accurate appraisal?”

      “No!”
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      “Well done, Blakely,” said Inspector Trotter once Ralph Lombard had left the room. “What made you so sure that the Lombards were holding something back?”

      “I wasn’t,” replied James. “It was a bit of luck, really. I was getting tired of the rather dull replies to our questions. I decided it was worth a shot to find out whether they knew more about Miss Sophia than they had cared to admit.”

      “It paid off,” I said. “Well done, James!”

      “I don’t think the Lombards cared which of the Glenville daughters their son married,” continued James. “The important matter was that he was married into the Glenville family, so that their son’s personal and professional future was secured. Perhaps Miss Sophia was proving to be too much of a troublemaker for their liking.”

      I considered this theory. It made sense.

      Besides, hadn’t Mrs Lombard sat in the chair upon which the empty packet of cyanide had been found?

      “Now we will need to speak to Mrs Craughton again,” said James. “We need to ascertain why she sent such a letter to the Lombards.”

      

      The housekeeper refused to speak to James and Inspector Trotter with me in the room taking down the notes.

      “The girl is my junior,” she said, giving me a withering glance.

      While Mrs Craughton was in the library, I went down to the kitchen to make some tea. Maisie stood at the table cleaning silver cutlery. She looked painfully thin and miserable.

      “Are you sure you’re all right, Maisie?” I asked. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Why?” She looked up at me, her eyes wide and fearful.

      “You seem so sad.”

      “Yeah, well, Miss Sophia’s dead and I’m worried it’s ’cause of summink I done.”

      “Such as what, Maisie? What might you have done?”

      She rubbed repeatedly at the handle of the fork in her hand.

      “It was nuffink much. I didn’t mean no ’arm by it. It’s proberly nuffink to do with what ’appened.”

      “What is it you’re trying to tell me, Maisie?”

      “Nuffink. It’s nuffink.”

      “But it must be something, because I can see that it’s bothering you. Even something which seems small and irrelevant might be important. That’s what Inspector Blakely and Inspector Trotter told me.”

      “I ain’t tellin’ ’em nuffink!”

      “There’s nothing to worry about. They need all the information they can get, that’s all. They won’t hold you responsible for anything you may have done.”

      “You don’t understand ’ow it really is, Flo. You ain’t been ’ere long enough ter understand.”

      Her face hardened, and I could tell that the moment when she had been ready to confide in me had passed.

      “Maisie, it’s important.”

      “But it ain’t, though.” She held up the fork to examine it, then rubbed at it furiously once again.

      “Please, Maisie.”

      I realised that the more I pleaded with her, the more determined she was to keep from me what was on her mind.

      Was she really in danger, as James suspected?

      I knew that I would need to be careful if there was any truth to his suspicions.

      

      “Thank you for your help today, Miss Green,” said Inspector Trotter as I handed him the notes I had written down during the interviews. “I’ll take these back to the station and have a read through them. Same time tomorrow, Blakely?”

      “Indeed. See you then, Trotter. We have Viscount Wyndham and Lady Wyndham coming tomorrow.”

      Inspector Trotter quit the room, leaving me and James alone at the table in the library.

      “How did you get on with the housekeeper?” I asked.

      “She admits that she sent the letter to the Lombards. She said that she hadn’t mentioned it sooner because she hadn’t considered it relevant. As to why she sent it, I simply don’t know. She says that she wanted the Lombards to know what Miss Sophia was really like. I don’t think she held the girl in high regard, did she?”

      “She didn’t seem to. She has often called her ungrateful. I wonder if Mrs Craughton was even envious of Miss Sophia. She saw a clever young woman who had everything she could possibly want given to her, and yet she didn’t seem at all happy with her lot. Mrs Craughton probably didn’t understand it. I don’t see why she felt the need to meddle in the proposed marriage, however.”

      “Exactly. And I don’t know why she didn’t tell us sooner that she knew Miss Sophia had another suitor. She didn’t admit that to you, did she?”

      “No.”

      “She sketched a plan of where everyone was sitting that evening. Does it appear accurate to you?”

      I looked at the sketch. Mrs Craughton had clearly labelled each person.

      “Yes, it looks about right to me,” I said. “Do you still think Mr Glenville is behind this, James?”

      “I believe so. But there’s little evidence pointing to him at the moment.”

      “You still don’t like him, do you?”

      “I don’t, I’m afraid.”

      “He gave me his permission to help you today.”

      “Yes, he did. That’s something to be grateful for, isn’t it?”

      “There’s more evidence connecting the Lombards to Miss Sophia’s death than there is connecting Mr Glenville.”

      “That seems to be true at the moment, Penny, but let’s wait and see. Oh, darn it! I meant to mention something about the cyanide packet to Trotter.”

      James leafed through his notebook and pulled out a small envelope. Inside it was the empty packet of poison.

      “I was examining this yesterday evening as I mulled over the day’s events,” he said. “And look here. There’s something interesting on one side of this packet.”

      He laid it in his palm and moved closer to me, so that I could see better. My heart skipped as I smelt the familiar scent of his eau de cologne.

      “Look. On this side of the packet the paper is slightly thinner, as if some of it has been torn away. And have you noticed this slight red stain?”

      I peered more closely at the square of paper in the palm of his hand. “Where?”

      “The light’s not very bright in here, is it?”

      James glanced around the room before walking over to the mantelpiece and fetching a candle.

      “Here.” He placed it on the table and lit it with the flint he normally used to light his pipe. “That’s better.”

      He sat down next to me, even closer this time. “Now can you see it, Penny?”

      I stared at the packet of poison in the bright, flickering candlelight. “Yes, I see it now.”

      There was a small patch of roughened paper, as if a part of it had been ripped off, and I could see the faint red mark James had mentioned.

      “In fact, if I hold this up to the candle, you can see the light shines more brightly through the part where the paper is thinner. Lean in, Penny, so you can see better.”

      I lent in close, so that our shoulders pressed together. I didn’t realise how near I was until my cheek brushed against his, and I was slightly startled by the roughness of his stubble against my face.

      “I see now,” I said quietly.

      But I wasn’t thinking about the empty packet of poison he was holding up. Instead, my thoughts were consumed by how close to him I was at that moment, and how I could hear his soft breath by my ear. I had kissed him once before, while under the influence of alcohol, and had regretted it deeply afterwards. This time I had no excuse to make a second attempt, so I resisted the urge and remained where I was, holding my breath and making the most of this rare moment of intimacy.

      “Do you know what I think?” he asked softly.

      “What?” I asked cautiously, wondering whether he would refer to the packet of poison or our inappropriate closeness to one another.

      “I think this packet has been stuck to something.”

      James turned his face toward me and I felt his warm breath on my cheek. I didn’t dare look at him because I felt sure that I would try to kiss him again. I reminded myself that he was engaged to be married, urging my heart to forget any attraction I felt toward him. I removed my spectacles and stared resolutely at the paper packet in his hand.

      “Do you?” I practically whispered.

      With the candle burning in front of us, the rest of the room dimmed into darkness. It seemed as if James and I were the only two people in the world.

      “Yes. I think someone has attached this packet to something with a blob of wax,” he said. “That’s what the reddish mark is. Then they’ve pulled it off again, and some of the paper has been torn off by the wax. Somewhere there must be a piece of wax with some paper residue from this packet stuck to it.”

      “I think you may be right. I can’t think of anything else which would leave such a mark on the packet. That’s very clever of you, James.”

      “There’s no need for flattery. I only reached this conclusion after studying the packet for a long time yesterday evening. I don’t have much else to do in the evenings, you know.”

      “Don’t you?”

      I finally turned to face him. He was so close that I could see the candle flame reflected in his bright blue eyes. I felt conscious that our lips were extremely close.

      “No.”

      “What about Charlotte?”

      A flicker passed across his eyes.

      “Charlotte?”

      “The future Mrs Blakely. Does she not keep you company in the evenings?”

      “She lives with her parents in Croydon.”

      “Oh yes, I remember now. Well, when you are married she will be with you in the evenings.”

      He looked away and I wished that I hadn’t mentioned his fiancée. The air in the room felt slightly cooler all of a sudden.

      “Perhaps you are one of those women who becomes rather excitable about weddings. I can’t say I care much for them myself,” he said.

      “No, I don’t care much for weddings. Or marriage either. Unless it’s to the right person, of course.”

      He looked at me again and began to smile. “You do say some funny things, Penny! Of course marriage is supposed to be with the right person.”

      “Yes, it is. There’s no use in considering it otherwise, is there?”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      His face became serious again as we held one another’s gaze. Did he truly believe that he was marrying the right person?

      A sharp knock at the door startled us so much that James dropped the cyanide packet and I almost fell off my chair as I leapt away from James’ side. I smoothed down my apron as Mr Glenville strode in, and felt a cold perspiration on my forehead as he surveyed us both.

      “The other chap’s gone already, has he?” asked Mr Glenville, staring at me.

      “Yes, Inspector Trotter has just left,” replied James in a matter-of-fact tone. “Flo and I were just reading through the notes from our interviews with the Lombard family, weren’t we, Flo?”

      I nodded.

      “I see,” said Mr Glenville in a slightly reproachful tone.

      I felt sure he suspected that something had passed between myself and James. He kept his dark eyes on me as he walked over to the table and joined us.

      “Was anything of interest mentioned during the day?” he asked, finally turning his attention to James.

      “It was all fairly unremarkable I’m afraid, sir, except for one thing.” James leafed through the notes. “Here we are. Mr Lombard mentioned that he once asked you if there was a possibility of a betrothal between his son Dudley and your daughter Jane.”

      Mr Glenville frowned. “Why should he have told you that?”

      “I’m not sure why, exactly. It was simply a piece of information he offered us. Is it correct?”

      Mr Glenville sighed and laughed uncomfortably. “Yes, I’m afraid it is. I don’t think the chap was ever really serious about Jane. He and Mrs Lombard had some nerves about the marriage as the wedding day grew closer. And Sophia was playing up a bit at the time, as you well know. Dudley is their only son, and they’re extremely protective of him. This was the only marriage they would ever have been at liberty to arrange! It’s rather different when you have several other children to consider. When compared with her sister, Jane does seem the docile type; however, I put that down to her age. I’m sure that in a few years’ time she will be every bit as lively as Sophia was! I told Lombard that and it reassured him. Marriage would have been the making of Sophia. I have no doubt that she would have become a calm and devoted wife. And mother.” His voice began to crack. “Sadly, that has all been taken away from us.”

      “It has indeed,” said James. “Thank you, sir, for sharing your feelings on the matter.”

      “Not at all, my good man. Do please ask if anything else requires clarification. I’m rather impatient to get this unpleasant business resolved before Sophia’s funeral. I should so like her to rest in peace.”

      “We’ll do our best, sir,” said James.

      “The Wyndhams are coming here tomorrow, aren’t they?” said Mr Glenville. “You need a clear and honest answer from Wyndham as to why that empty packet of poison was found on his chair. I’d like to hear his explanation for that.”

      

      I readied myself for bed that evening with a range of emotions whirling through my mind. I had enjoyed spending time with James that day, even though Inspector Trotter had been present for much of it. My mind kept wandering back to the moment we had shared as we inspected the empty packet of cyanide. I hadn’t wanted that moment to end.

      There was no longer any use in denying the fact that I was attracted to James. I had pretended for several months that he was of no interest to me as a suitor. But it seemed that the more I pretended, the more drawn to him I became. I couldn’t help myself.

      As we shared that special moment in the library, I had felt that I belonged by his side. Although I knew that it was wrong, it hadn’t felt wrong. The only matter which seemed incongruous was the fact he was engaged to be married to someone else.

      What did he think of during the evenings he spent alone? Was he looking forward to his marriage? Or did he wonder whether he was making a terrible mistake? Was I underestimating his strength of feeling for Charlotte? Did he really care for her and simply pretend to me that he didn’t?

      I wished I knew the answers to my questions. The only solution was to ask him myself, but there never seemed to be an appropriate time to do so.
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      Much to Mrs Craughton’s consternation, I was permitted to take down the notes from the Wyndhams’ interviews the following morning. Lady Wyndham was invited into the library first. Her pretty, heart-shaped face was creased with anguish and she wore a beautiful fitted dress of black silk. She sat down in the chair and immediately began to weep.

      James cleared his throat and spoke.

      “Are you all right, Lady Wyndham?”

      “No. This is distressing; too distressing to discuss. Why won’t you allow my husband to accompany me?”

      “We won’t detain you for long. We must question each guest alone to identify any differences between their versions of events.”

      “I should warn you that I’m not at my best without my husband by my side.”

      “We understand that. This isn’t easy for anybody. However, it’s important that we establish the facts of what happened on the evening of Miss Sophia’s death. We’re trying to find the person who harmed her.”

      “Of course.” She dabbed at her red eyes with a lace handkerchief before giving her brief version of events.

      “Did you witness any cross words between Miss Sophia and her siblings?” asked Inspector Trotter.

      “No, none at all. It’s no secret that she and Master Maurice have their differences, of course. And as for Miss Sophia and Miss Jane, you would never think they were sisters! They’re not alike at all. The Glenvilles have had their differences, but I was pleased to see that they had been swept aside for the celebration of Miss Sophia’s birthday.”

      “Did you see anyone pick up Miss Sophia’s glass or put anything in it that evening?”

      “No, I didn’t. If I had, the case would be easily solved, wouldn’t it? I can’t bear to think about it, Inspector, I really can’t.” She dabbed at her eyes again. “One moment Miss Sophia was enjoying herself with her family and friends, and the next she was making that awful... Oh goodness, that noise. That choking noise!”

      She dissolved into tears.

      We waited for Lady Wyndham to compose herself.

      “Your husband is a keen photographer, is that right, Lady Wyndham?” asked James.

      “Yes, he is,” she replied breathlessly.

      “On the day of Miss Sophia’s death, he and Master Maurice took some photographs and developed them in his dark room.”

      “Yes.”

      “Am I right in thinking that one of the many chemicals used to develop photographs is potassium of cyanide?”

      She stared at James and I felt my skin prickle as I made the connection between Viscount Wyndham’s hobby and the poison.

      “I don’t know anything about photography, I’m afraid. You would have to ask my husband,” she replied sullenly.

      Then she suddenly cried out and fresh tears began to flow. Her breathing became quick and shallow.

      “Help me, dear!” she cried, stretching out her hand towards me.

      I leapt up from my seat and hurried over to her. I took her hand, and noticed that her palm felt cold and clammy. Her eyes were large and watery, and she gasped like a fish.

      “I need air!”

      I began to feel alarmed, but I suspected that she probably needed her laudanum rather than air.

      “Inspector Blakely, Inspector Trotter,” I said. “I think we should postpone Lady Wyndham’s interview for the time being.”

      

      After attending to his wife, Viscount Wyndham joined us in the library. Mrs Craughton brought in coffee and Inspector Trotter lit his pipe.

      “How is your wife, Viscount Wyndham?” asked James. “I do apologise for any upset we may have caused. As you can appreciate, this is not an easy task.”

      “Don’t apologise, Inspector! It cannot be helped. You’re only doing your job. Lily suffers from a disorder of the nerves.”

      I had expected Viscount Wyndham to be angry that his wife was upset, but instead he seemed his usual jovial self.

      “I believe the young maid, Maisie, is sitting with her at present.”

      “Thank you for your understanding, Viscount Wyndham,” said James. “I know you have already spoken to my colleague, Inspector Trotter, but can you please retell your version of events on the night when Miss Sophia died for my benefit this time?”

      “Yes, of course. It’s truly dreadful, Inspector. A beautiful young lady having her life cut short in this manner. At the celebration of her birthday! I cannot understand who would commit such a terrible crime. A young, harmless woman. What has this world come to?”

      Viscount Wyndham described the evening as I remembered it. His account was thorough, and it was clear that he endeavoured to be as helpful as possible.

      “I understand that one of your hobbies is photography,” said James.

      “Yes, it’s a pursuit I have enjoyed for a number of years. It’s something Master Maurice is also becoming interested in, and he has visited my dark room a few times now. He needs something to occupy his time, doesn’t he? No one will ever employ the poor fellow. While I salute the Glenvilles for not putting the chap into an institution, I do feel that he’s rather overlooked much of the time.”

      “You mention your dark room. This is a facility you’ve set up in your home?” asked James.

      “Yes, in the basement, next to the kitchens.”

      “Forgive me, Viscount Wyndham. I’m no expert in photography, but I assume the dark room is where you develop your photographs.”

      “Yes. Once the plates have been exposed, I take them into the dark room, whereupon they’re washed with a variety of chemicals to produce the finished photograph.”

      “You must have in your possession a number of chemicals to produce the photographs. Is that correct?” asked James.

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Including potassium of cyanide?”

      I watched Viscount Wyndham intently as he cleared his throat. “Yes, including potassium of cyanide. You’re quite correct, Inspector.”

      “And you are aware that cyanide was the cause of Miss Sophia’s death.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of that, Inspector.”

      “Have you anything further to add in relation to this?”

      “Only to say that it is a preposterous idea that I could have poisoned her.” Wyndham’s short, round frame grew tense. “Do you think for one moment that I would have retrieved a packet of potassium of cyanide from my dark room, brought it with me to the home of a good friend of mine and proceeded to tip the poison into the glass of his eldest daughter? On her birthday?”

      “I am not accusing you of any crime, Viscount Wyndham,” replied James. “I merely wished to highlight the coincidence. Is it possible that someone else might have taken the potassium of cyanide from your dark room without your knowledge and placed it in Miss Sophia’s glass?”

      “Such as who? Master Maurice? My wife? Quite ridiculous, Inspector. Quite ridiculous.”

      “We’re not accusing anybody of the crime just yet,” said James. “But please may I ask whether it’s at all possible that someone could have taken the potassium of cyanide from your dark room without your knowledge? Do you keep it locked in a cabinet, or is it merely sitting on a shelf?”

      “It’s merely sitting on a shelf, Inspector, and it’s still sitting there at this very moment. I invite you to visit my dark room and see for yourself!”

      “Thank you, Viscount Wyndham, I may take you up on your offer. But how would we know that you did not possess more than one packet of the poison? One may still be sitting on a shelf, but perhaps another has been removed.”

      “You’d have to take my word for it that there is only one, and that it is safely stored in my dark room.”

      “Shall we imagine for a moment a scenario in which there were two packets of potassium of cyanide sitting on the shelf of your dark room, Viscount Wyndham?”

      “But there has only ever been one!” He leant across the table and glared at James. “Listen, old chap. I wish to be helpful, but your questions are becoming quite ridiculous!”

      “Let’s forget the facts for a moment and imagine there was more than one packet of cyanide,” James continued without acknowledging the viscount’s protests. “If the packets were sitting on the shelf and not under lock and key, could someone have entered your dark room and taken one of the packets without your knowledge?”

      “I suppose they could, yes.”

      “Is the door to your dark room usually kept locked, Viscount Wyndham?”

      “No.”

      “So there is a possibility that someone could have stolen something from the room without you realising?”

      “Well, they’d have to get into the house first, and then make their way down to the basement. I haven’t noticed anyone breaking into our home, Inspector.”

      “We can’t escape the fact that the empty packet of cyanide used in Miss Sophia’s poisoning was found hidden on the chair which you occupied that evening.”

      “Ah yes. I was wondering when you’d mention that,” he sneered in reply.

      “Can you explain how it came to be there?”

      “No, I can’t! I didn’t even know it was there until the maid found it the following morning! And don’t you forget that Mrs Lombard also sat on that same chair!”

      “We haven’t forgotten, sir. Do you believe that Master Maurice has the ability to run his father’s business?”

      “Of course he has! The boy’s no fool. People believe he’s an idiot because they’ve never taken a moment to sit down with the chap and realise that he’s an extremely intelligent young fellow.”

      “And you’ve shared your feelings on this matter with Mr Glenville?”

      “Of course! None of this is a secret to him. We’ve discussed the matter at length in the past.”

      “And this was the cause of the falling out between you?”

      “There’s no need to call it that. We disagreed over the matter. I said it then, and I’ll say it again now. There is no need for the boy’s inheritance to be overlooked. His limbs are subject to involuntary movement and his speech is sometimes difficult to understand. However, the boy should naturally inherit the business. I say that as a childless man who has become interested in the fortunes of the boy as if he were my own son. I think he is unfairly overlooked and, sadly, he is often mocked.”

      “So the fact that Master Maurice was bypassed in favour of his sister provoked a certain ire for you, Viscount Wyndham?”

      “If truth be told, yes. But as I’ve already said, this is no great secret. Alexander and Camilla are fully aware of how my wife and I feel about the matter. I can’t tell Alexander how to run his family, or his business for that matter, so instead I do what I can for the young fellow, and I hope he has grown up realising that there are one or two people out there who will always help him. It can be a cruel world for a boy like Maurice, Inspector.”

      “Thank you for your time, Viscount Wyndham. That is all we need to discuss with you for the time being,” said James.

      “Is that it? Don’t you have any further questions about the evening? Instead of establishing the facts of what happened, you seem intent on preoccupying yourselves with the chemicals in my dark room! Don’t you wish to ask me anything further? I was there the entire time, you know. I witnessed the poor girl’s tragic demise first hand.”

      “That will be all for now, Viscount Wyndham. We shall need to speak to you again, I’m sure.”

      

      “Oh dear,” I said once Viscount Wyndham had left the room. “He’s a nice man and it seems a shame to have upset him.”

      James gave a hard laugh. “The nice people are often the ones you have to watch out for.”

      “Does that mean he could have poisoned Sophia?”

      “It’s a possibility. Although his motive doesn’t seem as strong as the Lombards’. Thank you again for all your help, Penny. I’m sorry that you have to return to your maid duties this afternoon. In the meantime, I’ll go down to Battersea and see if I can find this brother of Betsy the maid.”

      “I wish I could come with you,” I said.

      Inspector Trotter gave me a quizzical look.

      Had he realised how I felt about James? I wondered.

      “I miss my work as a reporter,” I quickly added. “Being out and about is far preferable to being stuck in this house.”

      “It won’t be for much longer,” said James reassuringly. “You’ve been a big help. Let’s try and get you out of here before the end of this week. Will you be content with that?”

      “I certainly will!”
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      Mrs Craughton instructed Maisie and me to clean the library that afternoon once the police inspectors had vacated it.

      “’Ave they said who they fink done it yet?” asked Maisie as she polished the mahogany table.

      “Do you mean the detectives, Maisie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No, there’s a lot of work for them to do yet. But they’ll find the killer, I’m sure of it.”

      I ran my feather duster along the rows of books.

      “Will they need ter speak ter me again?”

      “Why do you ask? Is there something you wish to tell them?”

      My eye was suddenly drawn to a small piece of white paper between two leather-bound volumes.

      “No! No, I don’t want to tell ’em nuffink’. I was just wond’rin’.”

      I heard faint footsteps and I turned to see the black, ghostlike figure of Mrs Glenville as she stepped into the room. She moved slowly and her face was terribly thin. It was almost skull-like in appearance.

      “My lady!” I exclaimed. “How are you?”

      “I think I’m feeling a little brighter today,” she said. A faint smile wrinkled her sunken cheeks. “I’ve decided I need to move about a bit more. I’ve been in there with her for too long.” She sniffed the air. “It smells of pipe smoke in here.”

      “The police inspectors have been using this room for the past few days,” I explained. “They’ve concluded most of their interviews now.”

      “Good. But they haven’t discovered the culprit, have they?”

      “Not yet, no.”

      She began to twist her black handkerchief around her fingers. “Oh dear,” she said. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

      I became concerned by her distress. “Please come and sit down, my lady,” I said, stepping towards her.

      “No, I don’t want to.”

      “Can I fetch you something to eat? Something to drink?”

      “Thank you, Flo. I’ll take care of my lady,” said Mrs Craughton, who had suddenly appeared in the room and took Mrs Glenville’s arm. “It’s time for your next dose of Dr Cobbold’s Remedy, my lady. You’ll feel better after that.”

      The housekeeper guided her out of the library, comforting her as if she were a young child.

      My attention returned to the small piece of paper I had seen. I pulled it out and saw that it was folded. Upon opening it, I discovered two words written upon it: Cubby & Bunty.

      I stared at the words, which were written in blue ink with a sloping hand. It looked like Mrs Craughton’s handwriting to me.

      Cubby and Bunty. Were they nicknames? The names of two pets?

      I would have dismissed the piece of paper as meaningless if someone hadn’t clearly attempted to conceal it between the two books. The paper was crumpled, as if it had been pushed into place rather briskly.

      “Maisie, have you ever heard of Cubby and Bunty?” I asked.

      “I ’aven’t. Why d’you ask?”

      I showed her the piece of paper I had just found.

      “Can’t read it,” she replied.

      “This word says Cubby, and that one says Bunty.”

      “Oh yeah. I can see the ‘C’ and the ‘B’.” A rare smile spread across Maisie’s face. “Them’s funny words. Who wrote ’em?”

      “I don’t know for sure. I think it’s Mrs Craughton’s handwriting. But I think someone tried to hide it.”

      Maisie sniggered. “Why?”

      I stared down at the paper again. “I wish I knew.”

      Mrs Craughton re-entered the room and my initial reaction was to hide the piece of paper, but I knew she had already seen me holding it.

      “What’s that you have there?” she asked.

      “I found it in here. I thought you were with Mrs Glenville.”

      I was surprised by how quickly the housekeeper had reappeared.

      “I was, but she has gone up to her room now. Thank goodness she has decided against returning to her daughter’s side for the time being. What is that piece of paper in your hand?”

      “I don’t know. I think someone tried to hide it, but I cannot tell why.”

      “Let me see.”

      She took it from me.

      “In fact, it looks like your handwriting, Mrs Craughton.”

      “It does look rather similar to mine, doesn’t it? However, I can assure you that it isn’t.”

      “Do you recognise the names?” I asked her.

      “Oddly enough, they seem familiar, but I cannot think where I’ve heard them before. I’ll ask around.”

      She tucked it into the pocket of her apron.

      I wished I had been able to hold on to the scrap so that I could have shown it to James.

      Would Mrs Craughton really ask anyone about the paper? Or did she know more about it than she was letting on? Perhaps she was hoping that I would forget about it.

      I found it frustrating that I felt unable to fully believe or trust anyone in the house. This feeling was exacerbated because I was carrying out such a great deception myself. I felt I was part of one enormous pretence.

      

      Later that afternoon, I encountered Maurice walking slowly towards the study. I couldn’t resist asking him whether he had heard of the two names which had been written on the piece of paper.

      “Yes, I kn-know them.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Great-uncles of mine. B-Broderick and Snowdon. Their surname was Noel-J-Johnstone.”

      “Cubby and Bunty? Are you sure?”

      My puzzled face encouraged him to clarify his assertion.

      “Follow m-me,” he said.

      We made slow progress along the corridor, his sticks clicking on the floor as he walked. He stopped by the library.

      “In here?” I asked.

      Maurice nodded, and I opened the door for him. He walked into the centre of the room and stood facing the portrait of the ghost twins.

      “There they are.” He slowly raised one stick, which trembled as he pointed it toward the portrait.

      “The twin girls?” I asked. “They’re called Cubby and Bunty?”

      “Boys,” he replied. “They’re b-boys.”

      I looked again at the portrait and realised I had made an incorrect assumption. The two young children wore the traditional clothing of boys before they were breeched. Perhaps the curls of their red hair had given them a more feminine appearance. But now I knew they were boys, I could see that the bodices of their dresses were not shaped by a corset as a girl’s bodice would have been.

      “Why Cubby and Bunty?”

      “That’s what M-Mother called them. They were n-nicknames her family used.”

      “They look very alike. Do you know which is Broderick and which is Snowdon?”

      “No, I don’t. P-perhaps I should!” He smiled and then staggered closer to the portrait. “I th-think this was painted in 1820 or th-thereabouts.” He peered at the dark brushstrokes at the foot of the painting. “Yes, 1826.”

      I stared at the two boys and wondered why someone should want to write their names down on a piece of paper and then hide it between two books in the library. Now that I knew the identity of Cubby and Bunty, I felt even more confused.

      “Do you know if they’re still alive?” I asked Maurice.

      “They’re b-buried in the churchyard of St. Michael’s. Th-that’s where the family v-vault is.”

      “The Noel-Johnstone family?”

      Maurice nodded.

      The matter was most perplexing.

      “Thank you for showing me, Master Maurice.”

      “My p-pleasure. You’re not like the others, are you?”

      My stomach flipped uncomfortably. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You’re not a usual m-maid. You sp-speak differently.”

      I worried that, while addressing Maurice, I had been speaking as myself rather than Flo.

      “I went to a good school,” I replied.

      It was the only explanation I could think of whenever anyone pointed out this discrepancy. I wished I hadn’t slipped out of character.

      “You w-went to a good school and b-became a m-maid?” he asked. He was smiling, but I felt worried that his suspicions had been aroused.

      “Yes, my family is quite poor and I had to find work as soon as possible. Besides, I enjoy working as a maid.”

      “R-really?”

      “Perhaps one day I might become a housekeeper.”

      “I th-think you could do b-better than that.”

      “Thank you, Master Maurice. I should get on with my work.”

      “See you later, Flo.”

      I swiftly left the room and tried to busy myself with the rest of my chores. I only had a few days left, and I fervently prayed that I wouldn’t be found out during that time.
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      When I returned to my room late that evening, I felt sure someone had entered it in my absence once again. The belongings on my dressing table seemed to have been rearranged. I immediately pushed the chair toward the wardrobe and stood on it to feel around for the key.

      It was where I had left it.

      But not in the same position.

      A nauseating weight lurched in my stomach. Each time I had placed the key on top of the wardrobe, I had ensured that the bit of the key faced toward the wall. This time, the bit was facing toward me.

      Was it possible that I had placed the key there in that position? I thought about the last time I had hidden it, and felt sure that I had placed it in the same way. It had become a habit of mine.

      I picked up the key, stepped down from the chair and dashed over to the trunk beneath my bed. Thankfully, I found it locked. My fingers stumbled as I tried to turn the key in the lock. I pulled the trunk out from underneath my bed and my heart pounded in my ears as I lifted up the lid.

      Someone had looked through my papers.

      And Mr Glenville’s notebook was no longer here.

      I wiped my face with my hands and cursed myself for being such a fool. Why had I not returned the notebook sooner?

      Now someone had gone through my belongings. But who?

      My papers weren’t in complete disarray, but they had been moved about and rearranged in a way that was not my usual habit. The letter from Mr Edwards had been pulled out of its envelope and clumsily pushed back in. Someone had looked through my papers in a hurry. What had they read? Had they taken anything else?

      My entire body trembled as I sat back on my heels.

      Someone in the house knew who I was. It had to be Mrs Craughton, whose handkerchief I had found under my bed. Perhaps I should have confronted her about it sooner. Perhaps if I had returned it to her she would have known I had discovered that she had been poking around in my room.

      I imagined her explaining to Mr Glenville that she had found his book in my trunk. I imagined her telling him who I really was.

      What would he think of me then? He had liked me. He had trusted me.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be as bad as I feared.

      My other thought was that perhaps Maisie had been in my room. Was that what she had wanted to confess to me in the kitchen the previous day?

      I comforted myself with the thought that the intruder might have been Maisie. As she was unable to read, she wouldn’t have found out who I really was.

      I felt faint. I had to prepare what I might say if confronted by someone who might have discovered my identity. How could I begin to explain why I had taken Mr Glenville’s notebook?

      I regretted agreeing to undertake this undercover assignment more than ever before. The stress and responsibility had felt too great for me to bear. I wished I could run away and escape it all. If I ran, I would never have to face my accuser. I wouldn’t have to pretend any longer. I should have left when I had decided to, and ignored James’ entreaties.

      I began to pack my belongings into the trunk for a second time. I would leave at first light; hopefully before the household rose for the day.

      As I packed my things away, I thought I heard footsteps in the corridor outside. I quietly opened my door and looked out. I was just in time to see Maisie’s door close with a quiet click. I decided to ask her if she had been in my room.

      Taking my candle with me, I walked over to her door and knocked gently.

      There was no reply.

      I knocked again and spoke loudly enough for her to hear me, but quietly enough so that I wouldn’t disturb anyone else.

      “Maisie? It’s me, Flo. Can I speak to you?”

      There was still no reply. I tried knocking a few more times, but no answer came. For some reason, Maisie didn’t wish to speak to me.

      I would be gone before she got up in the morning, and I hadn’t found the chance to say goodbye.

      With a heavy heart, I returned to my room and finished packing up my belongings. I would have to stay awake until first light, which would be shortly before six o’clock.

      I sat on my bed and my eyelids soon felt heavy. I reluctantly made myself get up again, and paced up and down the length of my room to keep myself awake.

      I heard the grandfather clock downstairs strike midnight. Mr Perrin had still been unable to stop it.

      Then I heard Maisie’s door open again. What was she doing?

      I crept over to my door and put one hand on the handle, ready to turn it. I heard another door close, which I presumed to be the one which led to the servants’ staircase. There was silence for a moment, and then there was a cry followed by a horrible echoing thud. I was startled by the sound. Then I heard hurried footsteps.

      Something was wrong.

      I picked up my candle and flung open my door.

      “Maisie?” I called out.

      I was met with complete silence.

      I knocked at Maisie’s door again, but still there was no answer. Feeling increasingly worried, I turned the handle. Her room was dark inside, but I could smell that a candle had recently been snuffed out.

      “Maisie?” I said quietly.

      As I stepped into the small room and looked around, I could see she wasn’t inside it. A piece of paper and a pencil lay next to the extinguished candle on her dressing table. There was also an empty bottle of laudanum. On the piece of paper, in a very clumsy hand, the following words were written:

      Sorry. God Forgive Me.

      I heard a shriek, and realised after a few seconds that the noise had come from me.

      What had she done?

      The sound of the thud came back to my mind.

      The steep stairs. The steep servants’ staircase.

      I ran out of Maisie’s room and pushed the door to the staircase open. The flame of my candle quivered as I held it out over the stairwell, afraid of what I might find. I peered cautiously over the banister into the darkness below.

      “Maisie!” My voice echoed in the silence, and I felt nauseous as I became increasingly convinced about the origin of the thud I had heard.

      I slowly descended the stairs, holding my candle out in front of me. It felt as though the silence and darkness were trying to close in around me. After waiting a while, I held my candle up over the banisters. As I looked down into the depths, I could see that my worst fears had been confirmed.

      The pale form of a person lay at the very bottom of the stairwell. The limbs were twisted into such a position that I couldn’t imagine the poor individual might still be alive.

      Short, sharp breaths raked at my chest. I felt as though I had left my own body as I descended the staircase toward the terrible, white, twisted figure at the bottom.

      When I reached the foot of the stairs, I looked at the white form again and saw Maisie’s eyes staring up at me, wide and black.
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      “What was the girl thinking of?” Mr Glenville exclaimed.

      He sat at the table in the dining room, and had clearly dressed in a hurry. He hadn’t had time to pin back the sleeve of his right arm, which hung limply at his side, and there was stubble on his chin.

      Mrs Glenville sat beside him, her face masked by a mourning veil. Maurice and Jane were also seated at the table, along with Mrs Craughton, whose face was red, her eyes sore from crying.

      I had woken Mrs Craughton as soon as I had found Maisie, and she had roused the rest of the household.

      James and Inspector Trotter had joined us. James hadn’t found a chance to shave that morning, either. His face was sombre, and he wore a dark blue suit. Inspector Trotter stood beside him, laboriously writing in his notebook as James asked everyone in the room for their version of events.

      “Self-murder,” said Mrs Glenville, shaking her head. “We did get her from the workhouse, didn’t we, Alexander? I suppose we were asking for it.”

      “Let me summarise what we know so far,” said James. I stood next to Mr Perrin at the back of the room. I felt so very cold and sad, and longed for the terrible events of the night to somehow be reversed.

      “Miss Parker,” James said, nodding in my direction, “heard Maisie’s door open and close shortly after midnight. Can you confirm that Miss Parker?”

      “Yes, Inspector Blakely.”

      I felt everyone’s eyes resting on me and wondered who was aware of my true identity. I avoided Mrs Craughton’s gaze. Surely she knew. She had to know.

      “But you didn’t see Maisie herself?”

      “No.”

      “And you say that you knocked at her door a short while before then, but there was no answer.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you knock at her door?”

      I had wanted to ask Maisie if she had been inside my room, but how could I admit that in front of the others?

      “I had been concerned about her ever since Miss Sophia’s death,” I said. “She seemed to be worried or frightened about something. And it was unusual for her to be up late, so I wanted to make sure she was quite well.”

      “I certainly agree with that,” said Mrs Craughton. “The girl was exceptionally upset over Miss Sophia’s death, and I don’t think she ever recovered. That must be why she took her own life. She simply couldn’t cope.”

      “Mr and Mrs Glenville, is that what you think?” asked James. “Do you agree that Maisie struggled to cope after Miss Sophia’s death?”

      “Absolutely,” said Mrs Glenville. “The girl had a weak mind. People with weak minds are particularly affected by grief.”

      Mr Glenville nodded solemnly.

      “So the best possible explanation we have for Maisie’s death is that she struggled to cope with the passing of Miss Sophia, and four days after the tragic event the maid took her own life,” commented James.

      There seemed to be general assent from around the room.

      I chose this moment to speak. “Except there is something which we have overlooked, Inspector Blakely.”

      “What’s that, Miss Parker?”

      “Maisie left a note. I saw it on her dressing table. I suppose it is what you might describe as a note someone would write before they take their own life.”

      “That’s right,” said James. “It was only a very short note, written in pencil. And the pencil was left lying next to it.”

      “There’s something which bothers me about it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Maisie couldn’t read or write,” I said. “So how did she manage to write a suicide note?”

      “It was crudely written,” said Mrs Craughton. “Maisie knew how to write a few simple words.”

      “I don’t think she did,” I quibbled. “I had been teaching Maisie her letters, but she wouldn’t have been able to write words.”

      “So what are you saying, F-Flo?” asked Maurice. “Are you s-suggesting that she c-couldn’t have written it?”

      “Yes. I saw the handwriting, and it was very crudely written, as Mrs Craughton describes. I think someone must have helped her to write it.”

      “Really?” said Inspector Trotter.

      “Yes, they told her what to write and probably guided her hand. That would account for the untidiness.”

      Mr Glenville snorted. “If someone helped her write her suicide note, that means they would have known what she was about to do. They wouldn’t have helped her and then left her to it. They would have stopped her!”

      “I know what Miss Parker is suggesting here,” said James. “Someone encouraged Maisie to write that note because they wanted her death to appear as a suicide. If that’s what happened, her death cannot be ruled a suicide. It must have been a murder.”

      “No!” Mrs Glenville shrieked.

      “Maisie was murdered?” cried Mrs Craughton. “How ridiculous! Why would she be?”

      “First my sister and now the maid,” said Jane sorrowfully. “I cannot believe that both may have been murdered!”

      “Now hold on a minute, Blakely,” said Mr Glenville. “Two murders under one roof within a few days?”

      “It’s possible, Mr Glenville. We cannot be certain.”

      “Cannot be certain?” said Mr Glenville. “That suggests there’s an alternative and plausible explanation for both deaths.”

      “Both may have been suicides,” said Jane.

      “Your sister would never have done such a thing,” said Mr Glenville. “The maid might have, but Sophia wouldn’t. Now let me tell you, Inspector, what I really think happened here. My daughter was poisoned by mistake. The poisoner attempted to poison me, but somehow my glass was accidentally confused with Sophia’s. For some unknown reason, the maid has taken her own life.”

      “How do you explain her ability to write the note?” asked James.

      “I haven’t seen it, but I hear that it is not well written. Perhaps she found a way to practise her writing. As my wife has said, we found her in the workhouse and wanted to give her a better life than she had there. Perhaps we failed to realise how feeble-minded she was. The question is, why did she do it? I don’t think any of us can answer that. Perhaps she was rejected by a suitor. We cannot know what goes on in a girl’s mind. Especially a girl who was brought from the workhouse.”

      “If she did write the note, why should she say she was sorry?” asked James.

      “For taking her own life, one would presume,” said Mrs Glenville. “It’s a sinful act.”

      “And perhaps she meant to apologise for causing more upset within a grieving household?” added Mrs Craughton. “It is a rather selfish act, if you ask me.”

      “But it’s also terribly tragic, and another death which could have been avoided,” said James.

      “Not if she was determined to do it,” Jane argued.

      James sighed. “Well, thank you everyone for your time this morning. Inspector Trotter and I will need to speak to each of you in turn—”

      “Not again!” Mrs Glenville cried out.

      “I apologise, Madam, but when someone dies in suspicious circumstances we must do our best to investigate as thoroughly as possible.”

      “But it’s not at all suspicious!” said Jane. “She threw herself down the stairwell!”

      “We will conduct our interviews as quickly as possible, Miss Jane.”

      Mr Glenville stood to his feet and glowered at James. “There will be no more of your darned interviews for the time being, Blakely. I’m sick and tired of them.”

      He turned to face me, and I didn’t like the darkness I saw in his eyes.

      “They say that in many cases the person who found the body is the one who is responsible.”

      He spoke so calmly and quietly that I could barely believe what I was hearing.

      Everyone turned to stare at me.

      “Mr Glenville, no,” I said. “I only ran out when I heard—”

      “Yes, I’m sure you did. But we only have your word for it, don’t we, Miss Green?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but stopped when I realised what he had called me.

      My secret was out.

      “Miss Parker, you mean,” James said in an attempt to correct him.

      “Parker, eh?” Mr Glenville spun round to glare at him. “You really think so, do you, Blakely?”

      The tension in the room had become unbearable.

      “Did you know, Blakely, that this woman is a news reporter?” Mr Glenville continued.

      “I must say that I wasn’t aware of this at all, Mr Glenville. A news reporter, you say?”

      Glenville’s dark eyes narrowed. “Are you certain you didn’t know, Blakely? If you were a half-decent detective you’d have seen through her by now. And you too, Trotter.”

      Inspector Trotter appeared to have decided that it was best to say nothing at all.

      “A news reporter posing as a maid,” said Mr Glenville, turning back to face me. “And to think that I trusted you.” His voice remained low. There was more sadness than anger in it.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I began. “It was well intentioned, I promise—”

      “Spinning a web of lies while you live and work under my roof is well intentioned, is it, Miss Green? Stealing my own belongings from my desk is well intentioned?”

      He pulled the notebook from the pocket of his jacket and held it up for all to see. I heard gasps from around the room.

      “Mr Glenville,” I pleaded. “I can understand why you are angry. If I can just explain—”

      “There’s nothing to explain, Miss Green,” he replied. His lower lip trembled slightly, then he turned his back on me. “If you’re still in my house five minutes from now I shall summon the police!”

      “But we are the police, sir,” said James.

      “That may be the case, but either you’re so inept at your job that you failed to spot who this woman truly was, or you colluded with her. Either way, you’re not fit to run the investigation into my daughter’s death,” said Mr Glenville. “I want the both of you out of my home immediately. I’ll call in some detectives who actually know what they’re doing. And I’m sure they’ll be extremely interested to speak to you about poor, unfortunate Maisie, Miss Green.”

      Hot tears pricked the backs of my eyes. I glanced at Mrs Glenville but was unable to discern her reaction beneath her veil. I wanted to apologise again and explain my behaviour, but I could see that Mr Glenville had no wish to hear any more. I felt Mrs Craughton’s fearsome gaze upon me, so I took pains not to look at her.

      “Of course, Mr Glenville,” said James convivially. “It’s a great shame you no longer wish us to find your daughter’s killer, but I feel certain my superior at the yard will continue the work we have begun. As this is a house of mourning, I have no wish to cause any further upset.  Shall I ask Chief Inspector Cullen to call round later today?”

      Mr Glenville nodded. “I want to catch my daughter’s killer. This Cullen chap needs to find him before we hold her funeral next week.”
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      I sat with James and Inspector Trotter in the restaurant of the Carlingford Hotel on Kensington Road. It was a small, comfortable place, and the white tablecloths gleamed brightly in the morning sunshine, which came flooding through the paned window.

      Inspector Trotter tucked into his breakfast of mutton chops, but I could muster no appetite. Instead, I sipped at my coffee and watched James spread marmalade onto his toast. I still wore my black maid’s uniform, and my trunk was upright on the floor beside my chair.

      “I didn’t have the chance to tell you that someone found the key to my trunk and discovered my true identity last night,” I said.

      “I suppose you were bound to be found out at some stage. You lasted a decent length of time,” said James, poking about in the marmalade pot with his knife. “Look on the bright side, Penny. At least you’ve escaped the house!”

      “I have.” I breathed deeply and tried to enjoy the sense of freedom. “Although Mr Glenville is extremely upset with me, isn’t he?”

      “He’s upset with all three of us,” said James. “But please don’t worry, Penny. You did everything we asked of you.”

      I removed my spectacles and wiped my eyes with my handkerchief. I felt a lump in my throat.

      “Poor Maisie. I can’t stop thinking about her,” I said. “You were right, James. She was in danger. Did you see the bottle of laudanum next to her note?”

      “Yes, I spotted that. It was empty.”

      “I wish I could understand what has happened. How on earth are we going to find out what befell Sophia and Maisie now? It feels as though I’ve thrown everything away. I was careless. I should never have taken that book. I was going to give it to you as part of your investigation on behalf of Mr Conway. But when Sophia died I forgot all about it. I’ve been so foolish.”

      “I have a feeling that someone suspected you weren’t who you said you were right from the start,” said James. “That’s why they continued to search your room. It was only a matter of time before they found the key to your trunk. You did well to stick it out for as long as you did. And you did enough for the investigation, so please don’t worry any more about it. Cullen will do a good job of picking this up with Glenville.”

      He bit into his toast.

      “I hope so. Cullen won’t want my help, though, will he? We’ve had too many disagreements in the past.”

      James laughed. “He doesn’t bear grudges. Now, would you like to cheer yourself up with a slice of toast? I’ll put some marmalade on it for you, if you like?”

      I smiled. “Thank you, James.”

      Inspector Trotter finished off his mutton chops, then wiped his mouth and fingers on the starched serviette.

      “It’s all very well handing over this case to Cullen,” he said. “But where does that leave T Division? I’m supposed to be the chap investigating Miss Glenville’s death.”

      “This is where we can be clever, Trotter,” said James. “We give Glenville the impression that Cullen is now looking after the case, but in reality we continue with our investigations. It won’t be difficult to speak to the Lombards and the Wyndhams again. The only difficulty we have is our inability to look for clues within the Glenville home.”

      “The important thing is that this continues as a joint investigation between T Division and the Yard.”

      “Absolutely, Trotter. You have my word.”

      “So what do we do now?” asked Inspector Trotter.

      “Good question,” said James. “We need to formulate a plan.”

      “Did you have any success in finding Betsy’s brother?” I asked.

      I wiped my spectacles with my serviette and put them back on. James passed me a slice of toast and marmalade.

      “Mr John Morrison? Yes, I have,” he said. “I had to promise him my discretion, though. He has rather a lot to hide.”

      “Such as what?”

      “He’s a married man.”

      “What does being married have to do with anything?”

      “He is the man Sophia Glenville had been with the evening you encountered her on the staircase.”

      I almost dropped my toast. “Her secret suitor? Betsy’s brother?”

      “Yes. They were in love. Despite him being married to another woman, who is currently expecting their second child.”

      “What a rat! So, if I understand this correctly, Sophia was good friends with Betsy the maid. And then she began a love affair with Betsy’s brother, John?”

      “Yes. Apparently, they began meeting secretly in the summer of last year.”

      “Did Sophia know he was married?”

      “I believe she did, yes.”

      “And do you think he loved Sophia?”

      “Yes, I’m fairly certain that he did. He seems utterly devastated by her death. According to John, she wanted to elope, but he told her he couldn’t leave his wife.”

      “It sounds as though John Morrison needed to make a decision about which woman he was to remain with,” I said.

      I thought of the dark figure I had seen in the street staring up at the house after Sophia’s death. Had it been him?

      “I assume John Morrison knew of Miss Sophia’s murder before you spoke to him,” I said.

      “Yes. I don’t know where he heard the sad news. Perhaps he read the newspaper reports.”

      “And he’s had to grieve in private. Presumably he has been forced to hide his feelings from his wife. That’s a sad thought. It sounds as though they really did love each other, but he had already married the wrong person. What a terrible thing to happen.”

      “Indeed.” James held my gaze before distracting himself with another slice of toast.

      “That Glenville fellow is slippery,” Inspector Trotter interjected. “I know he’s behind all this, yet we can’t find anything on him!”

      “Perhaps because he didn’t do it,” I suggested.

      “He has to be the culprit though, doesn’t he, Blakely?” said Inspector Trotter, pouring more coffee into his cup. “There’s something about him. Or do you think he’s ‘’armless’?”

      Inspector Trotter laughed at his own quip. “Did you get what I meant there? The fellow only has one arm!”

      “I found out who the ghost twins are,” I said to James, deliberately ignoring Inspector Trotter’s joke.

      “Who are they?”

      “Uncles of Mrs Glenville. They were called Broderick and Snowdon Noel-Johnstone, but they had interesting nicknames.”

      I explained about the piece of paper I had found secreted between the books the previous day, and he listened with interest.

      “And Mrs Craughton has the piece of paper now?” he asked.

      “Yes. She told me she would find out what it referred to, but she had neither the time nor inclination to tell me. I asked Maurice Glenville in the end.”

      “So why would the ghost twins’ nicknames be written on a piece of paper and hidden between two books?” said James. “It has to be a message, doesn’t it?”

      “It didn’t look like much of a message.”

      “Whatever it was, I can imagine the housekeeper has destroyed it by now,” said James. “She seems the type to do that sort of thing.”
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      I was overjoyed to see Tiger again, although she pretended not to notice me. I knew it was her means of punishing me for having gone away.

      “How did you get on with doing a proper day’s work?” my landlady, Mrs Garnett, asked.

      “It was tiring,” I replied.

      I felt relieved to be home. I could finally be myself again and spread my papers out over the writing desk without worrying that someone would find and read them. I certainly wouldn’t miss the physical work, and I was pleased not to be wearing a maid’s uniform any more. I no longer had to obey orders and I felt independent again. It was a sensation I relished.

      But Maisie’s death overshadowed my joy. I still struggled to believe that it had happened. The events of the previous evening turned over in my mind as I unpacked my belongings. I changed my clothes and remembered that the maid’s mourning uniform belonged to the Glenvilles.

      I would have to return it to them fairly soon. But not too soon.

      

      That afternoon, I went in to the Morning Express offices. Pleased to be no longer restricted by a uniform, I wore a fitted mauve jacket over a cream silk blouse and a dark blue woollen skirt.

      “Miss Green!” Edgar Fish grinned from ear to ear. “You’ve returned to us!”

      “Thank you, Edgar. You actually seem pleased to see me.”

      “I’m always pleased to see you, Miss Green. We’ve missed you, haven’t we, Frederick?”

      Frederick Potter gave me a nod. “Welcome back, Miss Green.”

      Mr Sherman marched in, slamming the door behind him.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Green. How did you find it?”

      “It was interesting. And rather tragic.”

      “Two deaths while you were there, eh?” said Mr Sherman with a smirk. “Did you bring a curse to the household? Or perhaps you had a hand in it yourself?”

      “I wish I could see the humorous side, Mr Sherman, but it’s been so terribly sad. Inspector Blakely and I—”

      “Blakely? Of course!” interjected Edgar. “That inspector’s never far away from you, is he, Miss Green?”

      “Inspector Blakely and I worked with Inspector Trotter of T Division,” I continued. “We made some progress in the search for Miss Sophia Glenville’s murderer, but now we have no chance of finding the culprit. And the terribly sad death of the maid means there is a great deal of work to do. I suppose I always knew that my time there would be limited, but I hoped we would find the person responsible for Sophia’s death. Sadly, we didn’t. And we made no progress at all with the investigation for Mr Conway.”

      “It’s a shame you were found out,” said Mr Sherman.

      “I wasn’t a very convincing maid, I’m afraid.”

      “Never mind. It’s the first time you’ve worked undercover. Edgar’s an old hand at it, of course. Anyway, Miss Green, you may have been evicted from the Glenville household, but that doesn’t mean you can’t report on the story now that you have returned.”

      “Please don’t ask me to go back there.”

      “I won’t, but do what you can to report on developments. We need to find out whether this maid took her own life, or whether someone caused her some mischief. Is her death linked to the daughter’s, do you think?”

      “I think it must be. Maisie seemed frightened of someone, but I have no idea whom she feared.”

      “Well, keep talking to the police and ensure that they tell you everything they know. Can I have a quick report on the maid’s death by deadline today, please? And you’ll need to get down to the inquest.”

      

      I sat at the typewriter and began my work.

      Police are trying to establish the facts behind the tragic death of a housemaid at the home of Mr. Alexander Glenville in Hyde Park Gate. Maisie Brown, 14, fell down the stairwell of the servants’ staircase in the early hours of Thursday morning.

      Maisie Brown’s death occurred four days after that of Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Glenville’ daughter, Miss Sophia Glenville, who died from a poisoning incident. Kensington T Division and Scotland Yard are continuing their search for the culprit.

      Mr. Alexander Glenville is the owner of the Blundell & Co vinegar factory in Vauxhall and the Archdale vinegar factory in Bermondsey.

      I felt a lump in my throat as I worked at the typewriter. The language in the article was impersonal. I had written it as if I’d never known Maisie. But in my mind, I saw the small, freckle-faced girl who had been so cheery and helpful during my first day at the Glenville house. I had never been able to explain to Maisie who I really was, and the guilt I felt at having deceived her weighed heavily in my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

    

    
      The inquest into Maisie’s death was opened and quickly adjourned as the coroner awaited further evidence of what had happened to her on the night she had died. I sat beneath the familiar dome of the reading room and contemplated the task James had ahead of him.

      How would he be able to piece everything together if Mr Glenville wouldn’t allow him inside the house? Would Inspector Cullen be of any assistance at all? I hadn’t found him helpful in the past.

      Meanwhile, my meeting with Mr Fox-Stirling was drawing near and I had to remind myself of my father’s last known location so that I would have the right questions in mind.

      The last letter I received from my father had arrived exactly nine years previously, dated April 1875. The final line had read:

      

      Tomorrow I plan to ride twenty miles southwest of Bogota to the falls of Tequendama. I have heard much of the orchids and tropical birds there, and am looking forward to the spectacle of the River Funza plunging from a height of five hundred feet. It must be quite a sight to behold!

      I had not received the letter until the May of that year. By the time it arrived, he had already supposedly vanished. His last diary entry had been written at about the same time as the letter. It detailed a walk he had taken around Bogota and a dinner he had eaten with a German merchant. I wrote down a summary of the events I wished to speak to Mr Fox-Stirling about:

      

      April 1875: Last known letter which Father sent. Last known location: Tequendama Falls.

      June 1875: Father’s expedition returns without him.

      March 1876: Mr. Isaac Fox-Stirling embarks on search party to find Father.

      September 1876: Mr. Isaac Fox-Stirling returns from Colombia having found a hut where Father had stayed, and some of his sketches and drawings. No trace of Father.

      

      I wondered if Mr Fox-Stirling had heard about the massacre in which my father had been caught up. Perhaps he had been involved in a similar skirmish himself?

      “I’ve found another useful book for you, Miss Green,” whispered Mr Edwards, placing it on top of the pile on my desk.

      “Thank you, Mr Edwards. I will only be here for a short while. I don’t have enough time to read through all of these today.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Green. Perhaps I have been a little overenthusiastic, I’m rather pleased to see you again, you understand.”

      He pushed his hair off his spectacles and smiled.

      “You speak as if I’d spent a year overseas in India or somewhere similar.”

      “Penelope!”

      My sister’s loud greeting echoed across the quiet library. Before I could respond, I was caught up in her embrace.

      “You have to whisper in here, Ellie!” I muttered into the folds of her jacket.

      “Sorry, Penelope, I forgot.” She took a step back. “Goodness, you look even thinner. You’re lucky you weren’t murdered!” she said in a loud whisper.

      I had telegrammed Eliza to let her know that I had left the Glenville house. In reply, she had suggested that we meet for afternoon tea at The Holborn Restaurant. I gathered up my papers as Eliza exchanged whispered pleasantries with Mr Edwards. The red-whiskered man sitting opposite me scowled at the disturbance.

      

      “How was it with the Glenville family?” asked Eliza as she bounced her bicycle down the steps outside the British Museum. The sky was grey, but there was a spring warmth in the air.

      “Not much good, I’m afraid.”

      “Two people dead! Did both die in mysterious circumstances?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the killers haven’t yet been apprehended?”

      “No. James was working on the case with another inspector, but Mr Glenville found out my true identity and we were asked to leave.”

      “Oh dear. How embarrassing for you! I suppose it was rather a foolhardy undertaking from the outset. Not the sort of thing you’d do if you were—”

      “Married? A mother?”

      “Exactly, Penelope. You knew what I was going to say, didn’t you? I’ve said it many times before, but there’s no harm in repeating it just in case you had failed to listen on previous occasions. Married women simply don’t get themselves into these scrapes. Speaking of which, I confess I am rather taken with the pleasant Mr Edwards. What a delightful gentleman, and so extremely knowledgeable about all manner of things. I know some people consider his type a bore, but I find bookish people most interesting, don’t you, Penelope?”

      “He works in the British Library, so I suppose he would be rather knowledgeable.”

      “Exactly! And what a safe and sensible occupation, he has Penelope. It’s perfect!”

      “Perfect for what?”

      “Being safe and sensible. The Lord knows you need it. You wouldn’t find Mr Edwards living in a house in which people get murdered. Or getting shot at, or attacked with a knife.”

      “You’d be surprised, Ellie. There are a good few cut-throats in the reading room.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m joking. I think the most serious danger Mr Edwards might encounter would be a heavy book dropping onto his toe, or being shouted at by a visitor when the electric lights fail.”

      Eliza laughed. “And I suppose there is a risk he might fall off the small wooden ladder they use for retrieving books from the highest shelves.”

      “Yes, there’s that as well.”

      “If I had to choose between that and getting shot at, I know what I would plump for,” said Eliza. “Anyway, I must say I’m looking forward to hearing what Mr Glenville is like. Dorothea Heale has told me so many terrible things about him.”

      “Has Dorothea ever met him?” I asked.

      “I can’t say that I know.”

      “Because if she did, and she gave him the chance to explain how he runs his factories, I think she would understand him a little better. He’s not as bad as people say. In fact, I rather like him.”

      Eliza stopped pushing her bicycle and stared at me. “Penelope! Really?”

      “Really.”

      “But the man is so horrible to his workers!”

      “Do you know that for certain?”

      “Yes! Dorothea wrote all about it. You’ve read her articles, haven’t you? Do you think she has made it all up?”

      “No, not all of it. But perhaps there has been some misunderstanding along the way.”

      “What nonsense, Penelope. This isn’t like you at all. I believe he’s hoodwinked you. I hear he’s quite handsome if you can overlook the scar on his face.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” I retorted.

      Eliza seemed startled by my angry response. “It wasn’t supposed to mean anything. I think we should go and have some tea and cake without further ado.”
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      Sophia Glenville was dead. Maisie Brown was dead. And so was Betsy Wiggins, who had once worked in the Glenville household. Perhaps it was a coincidence. But with all three deaths occurring within the space of five weeks, I felt sure there had to be a connection.

      I sat at my writing desk in my room and thought back to the grey, rainy morning when I had stood outside Elizabeth Wiggins’ home and spoken to her grieving brother. The man who transpired to have been Sophia Glenville’s lover. I leafed through the papers in front of me and found my report on the coroner’s inquest into Elizabeth’s death. There was something which hadn’t seemed right back then, and it still bothered me now. I reread the deposition of one of Betsy’s neighbours:

      

      The Coroner heard that, after a night of drinking, Mr Wiggins had returned to the home he shared with his wife in Gonsalva Road, and an argument had immediately ensued. Their neighbour, Mrs Violet O’Donnell, told the coroner that she had heard shouts late in the evening at approximately 11 o’clock.

      Coroner: Were you accustomed to hearing shouting of this manner between Mr and Mrs Wiggins?

      Mrs O’Donnell: Until that evening I never heard a cross word between them.

      Coroner: To your knowledge, was Mr Wiggins a drinker?

      Mrs O’Donnell: Not to my knowledge. He may have been, sir, but I never heard a racket like that before.

      

      Mrs O’Donnell’s statement suggested to me that Mr Wiggins’ behaviour on the night he had murdered his wife was somewhat out of character. Perhaps I was clutching at straws, but it seemed to me that the nature of Betsy’s death needed to be investigated.

      

      I had visited James in his drab, smoky office in Scotland Yard once before. Today I approached his desk as police officers strode in and out of the room with their piles of books and papers.

      Writing furiously at a nearby desk was Chief Inspector Cullen, who had silver-rimmed spectacles, a thick grey moustache and a bulbous nose.

      “Penny!” said James as I approached him. “This is a surprise!”

      He got up from his chair and I noticed that Cullen gave me a cursory glance.

      “What brings you here?” asked James.

      “Do you have some time today to visit Battersea again?” I asked.

      “Well, I suppose I could make time.” He consulted the diary which lay on his desk.

      “It’s regarding the Sophia Glenville case,” I said. “And Maisie Brown and Elizabeth Wiggins, for that matter. I wonder if we can find something to connect their deaths.”

      “An interesting thought, Penny.”

      Cullen put down his pen and glared at me. “This ink slinger fancies herself as a detective again, does she?”

      I fought the urge to respond rudely.

      “There was something about Elizabeth’s inquest which doesn’t seem quite right to me,” I continued.

      Cullen sighed, shook his head and resumed his writing.

      I gave James my news report on the inquest. He read through it quickly.

      “What doesn’t seem right about it?”

      “It’s what the neighbour says. She says Mr Wiggins’ drunkenness was out of character. Don’t you think that’s rather strange?”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any harm in speaking to her about it,” said James. “Given that two of Betsy’s friends have died since then, there’s a possibility that foul play may have been involved. I can’t say L Division will like me interfering, though. They have already concluded their investigations.”

      “Do they need to know?”

      “Probably not.” He smiled, then retrieved his bowler hat and coat from the cloak stand.

      “I won’t be long, sir!” he said to Cullen.

      The senior detective scowled in reply.

      “Cullen really doesn’t like me, does he?” I muttered to James as we left the building.

      “Oh, I think he does really. He just doesn’t like to show it.”

      I laughed. “You talk nonsense sometimes, James.”

      

      We hailed a cab on Whitehall, which took us alongside the river and over Vauxhall Bridge. The warehouses and smoking chimney stacks of south London loomed ever closer.

      “Well, look at that,” said James. “Blundell’s vinegar factory.”

      The enormous red-brick building had tall chimneys and a high wall around it. In giant letters supported by iron brackets on the roof were the words ‘Blundell & Co’.

      “And I suppose Ralph Lombard’s place is also around here,” I said.

      “Just there,” said James, pointing to a dirty cream building with lettering that read ‘Lombard’s Dry Gin’ along the side.

      The traffic on Wandsworth Road was slow-moving, and our cabman began hollering at the driver of a horse tram.

      “So are you enjoying your freedom again, Penny?” asked James.

      “I certainly am. The next time Conway and Sherman consider asking me to work as a maid, you’ll stop them, won’t you?”

      “Of course.” He smiled. “Although it was rather fortuitous that you were there when these unfortunate deaths occurred. It meant you were able to help me greatly.”

      “I wouldn’t speak too soon,” I replied. “The cases aren’t solved yet.”

      “True.”

      I held his gaze and felt my face redden slightly. The small confines of a hansom cab placed us in close proximity to one another.

      “I expect your Mr Edwards has been pleased to see you again,” he said.

      “My Mr Edwards?” I replied scornfully. “I have no possession of him whatsoever. He’s merely a reading room clerk I happen to know.”

      “Of course.” James smiled again. “Although I think if he could hear how you have just described him he would be sorely disappointed.”

      “Well, I suppose it is inevitable that I shall disappoint him.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not looking for a husband, James. You know that. A husband would never tolerate my profession.”

      “I suppose it depends on the husband.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Husbands don’t expect their wives to work; in fact, many don’t even permit their wives to work. That’s the case for my sister, Eliza. She’s given up trying to pursue a profession because George won’t allow it.”

      “George sounds rather old-fashioned.”

      “Will you allow the future Mrs Blakely to have a profession?” I asked.

      James opened and closed his mouth, as if unsure how to answer.

      “She doesn’t have a profession now,” he replied. “She was a governess for a short while, but she cares for her mother now.”

      “What’s the matter with her mother?”

      “Between you and me, there’s nothing the matter with her mother. But according to Charlotte, her mother suffers with nerves.”

      “Perhaps caused by the prospect of you marrying her daughter.” I laughed.

      “That’s quite enough, Miss Green,” chuckled James. “I think we had better get back to the matter in hand, which is a possible connection between the three deaths. Does this mean that you don’t believe Maisie’s death was a suicide?”

      “No. I feel sure that someone else was responsible,” I said. “I think that when I saw Maisie’s door close for the first time someone else was in the room with her. That’s why he or she didn’t open the door when I knocked. And after I heard that horrible thud, I heard footsteps. That can only mean that someone else was around.”

      “The footsteps came from where?”

      “The staircase, I think.”

      “Ascending or descending?”

      “I can’t be sure. It was only for a brief moment.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you. Maisie didn’t seem right when we interviewed her, did she? I said at the time that the girl was frightened of someone.”

      “That bottle of laudanum which was on her dressing table,” I said. “The only other person I’ve seen with laudanum is Lady Wyndham. And it probably has nothing to do with anything, but I saw Lady Wyndham give something to Maisie at the dinner on the night of Miss Sophia’s death. Maisie put it in her apron pocket, but I didn’t see what it was.”

      “I need to speak to the Wyndhams again,” said James. “We didn’t get much from Lady Wyndham, did we? She very conveniently became too distressed to continue our interview.”

      

      We arrived at Gonsalva Road, where the trains rumbled behind rows of cramped brick houses. A pall of black smoke drifted across the rooftops.

      The cab left us outside number sixteen, where Elizabeth and her husband had lived. A group of dirty-faced children paused from their game to stare at us.

      “We need to find Mrs O’Donnell,” I said to James. “She was the neighbour who spoke to the coroner at Elizabeth’s inquest.”

      “We need to be careful, though,” said James. “Bear in mind that L Division have already investigated this murder and are convinced that they have their man. We don’t want to upset them.”

      “But what if they haven’t investigated properly?” I asked. “If they’ve missed something important they should be grateful for our help, not upset by it!”

      “In theory, it should work that way, but in practice it doesn’t,” said James with a grimace.

      After calling at a few doors, we found Mrs O’Donnell talking with a friend further down the street. I recognised her from the inquest. She was a tiny lady with a firm jaw and piercing green eyes.

      “Mrs O’Donnell?”

      “Who’s askin’?” She placed her hands on her hips.

      “My name’s Penny Green. I’m a news reporter for the Morning Express. And this is Inspector James Blakely of Scotland Yard.”

      Mrs O’Donnell groaned. “Not more of yer! I thought we was rid of ’em! It’s Elizabeth you wants to talk about, ain’t it?”

      “Betsy. I knew her as Betsy. She worked as a maid for the Glenville family, didn’t she?”

      Mrs O’Donnell raised an eyebrow, intrigued by my knowledge. “Yeah, what of it?”

      She removed her hands from her hips, but firmly folded her arms.

      “I know the Glenvilles extremely well and their daughter Miss Sophia was terribly saddened by Elizabeth’s death.”

      “I’ve ’eard she’s dead an’ all.”

      “Sadly, she is. And another maid, Maisie, has since died.”

      “Another one?”

      “We’re trying to understand why each of them died. I reported on the coroner’s inquest into Elizabeth’s death. And you gave a deposition, didn’t you?”

      “I spoke at it, yeah.”

      “I may have interpreted this wrongly, Mrs O’Donnell, so do please correct me. But the implications from your deposition —”

      “Yer what? You uses a lotta long words.”

      “What I mean to say is that you told the inquest Mr Wiggins didn’t usually come home drunk and harm his wife?”

      “Never ’eard ’im do it afore that time.”

      “So you had never heard him lose his temper before?”

      “‘E may ’ave done, but I ain’t never ’eard it.”

      “And you mentioned at the inquest that he wasn’t much of a drinker.”

      “I ain’t never seen ’im drunk afore then, neither.”

      “So he had a sudden change of mood and drank heavily, then came home and murdered his wife?” asked James.

      “Yeah, it was sudden, like. I dunno what ’appened that day in the fact’ry, but ’e’d drank a skinful and took it out on ’er. P’raps ’e couldn’t take ’is drink. Some men can’t when they ain’t used ter drinkin’ a lot. Then they drinks and they loses their mind. S’pose ’e regrets it now. What I don’t understand is why they never asked that other bloke.”

      “What other bloke?”

      “The bloke what come back wiv ’im from the pub.”

      “He brought someone back with him that evening?” I asked.

      “He did, yeah.”

      James and I exchanged an astonished glance.

      “How do you know that?” James asked.

      “My Stan saw the pair of ’em walkin’ down the street.”

      “Stan is your husband?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did Stan tell the police what he saw?”

      “No one never asked ’im.”

      “Did he not wish to volunteer the information?”

      “’E don’t like talkin’ to the police if ’e can ’elp it. They always go on and ask ’im abaht summink ’e ain’t done.”

      “If I understand you correctly, Mrs O’Donnell, you’re saying that on the night Elizabeth was murdered, your husband saw Mr Wiggins and another man return to the house Elizabeth shared with her husband,” said James.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did he recognise the man?”

      “No, never seen him afore. Proberly someone from the fact’ry.”

      “Did your husband see the man leave?”

      “Nah, my Stan went dahn the pub. All the ’ollerin’ were over by the time he got back. ’E’d already killed ’er by then.”

      “Who? Mr Wiggins or the stranger?” I asked.

      “Wiggins! That’s what ’e got ’imself harrested for!”

      “And what became of the stranger?”

      “’Ow should I know?”

      “Could the stranger have killed Elizabeth?”

      “Why would ’e do that?”

      “I have no idea,” I said. “But is it possible that, amid all the shouting and banging you heard, the stranger could have murdered Elizabeth?”

      “There were a lotta shoutin’ an’ bangin’, so I s’pose ’e could of. But ’e weren’t there when the police turned up.”

      “No, I don’t suppose he would have been, would he? If he did murder poor Elizabeth, he presumably would have run away as quickly as possible afterwards,” said James.

      “Yeah, I reckon ’e would of.”

      “And allowed the drunk and insensible Mr Wiggins to take the blame,” I suggested.

      “That could of ’appened, yeah.”

      “So the stranger might be the murderer?”

      “Yeah. But ’e ain’t, though. Wiggins done it. ’E’s the one what got harrested.”

      “Which factory did Mr Wiggins work at, Mrs O’Donnell?” asked James.

      “Lombard’s.”

      “Interesting,” said James. “So before his wife was killed he presumably had a drink or two at a tavern near to the factory.”

      “Proberly. I can’t say I know.”

      “I’d like to speak to your husband about this man, if you please, Mrs O’Donnell,” said James politely.

      “’E ain’t ’ere,” she replied gruffly. “And he don’t like the police.”

      “Please reassure him that I have no interest in what he may or may not have done himself. All I wish to do is find out more about the man Mr Wiggins was with that night. When will your husband return home, Mrs O’Donnell?”

      “This evenin’.”

      “I shall return then.”

      “And thank you, Mrs O’Donnell.” I said. “You’ve been extremely helpful.”
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      “L Division completely ignored a witness!” fumed James as we walked up Wandsworth Road toward Lombard’s gin distillery.

      “I don’t think they even knew about him. I suppose difficulties arise when potential witnesses don’t wish to talk to the police.”

      “Of course it’s difficult, but it’s still their job to find these people! It doesn’t sound as though Elizabeth’s death was properly investigated at all. L Division arrested the most obvious assailant and considered their job done.”

      We jumped onto a horse tram and climbed its narrow, curving staircase to the roof.

      “I’ll return to Gonsalva Road this evening,” said James as we sat down on the wooden bench. “And in the meantime, we need to find out which public house Wiggins was drinking in on the night that his wife was murdered. It’s likely that he was accompanied by the man with whom Mr O’Donnell saw him.”

      “Do you think this other man might have deliberately encouraged him to become inebriated?” I asked. “It does not sound as though Mr Wiggins was a regular drinker, but this man may have coerced him.”

      “He may have indeed. I will speak to L Division and request a meeting with Wiggins. It may take a little while to persuade them, though. For the time being, we could go to the public houses near Lombard’s and ask if anyone there saw Wiggins that night.”

      We got off the tram at Vauxhall Cross and found a number of public houses close to Blundell’s and Lombard’s. From what the landlords had told us, we ascertained that they were popular with the men from the factories as well as the men who worked in the nearby riverside wharves and gas works. And although they had all heard of Mr Wiggins’ arrest for his wife’s murder, we could find no one who could specifically remember seeing him that night.

      “We’ll have to keep searching,” said James. “Let’s try the other side of the railway lines.”

      We walked through the dark tunnel beneath the railway and were greeted on the other side by a large public house with a curved facade.

      “The Royal Vauxhall Tavern,” said James. “Let’s try this place.”

      It was gloomy inside, with just a few gaslights burning. A smell of stale beer and tobacco smoke lingered in the air. A man polishing tankards behind the bar gave us a suspicious look.

      “Yer the police, ain’t yer?” he said to James. “I can always tell a police hofficer. But who are you?” he asked, addressing me directly.

      He put down his tankard and cloth, and planted his two enormous hands on the bar.

      “I’m Penny Green,” I said. “A friend of Elizabeth Wiggins; the woman who was murdered in Battersea about five weeks ago. Do you know her husband? He works at Lombard’s.”

      “Why d’yer wanna know?”

      “I’m Inspector Blakely of Scotland Yard,” said James. “Miss Green and I are trying to understand a bit more about what happened on the evening of Elizabeth’s death. We’re trying to find out if Mr Wiggins was drinking with an acquaintance that evening. Are you the landlord of this place?”

      “Yeah, Smith’s me name. I seen Wiggins come in ’ere. ’E weren’t a regular.”

      “You knew him?”

      “I knew of ’im. Heveryone knows of ’im since ’e murdered ’is wife.”

      “Did he drink in here on the night of the murder?” asked James.

      “Yeah. I only realised it afterwards. Thought nothin’ of it at the time,” replied Smith.

      I finally began to feel hopeful.

      “Did you speak to him that night?” I asked.

      “Don’t recall as I did.”

      “We believe he was drinking with someone else that night,” said James. “Did you notice him with anyone?”

      “Man? Woman?”

      “A man. Do you know of anyone who spoke to Wiggins and this friend that night?”

      “Someone must of.”

      “You can’t remember if he had an acquaintance?”

      “Nope.”

      I began to feel frustrated again. “Would any of your regular patrons recall with whom Mr Wiggins might have been drinking?” I asked.

      “That’s a posh word to call ’em! Patrons, ha! Yeah, I can ask ’em.”

      “Would any of them be popping in today, do you think?”

      “The regulars is always in.”

      “Fortunately, we’ve timed it right,” said James, looking at his pocket watch. “They’ll just be clocking off now at the factories.”

      As if on cue, the door swung open and the workers began to noisily fill the bar, their boots clattering on the floor.

      “Whom should we speak to?” James called to the landlord.

      “I’ll find—” His voice was drowned out by the noise, and the tavern owner occupied himself with filling tankards of porter and beer.

      We patiently waited, and I tried my best to ignore the leers from some of the factory workers. A man with wide-set eyes and a smattering of brown teeth sidled up next to me.

      “I ain’t see you in ’ere afore.”

      “I’m a news reporter.”

      He cackled. “What, writin’ for the papers? No yer ain’t.”

      “Do you know Mr Wiggins?” I asked.

      “The wife killer? Yeah, I knows of ’im.”

      “Did you see him in here on the night of his wife’s murder?”

      “I ’eard ’e was in ’ere, but I didn’t see ’im. Why yer askin’?”

      “I’m a news reporter. I ask a lot of questions.”

      “Will yer put me in the papers if I tell yer I seen ’im?”

      James noticed the man talking to me and joined us.

      “I can put you in the papers,” I said to the man, “if you’re able to tell us something which will help the police investigation.”

      The man eyed James warily. “The police?” he sneered. “I ain’t talkin’ to no police.”

      He drifted away into the crowd. The room was noisy, and I began to feel hot in my woollen dress and jacket.

      The landlord caught our attention with a loud shout.  “Whippet’s seen ’im!” he called out, pointing a large forefinger at a wiry man with sallow skin and yellowing whiskers.

      “Whippet?” I said.

      The wiry man pushed his way over to us. I hoped he had some useful information.

      “Mr Whippet?” asked James.

      He cackled in reply. “Mr Whippet! I likes that, I does.”

      He looked me up and down, then gave an appreciative nod. “We don’t often see your sort in ’ere.”

      I felt an unpleasant taste in my mouth.

      “Did you see Mr Wiggins on the night his wife was murdered?” asked James.

      I held little hope that Mr Whippet could be of help to us.

      “Yeah. I seen ’im. What of it? Who are yer?”

      “Inspector Blakely from Scotland Yard, and this is Miss Green, a news reporter with the Morning Express.

      Whippet’s face split into a grin as he looked at me. “You ain’t married, then?”

      “Did you see who Wiggins was with?” asked James, ignoring the question and stepping between myself and Mr Whippet, as if to protect me from him.

      “Yeah, some josser.”

      “Did you recognise the man he was with?”

      “Can’t say as I did.”

      Whippet’s eyes rested on me again. He took a large gulp of beer, which trickled down his chin and into his whiskers.

      “Can you remember what the man looked like?” asked James.

      I was ready to suggest that James give up on the conversation. How could we even trust that this man was telling the truth?

      Whippet paused for a moment and stared up into a distant corner of the room.

      “’E were large; larger than Wiggins. I didn’t know ’is face, and I didn’t like ’is face, truth be told. ’E ’ad a look.”

      “What sort of look?” asked James.

      “’E looked around a lot, like ’e were sizin’ us all up. And ’e ’ad these funny eyes, what didn’t look nice. I reckon ’e could of been trouble.”

      “Can you remember how he was dressed? Do you think he was one of the factory workers, or was he dressed differently?”

      “’E ’ad a coat on. A long coat, yer know?”

      “A frock coat?”

      “Just a longer coat, and there was no ’oles in it or nothin’. It were nice. Proberly cost ’im a bit, I’d say. ’E ’ad money ’cause ’e were buyin’ a lotta people a lotta drinks. That’s ’ow comes I noticed ’im! He bought a lotta drinks.”

      “Was he older or younger than Wiggins?”

      “Older.” He shrugged, then peered over at me again.

      “Did he seem friendly with Wiggins?” James probed.

      “I s’pose so. They talked a lot.”

      “Did you think it was unusual to see him in here?”

      “Not really.”

      “Did you hear any of their conversation?”

      “No, I were too far away.”

      “Did you speak to Mr Wiggins that evening?”

      “Can’t say as I did. I’m bored o’ them questions now. I can’t remember nothin’ else.”

      He stepped past James and lunged at me. “’Ow d’yer fancy a walk out in the fresh air, Miss Green?”

      “No thank you, Whippet,” I replied.

      “Ah, come on.”

      I could smell beer on his breath.

      “That’s enough, Whippet,” warned James, giving him a sharp shove with his elbow.

      “Ow!” complained the man with a whine.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said James, taking my arm and guiding me through the crowd.
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      “I shall need to speak to Mr Wiggins next so we can find out the identity of the man he was with that night,” said James as the cab took us back over Vauxhall Bridge. “I’m not sure if we’ve uncovered something useful here, or whether we’re being taken on a wild goose chase.”

      “We must have. It seems that L Division didn’t carry out a thorough investigation into Elizabeth’s death.”

      “But how does it help us regarding Sophia Glenville? And Maisie?”

      “Mr Wiggins worked for Mr Lombard,” I said. “That has to be more than a coincidence, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. Lombard employs so many in Vauxhall and Battersea, and Wiggins’ wife worked for Glenville, so perhaps he heard about an employment there from her?”

      “I thought we were on to something, but my mind feels as though it’s spinning in circles. Hopefully Mr Wiggins will be able to give us some clarity.”

      “Possibly, but it seems he was so insensibly drunk that night that he cannot remember what happened. I hope L Division will allow me to speak to him. His trial has just begun and they won’t welcome this new development.”

      “Perhaps they should have done their job properly the first time. It seemed very easy for them to decide that Elizabeth’s death was a domestic incident.”

      “And perhaps it was. Perhaps the chap Wiggins supposedly had a drink with is a red herring.”

      “I hope not. If the work we’ve done today comes to nothing, what can we do next? We will likely have to rely on Cullen.”

      “No, there’s more we can do yet. I want to return to the Glenville house somehow to look at the portrait of those ghost twins again.”

      “Why?”

      “That bit of paper you found has to mean something.”

      “And how do you intend to get back into the Glenville house? Mr Glenville won’t allow you inside.”

      “I’ll find a way to win him over,” James replied with a grin.

      “Good luck. I don’t think I could ever face Mr and Mrs Glenville again. I feel as though I betrayed them terribly.”

      “What do you mean? You never had any loyalty toward them, Penny. You went there for your undercover assignment.”

      “I lied to them about who I was.”

      “And you don’t think Glenville lies to people?”

      “To whom exactly does he lie to? Whenever he spoke to me, he sounded frank and honest.”

      James laughed. “I think you were charmed by him, Penny!”

      “I was not!”

      “There’s no shame in admitting it. There’s no doubt that he is a charming man. People like him are masters of manipulation. How else has a one-armed boy from an impoverished family risen to his position?”

      “Through hard work and endeavour,” I replied.

      “You really believe that, do you?”

      James laughed even louder this time, and I felt my jaw clench with anger. I flung open the hatch in the roof and ordered the cabbie to stop.

      “Oh, don’t take it to heart, Penny. There’s no need to get out,” said James.

      I ignored him and opened the door in front of us. I twisted my ankle as I jumped down from the cab.

      “We’re right by Millbank Prison, Penny! It’s not a nice place for a lady to be walking on her own!”

      I continued to ignore him and hobbled on with my head bent low and tears stinging my eyes.

      I didn’t realise James had run after me until I heard his voice close to my shoulder.

      “Penny!”

      I stopped, but was too ashamed of my tears to look at him.

      “I have no wish to argue with you,” he continued. “Especially not about Glenville. I apologise for laughing as I did.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause, and I stared down at a crack in the pavement.

      “Do you accept my apology?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, turning my gaze to the bleak wall of the prison.

      “I’m not sure that you do,” he said softly. “What’s the matter, Penny?”

      I dug the tip of my tongue into my teeth, feeling too upset to speak.

      “Penny?”

      “Nothing’s the matter.”

      “Funnily enough, I don’t believe you.”

      “I’m just tired. A lot has happened. I suppose I’m upset about Maisie and Sophia.”

      I finally found the courage to meet James’ gaze. His blue eyes were filled with concern, and I thought back to the moment we had shared inside Glenville’s library in the flickering candlelight. Every encounter we had was heavy with unspoken words.

      “Are you sure that you’re making the right decision?” I asked.

      “About what? Glenville?”

      “No! Forget about him. Your marriage. Is it what you want?”

      He raised his eyebrows, surprised by the directness of my question.

      “It has been planned for a long time, Penny.”

      “Does that mean you know what you want?”

      His brow crumpled. “I suppose so. I can’t see that there’s any question of it not happening. It’s all been arranged. If I changed my mind now I could be tried for breach of promise.”

      “Would the future Mrs Blakely insist upon that?”

      “I don’t know. I have never considered it. Why are you asking the question, Penny?”

      I felt angry all of a sudden. “Forget that I ever mentioned it, James.”

      I turned to continue on my way, but he caught my arm.

      “No, I can’t forget it now,” he said. “You mentioned it for a reason, and I will be honest with you. I find myself in a complicated situation. I cannot deny that I have feelings for you. I have tried to deny it, but it’s no good. I tell myself that perhaps once I’m married I will be devoted to my wife.”

      “And you wish to be devoted to her, do you?”

      “I wish to be devoted to someone. Whether it is her or you I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I’m sorry. I do know, but I can’t see how it could ever happen. You’ve made it quite clear that you have no wish to be married, and I’m engaged to be married to someone else. Although I find the situation frustrating, perhaps this is the way it is supposed to be. I enjoy working with you, Penny, and I always look forward to seeing you. I adore being in your company. Sometimes I feel that, should there ever be an attachment between us, it would ruin what we have.”

      “Perhaps it would.”

      I realised with sadness that James was keen to justify the choice he was making.

      “I don’t suppose there is much else to be said on the topic,” I added tersely. “I’m tired, and everything seems worse when I’m tired.”

      James leaned forward and gave me a gentle kiss on my left cheek. I felt the skin tingle as he moved away and regarded me.

      “I’ve never met anyone like you before, Penny.”

      I smiled. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “Yes, it is.”
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      “Are you all right, Penelope?” asked Eliza as we stood on the doorstep of Mr Fox-Stirling’s home.

      “I’m fine, thank you, Ellie!”

      I forced a smile and tried to push any thought of James from my mind. He had made it clear that his wedding was to go ahead as planned. My hopes that he would change his mind had been dashed. I reached up to feel for the ring which still hung on its chain beneath my blouse.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” my sister probed.

      “Yes. Now let’s see what Mr Fox-Stirling has to say,” I replied, pulling the bell pull rather harder than was necessary.

      

      The housekeeper escorted us into a large room, where tropical plants basked in the light flowing through the three tall sash windows. There were bookshelves and lithographs of African hunting scenes on the wall. Eliza and I were instructed to sit in two comfortable chairs by the fireplace.

      Mr Fox-Stirling joined us a few moments later. He was a stocky, fair-haired man of around fifty with suntanned, freckled skin. He wore a pale linen suit, and a small clay pipe was stuck to his lower lip.

      “Mrs Billington-Grieg!” he said, spreading his arms wide in welcome. “And Miss Green! Remind me which one is the news reporter.”

      “That’s me,” I said.

      “Marvellous! Your father would be so very proud,” he said as he sat in one of the chairs opposite us and crossed one leg over the other.

      “And I’m chairwoman of the West London Women’s Society,” said Eliza.

      “Good, good. I understand you have some questions about your father’s travels.”

      “Yes. I’m writing a book about them,” I said.

      “Writing a book! That really is marvellous. I’ve written several books about my travels, and I’m currently compiling a directory of Nepenthes. Carnivorous plants! You must visit the Nepenthes House at Wilde Nurseries. I’ll get you in there. Many of the species are from samples I collected in the Straits Settlements.”

      I retrieved some papers from my carpet bag, then said: “It was while I was working on the book that I realised I couldn’t complete it until I fully understood the last few months leading up to Father’s disappearance.”

      “That’s a very nicely drawn map,” said Mr Fox-Stirling. “Let me see it.”

      I handed him the map.

      “It’s rather useful,” I said. “An acquaintance of mine who works at the British Library sketched it for me.”

      “Your acquaintance is quite a draughtsman,” he said, giving the map back to me. “The British Library you say? I wonder if your acquaintance has come across my own books in there.”

      “He may well have done. He has been helping me with my research.”

      “I think you would also enjoy reading them, Miss Green. In fact, there are some rather fine bookshops in the vicinity of the British Museum where you will find copies of my books. I hope it’s not rude of me to ask whether you have purchased any of them?”

      “Not rude at all. Mr Smith. I haven’t yet, I’m afraid, but I shall seek them out.”

      “Please do, please do. I’m sure my books will answer any questions I don’t have time to cover today. You’ll find the account of my first journey to the Himalayas rather entertaining. The number of useful plant specimens I found within the first three months? Two. The number of tigers shot? Twenty-six! It should have been an animal hunting expedition rather than a plant-hunting trip. The darned animals are easier to find than the plants!” He slapped his knee with laughter and I began to doubt whether this meeting would live up to my expectations.

      A maid brought in a heavy-looking tea tray.

      “This is Darjeeling, which I brought back from India myself!” boasted Mr Fox-Stirling as he poured it out. After listening to a number of his travel anecdotes – during which he advised us that the full version of his tales could be found in his books – I eventually persuaded him to focus on his mission to find Father.

      “Ah yes, it was a hellish crossing, that one, and I remember that we were held up somewhat. We finally disembarked in Savanilla, and spent some weeks in a steam boat travelling up the Magdalena. You can only get as far as Honda in a steamboat, so from that place hence it was a journey of more than two hundred miles by mule to Bogota. It was rather arduous, really.

      “We were guests of a Dutch dignitary in Bogota, and what a place! Wonderful fountains in the most beautiful marble courtyards. We drank the most marvellous guarapo. Have you ever tried it? I don’t suppose you would have. It’s the juice of boiled sugar cane, and if you allow it to ferment a little it’s potent stuff, I can tell you!”

      I noticed Eliza stifling a yawn.

      “And when did you reach Tequendama?” I asked.

      “Tequendama, you say?” He seemed to be put off by my interruption.

      “Yes. Father’s last known location was the Falls of Tequendama.”

      “That’s right. Well, that’s some miles southwest of Bogota. Before that we had to—”

      “What did you find when you got there?”

      “Bogota? Well, as I was saying, we stayed—”

      “No, Tequendama. Did you find any trace of Father at Tequendama?”

      “Not immediately by the waterfall, no. We found his hut at a nearby place. I forget what it’s called now.” He got up and walked over to his bookcase, pulled out one of his books and leafed through the pages.

      “I recommend that both of you read this one. It’s volume three of my collection Travels, Trials and Adventure in the Andes if you’d like to purchase copies. Ah yes, here’s the place. El Charquito, a small village on the banks of the Funza. That’s where I found where he’d been staying, because he’d left a notebook of sketches. Fine drawings they were too. Your father was an accomplished artist.”

      “And when you discovered the hut, what was it like?” asked Eliza.

      “It was but a simple hut; of primitive construction, with everything in one room. There was a sleeping area, an open hearth and a rather ramshackle table, as I recall.”

      “Did it appear as though the hut been used recently?”

      “I don’t think so. Leaves and general detritus had blown in under the door. It was an ill-fitting door, I seem to remember.”

      “And his book of sketches was where? Had he left it on the table?” I asked.

      “No, the old lady who lived next door was in possession of them. She thought I was the man himself, come back to retrieve them! She greeted me and swiftly handed over the book. I think she was worried that I would accuse her of stealing it. She had looked after it well, so she did us great service. And the book, as you know, is now in the possession of the British Museum’s natural history department in South Kensington.”

      “Did the old lady tell you when she last saw Father?” Eliza queried.

      “I’m sure she did. My Spanish has only ever been rudimentary, I’m afraid, and she seemed to speak with a strong dialect. From what I could understand, he hadn’t been seen at the hut for a long time.”

      “But didn’t the old lady think you were Father?”

      “I think she probably did. If truth be told, I think we were as confused as one another!”

      He chuckled, and I felt a ball of growing frustration in my chest.

      “Did you not have someone with you who could translate properly between Spanish and English?” I asked.

      “Not on that occasion. It’s quite the feat to get yourself across the Atlantic and then travel for several weeks by steamboat and mule, you know, never mind finding a translator to come with you.”

      He seemed offended that I had suggested that the lack of a translator was a shortcoming on his part.

      “Did you ask anyone else in the village if they knew what had become of him?” Eliza enquired.

      “I did my best. The Spanish dialect was a hindrance, as I’ve mentioned. But if anyone had known something useful, I feel sure they could have communicated it to me one way or another. They could have led me to a gravesite, for example. I apologise for mentioning that, as I know you most probably harbour hopes that he is still alive somewhere. But searching for a gravesite was something I had to do.”

      “We realise that. Thank you, Mr Fox-Stirling,” said Eliza. “I think if Father were still alive he would have contacted us by now.”

      “He may have done. He may not have done.”

      “What do you think could have happened to him?” I asked.

      He puffed out a cloud of smoke from his clay pipe. “There are a number of possibilities. He might have been taken ill like poor Henry Chesterton, who died last year at Puerto Berrio. There are many tropical diseases to which our men have no resilience, you see. I suppose he might have been killed by red men. Explorers aren’t popular with the red men in that part of the world.”

      I thought of the account of the massacre in Father’s diaries, but kept quiet about it for the time being.

      “If he’d died of an illness, I would have expected to find a gravesite,” Mr Fox-Stirling continued. “Similarly if he’d died at the hands of the red men. Unless...”

      “Unless what?”

      “I can’t recall now whether or not they practise cannibalism in those parts.”

      I shuddered, and he brushed the thought away with a wave of his hand.

      “Or perhaps he met with an accident,” he continued. “You say that his last known location was the Falls of Tequendama. Have you any idea what the place is like?”

      “A little.”

      “The River Funza plunges from five hundred feet or so there. The effect is quite dizzying. Perhaps he missed his footing and fell down into the churning waters. I do apologise, ladies, for suggesting it. But you strike me as calm-headed women who understand that such possibilities must be considered.”

      “If the river had washed him away,” said Eliza sadly, “where might he have ended up?”

      “Well, from memory I think the Funza joins up with the Magdalena.”

      He stood to retrieve another book from his shelf. “Volume four of Travels, Trials and Adventure in the Andes is of great help on this subject.”

      We waited for him to flick through the pages again. “Ah yes, I’ve written here that the two rivers join at Girardot, and from thence the Magdalena flows northward. It meanders through for many hundreds of miles until it eventually reaches Barranquilla on the northern coast. I cannot imagine anything being carried so far in the river, however. I’m sure it would have been deposited somewhere along the way.”

      He closed the book and pursed his lips while he considered this possibility.

      “So if he fell into the waterfall, his body may have been washed up anywhere along hundreds of miles of riverbank?” asked Eliza.

      I looked down at my fidgeting hands, struggling to believe that we were even considering such a possibility.

      “We understand now,” I said. “There’s no need to think on it too much, Ellie. It is too distressing.”

      “Of course it is. I’m simply considering all the possibilities, as Mr Fox-Stirling suggests.”

      “I think I’ve considered them enough for now,” I said. “I can’t imagine Father would have fallen into the waterfall, so I don’t wish to pursue that avenue any further.”

      “Of course,” said Mr Fox-Stirling, replacing his book onto its shelf and returning to his seat. “I must commend you both on being very strong-minded ladies. Few members of your sex would allow their minds to stretch to these unpalatable thoughts. Your father was a brave man, and he has two courageous daughters. I have run out of time on this occasion, but perhaps we can meet for dinner so I can share my memories of your father. You must bring your husbands, of course, and Mrs Fox-Stirling would be only too delighted to meet you both. You might find it useful to read my books before we meet again, just so I shan’t be boring you with information you can find out another way!”

      He chuckled.

      Much as I wished to hear Mr Fox-Stirling’s memories of Father, I struggled to endure the man’s company.

      “I don’t have a husband,” I replied tersely.

      “Oh, I do apologise.”

      I felt a strange pleasure in seeing his face redden.

      “It’s Miss Green, isn’t it? My mistake. I do hope you accept my most sincere apology.”

      

      “Perhaps you could bring Mr Edwards to dinner with the Fox-Stirlings,” suggested Eliza as we walked along Chelsea Embankment. Large white clouds scurried over the Thames, and a steam boat puffed out a plume of smoke. “After all, he has been most helpful with your research.”

      “If I invite him, he will make assumptions about our current position,” I replied. “I don’t wish there to be any misunderstanding.”

      “What is there to misunderstand? You have already enjoyed a walk with him in Hyde Park!”

      “There’s a rather large leap between a walk in the park and marriage, Ellie.”

      “There is when you’re a young woman,” my sister replied. “But you’re almost thirty-five. At your age, the leap must be taken as quickly as possible.”

      “I think it rather short-sighted of Fox-Stirling not to take a translator with him,” I said, purposefully changing the topic of conversation. “How else could he have expected to speak to the local people about Father’s disappearance?”

      “He strikes me as the type of man who assumes he is adept at a certain skill until he has to try it out in a real situation.”

      “He didn’t tell us much that we didn’t know already, did he?”

      “Not a great deal. I think it would be useful to meet him again,” said Eliza. “I know you’re not keen on the man, but we should take him up on his dinner invitation. There must be some new information for you to include in the book you’re writing, Penelope.”

      “I suppose so. And as soon as it’s published, I can pester Mr Fox-Stirling to buy it!”

      We both laughed.
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      “Your sister rides a bicycle, does she not, Miss Green?” asked Edgar Fish. “Is she aware that if she lived in Warwickshire she would be compelled to carry lights between sunrise and sunset? But if she lived in Birmingham, she would be permitted to drive without lights for an hour before sunset and an hour after sunrise?”

      I paused from my typewriting. “I don’t think she’s aware of those rules.”

      “But only between the first of March and the thirty-first of October,” added Edgar.

      “But she lives in London,” I said. “What about the bylaws in London?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t found those out yet,” replied Edgar. “But I do know that if your sister rode a tricycle in Warwickshire, as opposed to a bicycle, she wouldn’t have to carry any lights at all! Bylaws in Warwickshire don’t cover tricycles.”

      “What a contradictory state of affairs,” said Frederick Potter. “I think one would be better off riding neither.”

      “Sherman asked me to write a piece on the lack of uniformity concerning bicycle and tricycle laws,” said Edgar. “And it seems the entire system is a Gordian knot.”

      “I still don’t understand what it means for bicycles and tricycles in London,” I said.

      “That simply illustrates my point, Miss Green! A Gordian knot, as I say!”

      I returned to my work, but soon became distracted by a jammed ink ribbon on the typewriter.

      “It’s the schoolboy inspector!” announced Edgar Fish.

      I turned to see James in the newsroom, his bowler hat stowed in his hand.

      “Must you still call me that, Mr Fish?” he asked.

      “I suppose it’s a habit now, Inspector Blakely,” replied Edgar. “On account of your relative youth.”

      “Which is still significantly greater than the age of your average schoolboy,” replied James.

      He walked over to my desk. “Hello, Penny. How are you?”

      I felt an uncomfortable twinge as I remembered that the last time I had seen him was on the occasion when I had walked away from the cab.

      “I’m well, thank you, James.”

      We exchanged a smile. He appeared to have forgiven me for my bad temper.

      “Have you managed to speak to Mr Wiggins yet?” I asked.

      “Yes, that’s why I’m here. L Division finally relented after a good deal of persuasion on my part. Mr Wiggins is not a well man. The arrest and trial have taken their toll on his health, unfortunately.”

      “That’s terribly sad if he’s an innocent man.”

      “It is indeed. And he remembers little about the evening on which his wife died. He doesn’t even recall leaving the Royal Vauxhall Tavern. Until now, he had assumed that the man who had bought his drinks had made his own way home. Mr Wiggins seemed surprised when I told him that a neighbour had seen him with the man in his own street. The problem is that, because Mr Wiggins has no memory of the latter part of the evening, he actually believed that he had murdered his poor wife. He is filled with remorse and fear, and has made several attempts to take his own life.

      “He has been unable to reconcile himself with what happened that night. When I suggested that the stranger who bought him drinks that evening might have been behind his wife’s death, there was no relief in Mr Wiggins’ eyes. Instead, I saw immense sadness. The events have broken him. I now fear that, even if this stranger is caught and it’s proven that he was responsible for Elizabeth’s death, Wiggins will never recover.”

      “The poor man. Did he tell you who the stranger was?”

      “A man who called himself Mr Evans. Apparently, he approached Mr Wiggins a week before Elizabeth’s murder and asked if Wiggins would like to work for him. He assured him the work would be better paid than his employment at Lombard’s factory. Wiggins agreed to meeting him at the public house.

      “Apparently, the man was initially reluctant to meet in the Royal Vauxhall Tavern, but Wiggins insisted on it because he wanted to be in a place where there would be other people he knew. He felt wary of Evans; he didn’t feel sure he could trust him. He said the man was very generous in buying drinks. Wiggins admitted to me that he wasn’t a regular drinker, and on the odd occasion when he did partake, he didn’t drink much. But he said that after two drinks he began to feel rather odd.”

      “Just two drinks,” I mused. “Do you think the man might have put something in them?”

      “I suspect that he might have. He may well have administered a small dose of something which was enough to incapacitate Mr Wiggins but not cause him lasting harm. He says that his memory failed him for the remainder of that evening, and that he woke the next morning to find poor Elizabeth dead. At no point did he imagine that the stranger had anything to do with it. He blamed himself entirely.”

      “I suppose we cannot be completely sure that Mr Evans committed the crime.”

      “Not until we have managed to find the man himself. But it’s a fair assumption to make for the time being.”

      “If Mr Evans approached Mr Wiggins a week before Elizabeth’s murder, the attack was clearly planned well in advance. But if Mr Evans did kill Elizabeth, I cannot understand his motive.”

      “Me neither. I need to ask Elizabeth’s brother, John Morrison, if he has ever come across the man before. There is another option, of course.”

      “Which is what?”

      “That someone paid Mr Evans to carry out Elizabeth’s murder.”

      “Why should they have done so?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. But it may mean that our Mr Evans has done this sort of thing before. Evans may not even be his real name. I’ve sent a telegram out to all divisions asking if they are aware of any men for hire operating in their area. It may be that he’s known to the police. I have obtained a reasonable description of him from Mr O’Donnell. He describes him as a broad man wearing a long coat, so thankfully the description is similar to that given by the Whippet fellow.”

      “So who could have paid Mr Evans to carry out the attack? Viscount Wyndham? Mr Lombard? Dudley Lombard?”

      “Or Mr Glenville, perhaps.”

      “But why?”

      “I think why is the crucial question here, Penny. I need to find this Evans chap first. He may yet be an innocent man, after all. I wondered if the Morning Express might publish an appeal for information on the man. If he’s of the criminal fraternity, there may be someone he has fallen out with who would like to inform the police of his whereabouts.”

      “Certainly. I should be happy to, James.”

      I glanced at my colleagues. They had lost interest in our conversation and were busy talking about cricket. I took the opportunity to whisper an apology to James for jumping out of the cab and walking away.

      “There is no need to apologise, Penny,” he replied quietly. “I shouldn’t have laughed at you in that manner.”

      “It’s because you don’t like Glenville,” I said. “But I don’t mind that. You’re allowed to dislike him.”

      “And you like him,” said James.

      “I don’t suppose we can agree on everything, can we?”

      He smiled. “No. Not until we can be certain of the truth. I’ll keep you informed, Penny.”
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        * * *

      

      A messenger boy delivered a telegram to me the following week. It was from James. His message instructed me to meet him, Inspector Cullen and Inspector Trotter at the Glenville house the following day. They were ready to make an arrest.
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      I approached the house in Hyde Park Gate with trepidation. Twelve days had passed since I had left and I’d hoped I should never have to return. Who did James intend to arrest? I had barely slept the previous night for thinking about it.

      It was a warm spring afternoon and I wore my blue linen jacket with a lace collar and a matching linen skirt. As I drew closer to the house, I saw the short form of Viscount Wyndham and his petite wife walking up the steps to the door. I paused to watch them.

      Were they James’ suspects? Was he to arrest both or just one of them? If so, which?

      I took a deep breath and continued walking. Mrs Craughton had already shown the Wyndhams into the house by the time I reached the door. She held it open for me as I climbed the steps, looking me up and down as I approached. I realised she was unaccustomed to seeing me in everyday clothes.

      “How are you, Mrs Craughton?”

      “You’ll find them in the library,” she replied sullenly.

      The curtains in the house were still closed, but the gas lamps lit the way. When I reached the library, I was surprised by the number of people present. I could see the Glenville family and the Lombards. Viscount and Lady Wyndham were just taking their seats. Extra chairs had been brought into the room from the drawing room.

      I caught Mr Glenville’s eye. He glanced at me briefly before looking away. I cautiously approached him.

      “I apologise if you think my behaviour deceitful,” I said.

      He rested his dark eyes on me and pursed his lips together.

      “You may have noticed that nothing untoward has been written in the Morning Express,” I continued. “I have been respectful of your privacy and the tragic events which occurred while I was working here.”

      “Do you wish me to congratulate you?” he asked bitterly.

      “No. I only wish to explain myself.”

      I found a space to stand by the wall, not far from Mr Perrin and a newly appointed maid. Mrs Glenville was seated by the fire with Jane, her face veiled. Maurice sat on a chair by the window and the Lombard family sat silently on a row of three chairs. There was no sign of Tipsy the dog. Nor was there any sign of James. My stomach turned uncomfortably.

      What was James planning?

      He arrived a few moments later, accompanied by the barrel-shaped Inspector Trotter and Chief Inspector Cullen, whose thick grey moustache masked his mouth. James looked handsome in his sombre dark suit, and he raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement when he caught my eye. I smiled.

      Chief Inspector Cullen began the proceedings.

      “Thank you all for gathering here at such short notice, and thank you Mr and Mrs Glenville for allowing my colleagues into your home again. I realise how difficult the past few weeks have been for you and your family. Hopefully, we won’t detain you for long. My colleagues Inspector Blakely and Inspector Trotter have almost completed their work on this investigation, and it has been far wider reaching than any of us could have envisaged. I will hand over to my colleague at Scotland Yard, Inspector James Blakely, who has some further information for you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said James, stepping forward. “I echo Chief Inspector Cullen’s thanks to you all for gathering here today. It is a little over two weeks since Miss Sophia tragically lost her life. And as we remember her, I would also like to acknowledge a girl and another woman who have also passed away in recent weeks. The first is Maisie Brown, and the second is Elizabeth Wiggins, known to many of you as Betsy. Both worked as maids in this household.”

      He paused to allow for a respectful silence, then continued.

      “Everyone who was present at Miss Sophia’s birthday celebration is here today, with the sad exception of Miss Sophia and Maisie. Viscount Wyndham, was it a surprise to you and your wife to receive an invitation to Miss Sophia’s birthday dinner? I understand your relationship with Mr Glenville had soured prior to the event.”

      “That’s rather overstating it, Inspector,” stated Mr Glenville. “But I will admit that Wyndham and I hadn’t seen eye to eye, and I felt it was time to make amends.”

      “Is that your understanding of the situation, Viscount Wyndham?” asked James.

      “Well, I suppose so. There’s no need to make a fuss over the matter, though. What does it have to do with anything?”

      “Let us consider now the cyanide with which Miss Sophia was poisoned,” continued James. “An empty packet of the poison was found tucked behind the cushion of one of the chairs in the drawing room. It was ascertained that both Viscount Wyndham and Mrs Lombard sat upon that chair on the evening of Miss Sophia’s death.”

      As I watched James, I thought back to the moment we had first met on the steps of the British Library and how young and awkward he had seemed then. He seemed older and more assured now. I felt proud of him.

      “I know what you’re going to say next, Inspector!” Viscount Wyndham interjected. “Because I’m a photographer, I use potassium of cyanide on a regular basis. Therefore, I must have taken some of the supply from my dark room and brought it into this house in order to poison Miss Sophia. I cannot deny that there is some logic behind the suggestion, Inspector, but you’re lacking a motive. Why should I poison the poor girl?”

      “In revenge for the way Maurice has been overlooked,” suggested James.

      Lady Wyndham shrieked and covered her delicate features with her gloved hands.

      “I beg your pardon, Inspector?” Wyndham cried out, jumping up from his chair. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Maurice, the only male heir in the Glenville family, was overlooked in favour of his sister,” said James. “Despite the common perception that the boy is an idiot or a lunatic of some sort, both you and I know, Wyndham, that he is more than capable of inheriting his father’s fortune.”

      “Yes, he is!” said Wyndham. “He is very capable of doing so, and over the years my wife and I have spent a great deal of time with the boy. He was lucky to escape an institution, but that doesn’t mean that those in the Glenville household have had any time for him. The boy is continually ignored by them!”

      “He is not!” objected Mrs Glenville, her face still hidden behind her mourning veil.

      “Yes he is, Camilla! And as a childless man, I relished the opportunity to play a fatherly role. Alexander and Camilla didn’t like me doing so, Inspector, because I apparently undermine their role as parents. That’s the argument that led to our estrangement. But you still managed to visit us a few times, didn’t you, Maurice?”

      The boy nodded in reply.

      “But if you think that means I killed Miss Sophia, I’m extremely worried about the state of law and order in this country!” said Wyndham.

      “Viscount Wyndham, I have more to say yet,” said James calmly. “Please take your seat.”

      “But you have accused my husband of murder!” Lady Wyndham cried out.

      “I have accused him of nothing, my lady, I merely stated that he had a motive for Miss Sophia’s murder.”

      Viscount Wyndham stared at James for a while longer, then slowly sat down.
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      “Miss Sophia Glenville was engaged to be married to Master Dudley Lombard,” said James. “However, it is no secret to anyone now that she harboured feelings for another man.”

      I glanced over at Dudley, whose droopy features were turned down toward the floor. His mother’s face was so stern that it might have been hewn from granite.

      “Miss Sophia was in love with a gentleman called Mr John Morrison,” said James. “The brother of Elizabeth Wiggins, known as Betsy during her time here.”

      “What?” Lady Wyndham called out. “In love with the maid’s brother?”

      Mr Glenville shook his head.

      “Wasn’t Betsy a negro?” asked Lady Wyndham. “Which can only mean that her brother is also a negro!” Her mouth hung open in a mixture of shock and amusement.

      Dudley Lombard and his parents looked thoroughly downcast.

      “Miss Sophia and Mr Morrison had been meeting in secret for approximately six months,” continued James. “Their last meeting before Miss Sophia’s death was on Wednesday the twenty-sixth of March, three days before Miss Sophia died. Although the two met clandestinely, their relationship was no secret. Mr and Mrs Glenville were aware of the relationship, as was the housekeeper Mrs Craughton, and Mr and Mrs Lombard.”

      A number of glances were exchanged, but no one spoke.

      “Mr and Mrs Lombard found out about the assignations because Mrs Craughton wrote them a letter informing them of it. Can you explain why you did so, Mrs Craughton?” asked James.

      “They needed to know,” replied the housekeeper with a scowl. “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but the girl was being deceitful. I was trying to help the Lombard family.”

      “You had not been asked by the Lombard family to spy on Miss Sophia and report back?”

      “No!”

      “That is most interesting, because someone was tasked with spying on Miss Sophia. I shall get to that shortly. Mr and Mrs Lombard, the letter from Mrs Craughton must have caused some anger in your household?”

      “Yes!” said Dudley, standing up. There were blotches of red on his cheeks. “I was the one who was angry! She was supposed to be my wife!”

      His outburst surprised me. I wasn’t aware that Dudley had known about the letter.

      His lower lip began to quiver. “She didn’t even apologise to me! She just stood and stared, as if I meant nothing to her!”

      “You confronted Miss Sophia regarding the letter?” asked James.

      “Yes! I expected an explanation and an apology! But there was nothing. She had a cold, cold heart.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this in our interviews, Master Lombard?”

      “It wasn’t relevant.” He sat down in his seat again.

      “You should have been honest with the detectives!” Ralph Lombard hissed at his son. “You should have spoken up sooner and saved your embarrassment now. You’ve made a fool of yourself.”

      James addressed Ralph Lombard. “So concerned were you, Mr Lombard, about Miss Sophia’s infidelity that you suggested a marriage with Miss Sophia’s sister, Miss Jane, did you not?”

      Jane Glenville stared at Ralph Lombard, but he averted his eyes from hers and cleared his throat. “Alexander and I had a brief discussion about it, but it came to nothing. It was never a serious conversation, you must understand.”

      “He propositioned me!” Jane piped up.

      “Who did, Miss Jane?” James questioned.

      “Master Dudley. He asked me if I would be his wife!”

      The blotches spread further across Dudley’s face, and Mr Glenville glared at him.

      “You propositioned my fifteen-year-old daughter?” he asked angrily.

      “Now hold on, Glenville,” said Ralph Lombard, standing to his feet. “It was merely a thought Dudley had after the conversation we had. His intention wasn’t serious at any point. You must remember that he was extremely hurt by Miss Sophia’s betrayal.”

      “You should have kept her under control,” Mary Lombard added coldly.

      “How dare you!” cried Mrs Glenville, rising unsteadily to her feet.

      “Perhaps a plan was being hatched between the two families,” Viscount Wyndham chipped in. “Miss Sophia had behaved dishonourably, so maybe they decided it would be preferable to have the alliance founded on a more conventional marriage between Dudley and Jane.”

      Mr Lombard and Mr Glenville turned on him simultaneously.

      “Watch yourself, Wyndham!” warned Mr Glenville.

      “Apologise for your remarks!” added Mr Lombard.

      Inspector Cullen stepped forward. “Now, now, gentlemen. You must calm yourselves. Tempers are running high.”

      “How dare he say such a thing?” said Ralph Lombard. “Wyndham knows he’s the chief suspect, as he was the one caught with the cyanide. We have to watch him. He’ll say and do anything to have the finger pointed at someone else!”

      “Let us change the topic of conversation to Maisie,” James suggested. “She joined this household a year ago, and was a chatty, carefree girl. However, she was devastated by Miss Sophia’s death, not only because she had got on well with her mistress, but also because she feared she hadn’t done her job properly.”

      He paused and looked around the room, as if gauging everyone’s reaction to this statement. “Maisie was not only paid for her work as a maid. She was also paid to follow Miss Sophia’s every move.”

      Mrs Glenville laughed. “How ridiculous, Inspector!”

      “It explains why Miss Green heard Maisie’s door close not long after Miss Green had encountered Miss Sophia on the servants’ staircase on the night of the twenty-sixth of March. Maisie had been tasked with following Miss Sophia that evening.”

      Everyone turned to look at me.

      “Did you actually see her?” Mr Glenville asked me.

      “No, but I heard her door close,” I replied. “It must have been her. I can’t think who else it could have been.”

      “I’ll admit that we paid the maid to follow Sophia,” said Mr Glenville. “Camilla and I were worried about our daughter. We wanted to know where she was going, and with whom she was meeting. Sophia had unconventional notions about the world, and we were concerned that she was keeping company with the wrong sorts of people. Mrs Lombard helpfully told us a few moments back that we needed to keep Sophia under control. I can assure everyone here that we endeavoured to do so.”

      James nodded. “Thank you, Mr Glenville, for the clarification. An inquest has been opened into Maisie’s death, and is currently awaiting further evidence about what happened to her on the night she died. It seems the girl wrote a short note, then threw herself down from the top of the servants’ stairwell. Her death appears to have been a suicide; however, there are several factors which make me doubt this.

      “Firstly, Maisie was illiterate and would have been incapable of writing a note. Secondly, Miss Green heard footsteps shortly after Maisie fell, which suggests that someone left the scene of her death. If that person witnessed her fall, why have they not come forward to explain what they saw? I can only guess that the reason they have remained silent is that the person in question murdered her. Maisie had scratches on her arms, which may have occurred during a struggle with the person who pushed her.

      “An empty bottle of laudanum was discovered next to the supposed suicide note. I hope she won’t mind me saying it, but I’m aware of only one person in this room who regularly takes laudanum, and that is Lady Wyndham.”

      I glanced at Lady Wyndham and saw her heart-shaped face crumple.

      “What are you suggesting, Inspector?” Viscount Wyndham rose to his feet again. “That my wife gave the maid some of her own laudanum?”

      Ralph Lombard snickered. “The Wyndhams and their poisons.”

      “This is not a laughing matter, Mr Lombard,” scolded Inspector Cullen.

      “Next we must discuss Elizabeth Wiggins,” continued James, “who was known as Betsy while she worked in this household.”

      “But what about Maisie?” asked Mr Glenville. “I thought you said someone murdered her? If so, who was it?”

      “I shall return to Maisie in due course,” replied James. “During the time she worked here, Betsy formed a close friendship with Miss Sophia.”

      Mrs Glenville nodded. “Sophia didn’t make friends easily.”

      “Betsy also got on well with Maisie,” continued James. “And Betsy’s brother tells me his sister discovered that Maisie was being paid to watch Miss Sophia. So close was Betsy’s friendship with Miss Sophia that she informed her of this fact. Therefore, Miss Sophia knew the maid was following her during her secret excursions with Mr Morrison. Miss Sophia did not feel content with this situation, and often talked with Betsy and Mr Morrison about running away. Her greatest desire was to elope with Mr Morrison. However, the man had other commitments; namely his wife and child. He couldn’t quite bring himself to leave his family.

      “On the eighteenth of February, Miss Sophia left home and went to find Mr Morrison at Pattison’s law firm, where he worked as a clerk. The young man told her that he would be unable to run away with her until he had organised some form of provision for his wife and child. He told her to bide her time, which she did. Miss Sophia returned to Hyde Park, where Mr Perrin found her wandering shortly before nightfall that day. Betsy was dismissed from service here on the twenty-second of February. Am I right?”

      James looked at Mr Glenville.

      “I can’t be sure of the exact date, but February sounds about right,” he replied.

      “And it was shortly after Miss Sophia attempted to run away from home?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was the reason for Betsy’s dismissal?”

      “Listening at doors,” Mrs Glenville piped up. “The girl was terribly nosy.”

      “Were you concerned that she had overheard something she shouldn’t have?”

      “No, but overly inquisitive behaviour is not a good trait in a maid,” replied Mrs Glenville.

      “I concur that she was nosy,” said Mrs Craughton. “I had noticed the same habit.”

      “And how did Miss Sophia react to Betsy’s dismissal, Mrs Glenville?” asked James.

      “She was extremely upset,” she replied. “Far more distraught than was necessary.”

      “She was angry with you and your husband for dismissing Betsy?”

      “She was. But then Sophia was angry about all manner of things. It didn’t take much to upset her.”

      James consulted his notebook. “We are all aware that Betsy was sadly murdered on the fourth of March, and that her husband is currently on trial for her murder. Her husband, Mr Wiggins, worked at your factory, isn’t that right, Mr Lombard?”

      “Did he? I don’t recall the chap, but I happen to employ in excess of seven hundred people.”

      “On the night of Betsy’s murder, Mr Wiggins was out drinking with a stranger in the Royal Vauxhall Tavern,” said James. “Do you know the place, Mr Lombard?”

      He nodded in reply.

      “The stranger called himself Mr Evans and had arranged to meet Mr Wiggins under the guise of offering him some employment. Not accustomed to heavy drinking, Mr Wiggins soon became incapacitated and was accompanied home by Mr Evans. We cannot rule out the possibility that Mr Evans had a hand in Betsy’s murder.”

      “Why should he do that?” asked Mr Lombard.

      “I have a theory,” replied James, “which I will return to shortly.”
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      “Mrs Craughton!” James exclaimed.

      “Yes?” the housekeeper replied nervously.

      She glanced around the room and then smiled weakly at him.

      James pointed toward the picture of the ghost twins. “May I ask your permission to remove this fine portrait from the wall?”

      Mrs Craughton looked over at Mr Glenville, who nodded.

      “Of course, Inspector,” she said.

      Mr Perrin helped Inspector Trotter take the portrait down. They carefully leaned it up against a cabinet. James examined the darker square of wallpaper where the portrait had previously hung. Then he lifted a finger and peered closely at something on the wall before turning to address Mrs Glenville.

      “I believe the two boys in this picture are your ancestors,” said James.

      “Boys?” muttered Lady Wyndham.

      “Yes, they were uncles of mine,” replied Mrs Glenville. “Broderick and Snowdon Noel-Johnstone.”

      “Did you know them by any other names?”

      “No.”

      “So the names Cubby and Bunty mean nothing to you?”

      “Cubby?” jeered Viscount Wyndham. “Bunty?”

      “Oh, those names,” said Mrs Glenville. “Those were the nicknames I had for them as a child.”

      “Mrs Craughton,” said James. “Are you in possession of a slip of paper which has the names Cubby and Bunty written on it?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever come across a piece of paper such as that?”

      “No, I don’t think I ever have.”

      “That’s odd,” said James. “Because when Miss Green was working here, she said she found a piece of paper bearing those two names hidden between two books in this very room.”

      Mrs Craughton gave me an icy stare.

      “Miss Green says that you found her with the piece of paper and took it from her.”

      “Miss Green is a thief,” she sneered. “She stole a key from my office, opened the drawers of Mr Glenville’s desk and removed one of his books. Do you trust the words of a thief?”

      “Miss Green was working here as an undercover reporter,” said Mr Glenville. “She did not pilfer the book. She thought she could use it to find out more information about me. Although why she couldn’t have asked me her questions directly, I will never know.” He gave me a smile. “I’m sure Miss Green had every intention of returning the book, didn’t you, Miss Green?”

      I nodded, both surprised by, and grateful for, Mr Glenville’s explanation.

      “So you deny all knowledge of this piece of paper, Mrs Craughton?” asked James.

      “I can’t remember it.”

      “I believe the piece of paper Miss Green found was an instruction,” James revealed. “It was left to describe the location of the hidden packet of cyanide to someone else.”

      “That makes no sense!” declared Ralph Lombard.

      “If anyone wishes to examine the wallpaper behind the portrait of Mrs Glenville’s ancestors, I invite them to do so,” said James. “There is a small piece of wax on the wall to which the packet of cyanide was once attached.”

      James leafed through his notebook and found the empty packet of cyanide. He held it up.

      “This is the packet of poison which was found on the chair in the drawing room. It bears testament to the fact that it was attached to something with wax.”

      “Why should someone wish to do that?” asked Mr Glenville.

      “Perhaps they thought it was a safe place to hide their poison,” said James. “After all, nobody would go looking for it there, would they?”

      “This is ridiculous,” said Mary Lombard. “How much longer do you plan to detain us, Inspector?”

      “He’s planning to bore us all until someone confesses,” said Viscount Wyndham. “Whoever it was, own up now and put an end to this purgatory.”

      Wary glances were exchanged between those dotted around the room.

      “Let me mention Mr Evans again,” said James. “He was the man who accompanied Mr Wiggins home. The poor man experienced such an adverse reaction to his drink that evening that we speculate a poison of some sort may have been administered, mixed in with his beer. This would be impossible to verify unless we could speak to Mr Evans himself. Fortunately, I have managed to find him.”

      “You have?” I said excitedly.

      “Yes I have, Penny. I’m most grateful to my colleague, Miss Green, in this matter. A few days ago, the Morning Express published a description of the mysterious Mr Evans, along with an appeal for information. The Yard was contacted by a gentleman who has now retired from a lifetime of criminal activity, but had certain scores to settle. He was able to inform us of Mr Evans’ true identity and tell us that he is well known in criminal circles as a man who will ‘dispatch’ people in return for payment. We visited him at his home this morning and made the arrest.”

      “So you now have one criminal’s word against another? That’s not evidence! It’s meaningless!” scoffed Ralph Lombard.

      “Fortunately for us, Mr Evans was rather meticulous in his record-keeping,” said James. “A search of his home and papers revealed a list of people for whom he has worked. Mrs Craughton, are you sure you no longer have the piece of paper you confiscated from Miss Green? It would be extremely convenient if I was able show it to everyone at this moment.”

      “I’ll have a look in my office,” she replied frostily, instantly leaving the room.

      “When I first arrived at this house, I had a good look around,” said James. “Without a doubt, one of the pleasantest rooms here is the conservatory. I imagine it requires a good deal of maintenance.”

      “It’s my wife’s pride and joy,” said Mr Glenville.

      “A tropical hothouse presumably attracts a few pests,” commented James. “They attack the plants, do they?”

      “We don’t have too much of a problem with them,” replied Mrs Glenville.

      The housekeeper returned to the room.

      “Mrs Craughton, when was the conservatory last fumigated?” asked James.

      “About a month ago, I think, Inspector.”

      “Thank you. Did you manage to find the piece of paper?”

      “I did, Inspector.”

      She held it out for him to take.

      “You keep it for the time being, Mrs Craughton, and tell me in whose handwriting the names Cubby and Bunty are written.”

      Mrs Craughton glanced around the room and moved her lips, but no sound came out.

      The room was so silent that I hardly dared to breathe.

      “Mrs Craughton?”

      “I... What will it mean when I say the name? Will this person be in trouble?”

      “Let’s worry about that later. Whose handwriting do you see on that piece of paper?”

      “It’s... er… the handwriting belongs to Mrs Lombard.”
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      “No! I didn’t write it!” Mary Lombard cried out, her violet eyes wide in her pale face. “You’re mistaken, Mrs Craughton. Why should I have written it?”

      “Let me take a look at it!” demanded Ralph Lombard.

      He strode angrily across the room toward Mrs Craughton. He snatched the piece of paper from her hand and glared at it.

      “That is not my wife’s hand, Inspector!” he appealed to James. “If you need a sample of her handwriting we can provide it, can’t we, Mary? This is a setup!”

      “What are the implications for the person who wrote on that bit of paper?” asked Viscount Wyndham. “Does it mean the writer is a murderer or not?”

      “Let me see,” said Mr Glenville, peering over Ralph Lombard’s shoulder at the paper. “I don’t even recognise the writing,” he said. “Inspector Blakely, this is preposterous! What are you trying to do to us here? Rile us up until we all claw each other’s eyes out?”

      “Not at all,” said James. “I’ve almost finished. If everyone can quieten down, I will conclude my explanation. Please hand me that piece of paper, Mr Lombard.”

      Ralph Lombard thrust it at him and returned to the seat next to his wife. Most of the faces in the room were turned toward Mrs Lombard. She seemed to be suffering terribly in response to the suggestion that she had written the brief note.

      She produced a fan and wafted it beneath her chin. Her husband clasped a protective arm around her shoulders. I watched carefully and tried to imagine them causing Sophia any harm. I decided that they were capable of it. After all, Sophia had been unfaithful to their son. Her murder might have been an act of revenge, and they had no doubt hoped that Dudley could be married to Jane instead.

      “Mrs Craughton,” James continued. “When a hothouse or conservatory is fumigated, potassium of cyanide is usually used, is it not?”

      The housekeeper remained silent, but glanced around the room, as if the answer lay somewhere within it.

      “Answer the question, Craughton,” barked Chief Inspector Cullen. “Did you use potassium of cyanide to fumigate the conservatory?”

      “Yes.”

      “So it’s reasonable to assume that there is a supply of cyanide somewhere in the house or inside the storage shed out in the yard?” asked James.

      “It’s possible.”

      “I find you quite evasive, Mrs Craughton,” said James. “You know more than you’re letting on, and I surmise that you’re either protecting yourself or someone else. I suspect it’s a bit of both.”

      The housekeeper stared at him.

      “It’s not true,” she said coldly.

      “It’s not Mrs Lombard’s handwriting on this piece of paper, is it?” said James. “It is, in fact, yours.”

      There were gasps from the attentive onlookers.

      “You have no proof,” the housekeeper retorted.

      “Actually, I do,” said James, leafing through his notebook again. “I kept the sketches of the drawing room everyone drew for me and Inspector Trotter. The writing on your sketch matches the handwriting on this piece of paper.”

      “I didn’t draw that sketch,” she said. Her grey eyes were cold and reptilian.

      “You can deny it all you like, Mrs Craughton,” said James, “but there’s no escaping the truth. It will be far easier for you if you’re honest with us now. It may have been you who secreted the packet of poison behind the portrait, but you didn’t carry out the poisoning of Miss Sophia on your own. You simply did what you had been asked to do. You carried out orders. Am I right, Mrs Craughton?”

      The housekeeper said nothing.

      “You’re extremely loyal to your employer, are you not? It was Mrs Glenville who instructed you to put the packet of poison in a place where she could secretly access it that evening.”

      “That’s not true!” said Mrs Glenville defensively, rising to her feet. “I had nothing to do with it!”

      I stared at her veiled face, struggling to believe the woman could have poisoned her own daughter.

      “I think the jury will deliberate over the extent of your involvement, Mrs Glenville,” said James.

      “No!” she shrieked. “No, they won’t! I had nothing to do with it! It was all him!”

      She pointed at her husband.

      Mr Glenville laughed. “You’ll try anything to escape your guilt, won’t you, Camilla? You would even accuse your own husband!”

      “But it was you!” she cried. “You poisoned our daughter!”

      “Why should I do that?” Mr Glenville asked with a smirk. “You’re suffering from delusions again.”

      “She was in the way of your plans. She didn’t do what you wanted her to!”

      “I do apologise, Inspector Blakely,” said Mr Glenville. “My hysterical wife is preventing you from finishing your most eloquent speech.”

      Mrs Glenville charged towards her husband.

      “Tell them the truth!” she screeched.

      She lunged wildly at him, and I gasped as he grabbed her wrist.

      “Camilla, please calm yourself,” he said softly.

      “Tell them what you really wanted to do! How you planned for Dudley to marry Jane instead!”

      “No!” Jane entreated. “Please no! Mother! Tell them it’s not true!”

      Mrs Glenville tried to wrestle her wrist free from her husband’s grasp, but he gripped it firmly.

      “You knew Jane would do anything you told her to,” she cried. “Once that gin distillery was yours, Ralph Lombard would have had no chance. You wanted to push him and his son out the way, just as you did with Archdale. It has only ever been about you!”

      I felt my heart pounding heavily as I listened to Mrs Glenville’s words. Was there an element of truth to them? Or was she desperately trying to deflect from her own guilt?

      “That’s enough, Camilla,” said Mr Glenville. “Why don’t you lift your veil and show them your face? The face of a murderess who pushed her own maid down the stairs.”

      He let go of his wife’s wrist and pulled up her veil to reveal deep scratches across one cheek.

      Mrs Craughton let out a cry. “My lady!”

      “No!” Jane screamed.

      Mrs Glenville’s face remained impassive. She pulled back the veil and made a move to leave the room. Inspector Trotter quickly caught up with her and took her arm.

      “You’re right, Inspector Blakely,” said Mr Glenville. “Maisie had scratches on her arms because she put up a fight. It seems she injured the face of her killer.”

      “Come with me, please, Mrs Glenville. The air is rather warm in here,” lisped Inspector Trotter.

      Mrs Glenville said nothing as he led her out of the room.
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      “Well done, Inspector,” said Viscount Wyndham cheerily. “I can scarce believe it, though. Could Camilla really have done such a thing? Whatever possessed her?”

      “Maisie must have known who was behind Miss Sophia’s death,” replied James. “As each day went by, Mrs Glenville grew increasingly terrified that Maisie would talk. Unfortunately for Mrs Glenville, hers was a rather clumsy attempt at pretending that Maisie had taken her own life.”

      Ralph Lombard stood to his feet. “Glenville,” he barked. “Is there any truth in what your wife says?”

      “Nothing but the ramblings of a hysterical woman,” replied Mr Glenville.

      “Am I in the clear now, Inspector?” asked Viscount Wyndham. “Are you satisfied that the potassium of cyanide on the chair I selected had nothing to do with me?”

      “We’re not quite finished yet, Wyndham,” said James. “Bear with me for a moment longer. Remember our Mr Evans; the man we think murdered Elizabeth Wiggins? A cursory search of Mr Evans’ papers this morning revealed that he had been in contact with someone within this room.” He paused to look around. “And that person is Mr Glenville.”

      I gasped.

      “You’re wasting your time now, Inspector. You already have your culprit,” argued Mr Glenville.

      “Have you ever met with a professional criminal who calls himself Mr Evans?”

      “No.”

      “Mr Evans’ papers reveal that you paid him the sum of one hundred pounds at the end of February. Is that correct?”

      “I don’t recall giving money of any amount to a man called Evans,” replied Mr Glenville. His dark eyes never wavered from James’ face. “Perhaps he used a different name, but I certainly wouldn’t have paid money to aid someone in carrying out a nefarious deed.”

      “Mr Evans is a nefarious man, Mr Glenville,” said James. “You paid him to murder Elizabeth Wiggins. It seems the nosy maid had heard too much.”

      Mr Glenville laughed. “Wherever have you got this idea from, Inspector?”

      “Elizabeth Wiggins, who you knew as Betsy, overheard you and your wife discussing how to rid yourselves of your troublesome daughter.”

      “What nonsense, Inspector. You have no evidence to back up your preposterous claims!”

      “As Miss Sophia grew into a young woman, she demonstrated an independence of mind and a strength of character incongruous with your plans for her,” said James. “She was a modern woman who identified strongly with social reform, such as women’s suffrage and fair conditions for factory workers.

      “Having betrothed her to Dudley Lombard while she was a young girl, you and your wife increasingly despaired as she became less consistent with your plans with each year that passed. As the wedding drew near and you learnt of her indiscretions, you felt that the girl had become more trouble than she was worth. Perhaps you had both hoped she would elope with her lover, and that would be the end of it. Only her lover wasn’t ready to leave. He had a family to support.”

      Mr Glenville’s face assumed a bored expression. “You’re an excellent storyteller, Inspector,” he said.

      “In addition to your worries regarding how this rebellious young girl could ever manage the family business, you were also concerned about the shame she would inevitably bring to your family,” continued James. “Her attempt to run away was an embarrassment too far. What if the establishment discovered the trouble you were having with her?

      “She was engaged to be married to the son of your friend, but then you have another daughter, don’t you? You considered whether Jane would be a more suitable wife for Dudley, and Mr Lombard had already proposed such a match. As your wife suggested, once the Lombard gin distillery was owned by your daughter Jane, it wouldn’t have been too much trouble to push the Lombards out.”

      Mr Glenville chuckled and shook his head.

      “Together, you and your wife hatched a plan to be rid of your daughter and fix the blame on Viscount Wyndham, a man you had many disagreements with over your son, Maurice. One of you deliberately planted the empty packet of cyanide on the chair upon which he had been sitting to shift the suspicion onto him.”

      “Sheer foolishness, Glenville!” laughed Viscount Wyndham. “Looks like you’ll be needing a lawyer now, eh?”

      “You’re a fool if you believe a single word of this, Wyndham!” snarled Mr Glenville.

      He turned back to James. “If this is what happened, Inspector, how would my wife or I have emptied a packet of poison into Sophia’s glass without anyone noticing? It would have been impossible!”

      “But not completely impossible,” said James. “The best theory I could come up with is as follows. You emptied the packet of cyanide into your own glass, Mr Glenville. Then somehow you created a diversion which allowed you to exchange your glass with your daughter’s while everyone’s attention was elsewhere.”

      I thought about the moment just before Sophia had died, when we were all distracted by Tipsy, the trick-performing dog.

      Mr Glenville laughed. “If only I were that clever, Inspector!”

      “You are, Mr Glenville. And I suspect that your loyal butler, Mr Perrin, and equally loyal housekeeper, Mrs Craughton, were willing to turn a blind eye or even assist where required. Miss Sophia was also a great nuisance to them.

      “And as your daughter lay dying, you placed the empty packet of poison on Viscount Wyndham’s chair. You probably hoped he would return to the same one so everyone would connect him with the cyanide. However, Mary Lombard sat down on the chair, which perhaps diluted the intended effect.”

      “This fairy tale involves an awful lot of conjecture, Inspector,” said Glenville. “This is little more than a story you have concocted to suit your own means. You have no proof of anything. You entered my home because you were already carrying out an investigation on the behalf of a man who bears me nothing but animosity. You thought I didn’t know about Mr Conway and his intentions to ruin me? And then you encouraged this woman,” I jumped as Mr Glenville turned his eyes toward me, “to use lies and subterfuge to gain access to my home.”

      I met his dark gaze and my knees suddenly felt weak.

      “Is it any coincidence that my daughter died within a few days of Miss Green beginning her work here, under the pretence of being a maid? And notice how she conveniently uncovered the so-called evidence. It was Miss Green who discovered the note in the library. It was Miss Green who encountered my daughter on her return from an alleged encounter with her suitor. Miss Green who heard Maisie after she had followed Sophia one evening. And Miss Green who discovered Maisie after she fell! There is too much coincidence in that, Inspector.”

      “Miss Green is a respected news reporter,” said James.

      “This is all part of a plan masterminded by Scotland Yard and the Morning Express,” said Mr Glenville.

      “With all due respect, Mr Glenville, you are quite mistaken,” Chief Inspector Cullen interjected.

      “Miss Green was sent here to charm me, and once she had done that she set about framing me for the death of my own daughter.”

      “It’s not true, Mr Glenville,” I said. “Mr Conway asked me to work undercover in your household, and during my time here I mistakenly believed that you were an honest man. I defended you when others criticised you, and up to the very last moment I could never have believed that you would cause your daughter any harm. I still struggle to accept that you and your wife have done such terrible things to these innocent young women. As a reporter, I pride myself on being a good judge of character, but on this occasion I have been wildly mistaken.”

      I felt a lump in my throat, and Mr Glenville smiled at me.

      “We got on well, didn’t we, Miss Green? I can’t tell you how disappointed I was when I discovered the truth about you. There was something that didn’t seem quite right about you from the start, but in a pleasant way. You were different from everyone who had worked here before. That’s why I kept searching your room. I wanted to discover the real you. And I did. It turns out you are even more fascinating than I first thought. The daughter of a famous plant-hunter, nonetheless! It’s a terrible shame you allowed yourself to be talked into this scam by Scotland Yard. Why do you wish to make it look as though I murdered my own daughter?”

      “Because you did.” I felt tears in my eyes.

      Mr Glenville shook his head.

      “No. I see now that you’re a part of the conspiracy against me,” he said. “I can’t tell you how disappointed that makes me feel.”

      “Come along, please, Mr Glenville,” said Chief Inspector Cullen. “We need to take you down to Church Court station.”

      He took Mr Glenville’s arm, but my former employer shrugged him off. Within a couple of strides, Mr Glenville had reached my side. He held his hand up around my throat in a vice-like grip.

      My head knocked against the wall, and I couldn’t breathe. My wide eyes stared into his.

      “And to think I once had faith in you,” he snarled. “You’re nothing more than a temptress!”

      I tried to pull his hand away, but it felt like a steel clamp, gripping harder and harder.

      I tried to mouth the words, “Let go!” but already my vision was becoming cloudy. I could hear distant cries and shrieks. Glenville was speaking to me, but his words were too muffled for me to understand. My sight and hearing were closing down. My body fought for air, but Glenville was too strong.

      I had once trusted this man, and now I was to die at his hands. In front of everyone else. In front of James. Why wasn’t someone stopping him?
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      When I came to, I discovered that I was lying on the floor of the library. My head throbbed with pain.

      The portrait of the ghost twins swam into view as it sat close by, propped up against the cabinet.

      “Penny,” I heard James say softly.

      My throat hurt too much to reply. James’ face was directly in front of me, but I flinched, frightened that Glenville was somewhere nearby.

      “It’s all right, Penny,” James said soothingly. “He’s gone now. Cullen’s taken him away.”

      Another face joined James’.

      It belonged to Lady Wyndham.

      “Would some laudanum help?” she asked gently.

      I managed to shake my head.

      “No thank you,” I mouthed. “I just want to leave this accursed place.”
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      “Well done, Penelope!” Eliza said encouragingly as she rode alongside me on her bicycle. “You’ve managed to walk half the length of North Ride! She’s recuperating well, isn’t she, Mr Edwards?”

      “Wonderfully well,” said Mr Edwards with a grin.

      “You’re both speaking about me as if I were a small child,” I replied sullenly.

      The trees in Hyde Park were in full leaf. Nearby, some children were throwing bread to a flock of pigeons. The sun felt warm on my face, but my legs were feeble.

      “You survived strangulation, Penelope!” said Eliza. “We’ve been so worried about you, haven’t we, Mr Edwards?”

      “Terribly worried,” he added.

      “I’m fine,” I said, lifting my hands to my neck, which still felt tender.

      “You’ve only been resting for two days,” continued Eliza. “It’s not enough. You should have spent at least a week in bed!”

      “I don’t want to be in bed, Ellie. I need to be out and about.”

      “Stubborn,” whispered my sister to Mr Edwards. “She’s always been terribly stubborn.”

      “I can hear what you’re saying about me,” I said. “I’ll come out for a walk on my own next time.”

      “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll be attacked or murdered. You’re a magnet for trouble,” scolded my sister.

      “I don’t do it on purpose.”

      “Of course you don’t. No one intends to attract trouble, do they?”

      I rolled my eyes and continued walking. Up ahead, I could see a man and two women walking towards us.

      “I remember the last time we were here, Mr Edwards. You regaled us with a most fascinating history of Hyde Park,” said Eliza. “Remind me when it was first opened to the public again?”

      “During the seventeenth century,” he replied. “King Charles the First admitted the public at that time. Before that, it was a hunting park originally created for King Henry the Eighth.”

      “I do love your head for facts, Mr Edwards,” said Eliza.

      He blushed at the comment.

      “King Henry may have charged after a deer on his horse along this very stretch!” she continued.

      “It’s unlikely that this path was here at the time.”

      “But he might have ridden in this location.”

      “He might indeed.”

      I watched the approaching threesome and thought that the man looked familiar.

      “The park also used to be a popular duelling spot,” added Mr Edwards.

      “Did it really?” said Eliza. “Call me a silly romantic, but I always fancied the idea of two men fighting a duel over me!”

      The man approaching us wore a bowler hat.

      It was James.

      “I say! Isn’t that your inspector?” asked Eliza.

      “The chap who came into the library a few weeks ago?” asked Mr Edwards.

      “Is it?” I said. “Oh yes, I suppose it is.”

      I noticed James’ step falter slightly as he realised who I was. Then he grinned and strode on ahead of his companions.

      “Penny!” he called out. “What a pleasant surprise!”

      “Hello, James!”

      My eye was drawn to the women behind him. One looked older than the other, and was leaning on a walking stick for support.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs Billington-Grieg and Mr Edwards.” James stopped and doffed his hat.

      Mr Edwards did the same.

      “How lovely to see you all. What a lovely Sunday afternoon!” said James.

      He spoke through a fixed grin, and I felt as uncomfortable as he looked.

      The two women joined us, and I knew who they were before James introduced them. The younger woman had a wide, apple-cheeked face, with fair curls peeking out from beneath a flowery bonnet. The older woman had the same face, but with rather more lines. Both had smiling blue eyes.

      “This is Charlotte and her mother, Mrs Jenkins,” said James.

      He told them our names and my face began to ache from the false grin I had adopted.

      “It’s lovely to meet you at last,” I said to Charlotte, keen to demonstrate that I was entirely comfortable with her status as James’ fiancée. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “Likewise!” she giggled. “James has told me all about you. You must be a very clever woman to be a news reporter!”

      “Has he?” I replied with surprise. “You don’t have to be particularly clever to be a news reporter. In fact, I often think you need to be rather foolish.”

      Everyone laughed politely.

      “Much like being a detective, in that case!” giggled Charlotte.

      The others laughed politely again.

      “The police force,” tutted Mrs Jenkins. “I always told Charlotte: ‘Whatever you do, don’t go marrying someone in the police force.’ And what does she do?”

      I noticed that James’ face was rather red. I had never seen him so flustered before.

      “What a lovely bicycle you have there, Mrs Billington-Grieg,” said Charlotte. “Are you permitted to ride it in the park?”

      “I should hope so. No one has arrested me yet,” replied Eliza.

      “How are you faring, Penny? Are you fully recovered?” asked James.

      “Oh yes. I’m fine, thank you,” I lied.

      “She’s not really,” interrupted Eliza. “She’s still rather weak. I told her she should be in bed.”

      “Absolutely,” added Mr Edwards. “Miss Green is trying to do too much too soon.”

      “Well that’s Penny for you.” James smiled. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have the start date for the Glenvilles’ trial, Penny. We’re about to charge Craughton and Perrin for aiding and abetting.”

      “That’s impressive work, James,” I said.

      “With assistance from Cullen and Trotter, I should add. Actually, I’m not sure how much assistance Trotter has given us, but he likes to remind us that it was his case to begin with.”

      “Naturally,” I said with a laugh.

      “That’s enough shop talk, darling,” said Charlotte. “I’m sure Miss Green doesn’t want to be bothered about work on a lovely Sunday afternoon.”

      “It’s what police officers do,” said Charlotte’s mother. “They’re married to the force first. That’s what I have to constantly remind you of, Charlotte. Police force first. Wife second.”

      “Penelope also has an obsession for her work,” Eliza chipped in. “She regularly works on Sundays.”

      “It’s the same with James!” laughed Charlotte. “Goodness, you can see why they get along so well, can’t you?”

      I exchanged a glance with James. We both wished we hadn’t had to meet under these circumstances.

      I reached for the chain around my neck and pulled it up from beneath my collar.

      “I almost forgot. I need to return this to you, James,” I said as I detached his grandfather’s ring from the old locket chain.

      “Oh that? There’s no need.”

      “But you gave it to me for luck while I was working undercover. Although I’m not sure how much luck it brought me in the end.”

      “Isn’t that your grandfather’s ring?” asked Charlotte, eying it curiously.

      “I think it is, yes,” James replied uncomfortably.

      ‘But isn’t it precious?” asked Charlotte.

      “Not really. Only sentimentally. A little bit.”

      James coughed, and I could see that whatever he chose to say would offend either me or his wife-to-be.

      “Hang on to it for now, Penny,” he added.

      “If you’re sure. I thought you might want it safely returned.”

      “Well, we must continue with our stroll. How lovely to meet you all!” said James with forced cordiality as he doffed his hat again.

      “And lovely to see you,” I said politely.

      James gave me a good-humoured grimace when no one else was looking. We all bid each other goodbye and walked on.

      I overheard Charlotte asking James about his grandfather’s ring again. I smiled, wondering, whether it would cause trouble between them.

      “Well that was rather neat and tidy, wasn’t it?” said Eliza once they were out of earshot. “You both met each other with each other’s partners!”

      “Partners?” I replied. “Mr Edwards is an acquaintance, Ellie. The word partner suggests a much stronger attachment.”

      “Perhaps an interested and hopeful acquaintance would be a better description,” proposed Mr Edwards.

      “Possibly, but it’s rather a mouthful,” said Eliza. “Charlotte seems a pleasant lady, but a little plain. You may be much older than her, Penelope, but you have a prettier nose.”

      “There is no need to compare me with the future Mrs Blakely, Ellie.”

      “She has fair hair like you,” said Eliza. “Men often fall for a certain type.”

      “Type?” asked Mr Edwards. “I hope you’re not suggesting that Miss Green is Inspector Blakely’s type?”

      “Absolutely not,” said Eliza mischievously as she pedalled on ahead of us. “That would be highly inappropriate, wouldn’t it?” she called back over her shoulder.

      “It absolutely would,” said Mr Edwards.

      He stopped and gave me a suspicious look.

      I glanced back at James’ retreating form and noticed that Charlotte was holding on to his arm. I tucked my hand into the crook of Mr Edwards’ elbow and his face broke into a smile.

      “It’s time to find somewhere for our afternoon tea,” I said.

      “Absolutely!” he replied. “Let’s catch up with our chaperone. Although, on second thoughts, would it be so utterly terrible if we lost her?”

      “Yes it would, Mr Edwards. Let’s run and catch up with her.”
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            Historical Note
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        * * *

      

      Hyde Park Gate is the name for two streets in Kensington which are situated close to the Royal Albert Hall and opposite Hyde Park. The area has long been associated with the wealthy and that’s still the case today. The young Virginia Woolf lived at number twenty-two and Winston Churchill spent some of his later years at number twenty-eight, he passed away there at the age of ninety.

      By contrast Gonsalva Road was a row of terraced homes which housed workers for south London’s industry and railways. My interest in the street arose from the discovery that my great grandmother and her family lived there for many years. The area suffered bomb damage during World War II and was cleared for redevelopment in the 1950s and 60s. It’s now home to the Westbury Estate and would be unrecognisable to my ancestors, although the railway lines are still there.

      

      In Victorian England cyanide, and other lethal poisons, were easily obtainable. Prussic acid – hydrogen cyanide – was even found in skin lotions! Potassium cyanide and sodium cyanide were used as insecticides and potassium cyanide was also used in photography and gilding. A search of the British Newspaper Archive reveals a number of suicides by cyanide including a bereaved photographer, Alfred Matcham, who in 1884 drank a ‘large quantity of cyanide of potassium’. A large dose is fast-acting and the effects are unpleasant as the poison deprives the body of oxygen. Antidotes can work if they’re delivered swiftly enough.

      

      My Gonsalva Road great-grandmother was working as a housemaid by the time she was 14 in 1891. Millions of women and girls did the same as her in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. In England in 1900 domestic service was the largest  female occupation with a third of women aged between 15 and 20 working as servants. Servants weren’t just the preserve of the wealthy, many self-respecting middle-class households had at least one servant.

      My idea for Penny to work undercover as a maid is not a unique one: in the 1864 novel Revelations of a Lady Detective by William Stephens Hayward, the female detective works undercover as a maid in the home of the Countess of Vervaine in the story The Mysterious Countess.

      

      Blundell’s vinegar factory and Lombard’s gin distillery are fictional. Legislation to protect factory workers from exploitation and accidents struggled to keep pace with rapid industrialisation during the nineteenth century. Despite countless factory acts being passed, workers still had to endure long days, low pay and dangerous working conditions. The London matchgirls strike of 1888 was prompted by poor working conditions in the Bryant & May match factory and the debilitating condition ‘phossy jaw’ which some of the workers suffered from. The women were supported by the social activist Annie Besant and were eventually able to negotiate better working conditions. Sadly, almost 130 years later, worker exploitation still makes the headlines.

      

      The Royal Vauxhall Tavern was built in the 1860s and is now a famous gay venue. Many of the buildings which neighboured the pub have since gone but the Tavern is set to remain there for a long time yet having been made a Grade II listed building in 2015 in recognition of its importance to the LGBT community and history.

      

      My research for The Penny Green series has come from sources too numerous to list in detail, but the following books have been very useful: A Brief History of Life in Victorian Britain by Michael Patterson, London in the Nineteenth Century by Jerry White, London in 1880 by Herbert Fry, London a Travel Guide through Time by Dr Matthew Green, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain by Barbara Onslow, A Very British Murder by Lucy Worsley, The Suspicions of Mr Whicher by Kate Summerscale, Journalism for Women: A Practical Guide by Arnold Bennett, Seventy Years a Showman by Lord George Sanger, Dottings of a Dosser by Howard Goldsmid, Travels and Adventures of an Orchid Hunter by Albert Millican, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London by Andrew Mearns, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper by Philip Sugden, The Necropolis Railway by Andrew Martin, The Diaries of Hannah Cullwick, Victorian Maidservant edited by Liz Stanley, Mrs Woolf & the Servants by Alison Light, Revelations of a Lady Detective by William Stephens Hayward and A is for Arsenic by Kathryn Harkup.

      The British Newspaper Archive is also an invaluable resource.
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        Thank you for reading the Penny Green Mystery Series, I really hope you enjoy it!

      

      

      Would you like to know when I release new books? Here are some ways to stay updated:

      
        	Join my mailing list and receive a free short mystery: Westminster Bridge emilyorgan.co.uk/short-mystery

        	Like my Facebook page: facebook.com/emilyorganwriter

        	View my other books here: emilyorgan.co.uk/books

      

      And if you have a moment, I would be very grateful if you would leave a quick review of my books online. Honest reviews of my books help other readers discover them too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Penny Green Series: Books 4-6
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        * * *

      

      The fourth, fifth and sixth mysteries in the Penny Green Victorian Mystery Series – The Inventor, Curse of the Poppy and The Bermondsey Poisoner.

      

      Plucky Fleet Street reporter Penny Green often spots the clues which other people miss, but is anyone prepared to listen to a woman in 1880s London? From the splendour of Crystal Palace to an opium den in Limehouse, Penny must navigate her way through secrets and lies to uncover the truth of each case. Inspector James Blakely of Scotland Yard is by her side, but will he remain there?

      

      Find out more at: emilyorgan.co.uk/boxset2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a free short mystery
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        * * *

      

      Want more of Penny Green? Get a copy of my free short mystery Westminster Bridge and sit down to enjoy a thirty minute read.

      

      News reporter Penny Green is committed to her job. But should she impose on a grieving widow?

      The brutal murder of a doctor has shocked 1880s London and Fleet Street is clamouring for news. Penny has orders from her editor to get the story all the papers want.

      She must decide what comes first. Compassion or duty?

      The murder case is not as simple as it seems. And whichever decision Penny makes, it’s unlikely to be the right one.

      

      Visit my website to claim your FREE copy:

      emilyorgan.co.uk/short-mystery
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