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IT MIGHT SEEM vainglorious for me to write a preface to a book written to celebrate my genius but, whilst I freely admit to being vain about my many enviable qualities, there is little glory to be had by anyone involved in the events described here.

For obvious reasons Miss Middleton was not able to give a complete account of this tragic case and, after she was lost to this world, it fell upon me to finish it for her. I fear that I lack her lightness of style but at least I am able to provide some of the missing details.

I have resisted the urge to correct the many errors in my ward’s account and some credit must be given to Mr Laurance Palmer (the chief editor of Messrs Hall and Co.) for bringing her notes into something approaching coherency, though I cannot help but wish that he and she had a little more regard for scientific technique and a little less interest in more sensational aspects.

It is only my wish to honour Miss Middleton’s contractual obligations that persuaded me to cooperate with this account and allow it to be published so soon.

I count this as one of my very few and by far the greatest of my failures. I swore to March that I would save her but, in the end, found myself powerless to do so.

Her chair by the fire is empty and, though I craved peace and quiet while she was here and have it in plenty now, I am obliged to confess that my house is a dismal place without her.

Sidney Grice, 2 May 1883

125 Gower Street


Part I
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Extracts from the Journals of March Middleton
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The Delivery of the Soul

THE FLAMES HAD long since died since I let Dorna Berry’s message flutter into the fire, but the words still haunted me. I saw them when I tried to read Edward’s letters. I saw them in the line of every book in which I struggled to bury myself. So many times I was on the brink of asking my guardian what they meant but on every occasion I pulled back, frightened that they were true.

I had never known Sidney Grice to tell a lie. What if I confronted him and he admitted his guilt? Where would I go? Who would protect me and give me shelter? Who could I trust? My father had died nearly two years ago in a walking accident in Switzerland. He was all that was left of my family, for my mother, he had told me, had been delivered of me in one breath and her immortal soul in the next.

The London of 1883 was a pitiless place and I had seen many a respectable woman reduced to poverty and the choice between immorality and starvation, for want of a man to care for her. Besides, Sidney Grice was probably – or, in his estimation, unquestionably – the foremost personal detective of the British Empire and I harboured hopes of following in his footsteps. I knew I could not let matters rest. It was just a question of finding the right moment.

7 November 1882

I am afraid for you, March. [Dorna had written] You must leave that house. Leave it today or Sidney Grice will destroy you, just as he destroyed me and just as surely as he murdered your mother.
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The Portrait of Marjory Gregory

MARJORY GREGORY HAD everything. She was pretty, charming and intelligent. She married well and bore two beautiful children. She had a growing reputation as an artist, being much in demand for portraits and having exhibited at the Royal Academy.

On Christmas Day, 1876, at about three o’clock in the morning, Marjory Gregory got out of bed. Her husband stirred, but he was not especially concerned as she had long been an insomniac. She put on her dressing gown and slippers and padded downstairs. He went back to sleep.

Nobody knows what she did for the next four or five hours. Perhaps she looked at some of the paintings she had produced so long ago. They still hung in her studio, propped on easels or against walls. Perhaps she took up her charcoal. For the last seven months she had tried to draw a self-portrait every day, staring into her own eyes for hours on end but destroying the results every night.

All that is known is that as the sun rose from behind Winter Hill, Major Bernard Gregory was awoken by screams. He armed himself with his old service revolver and rushed downstairs to find his wife in her favourite wicker chair, a carving knife swinging frenziedly. It had slit her nose and gashed her lips. Her breast had been hacked wildly and he was just in time to see her stomach ripped open, whilst she writhed in unspeakable agony.

Before Bernard Gregory could reach his wife, one final stab thrust deep into her throat and was wrenched across it. The carotid artery was completely severed and the windpipe lacerated.

Marjory Gregory died, bleeding and choking blindly.

There were many strange things about her death, not least of which was that the hand that wielded the knife was her own. But Major Gregory would not accept a verdict of suicide. His wife had been murdered, he insisted, four and a half years ago.
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The Death of Dom Hart

IT BEGAN AS it must end – with death and a priest.

The man who stood before us on that dark January morning was dressed in a black habit, the hood pushed back to reveal a mass of thick, greying chestnut hair and a rounded, rosy-cheeked face, the tip of his bulbous nose still reddened by the chill of London.

‘Please,’ he demurred, ‘I can’t take your place.’

‘But how do you know it is mine?’ I had not been standing by the armchair when I offered it to him.

Our visitor smiled. ‘I do not imagine Mr Grice reads the poetry of John Clare.’ He pointed to the book lying splayed open on the cushion.

I laughed. ‘Have you come to teach us our work?’

‘You will have had a wasted trip if you have,’ my guardian muttered.

‘Let me fetch you another chair,’ I offered. But the monk put down his carpet bag and took a wooden chair from the central table, swinging it easily in one hand as he returned to deposit it facing the fireplace.

Sidney Grice and I sat opposite each other either side of the hearth as our visitor lowered himself on to his seat.

‘Quite a change of career for you, from publican to Benedictine monk,’ Mr G commented and our visitor tilted his head quizzically.

‘It is not a giant stride of the imagination to guess my calling,’ he touched the silver cross that hung from his neck, ‘especially since I announced myself as Brother Ambrose. But how in heaven’s name can you know my history?’

‘No man can hide his past.’ My guardian waved a hand. ‘Though many have tried to do so. It is written in his face, his hands, his movements and his speech. Quite obviously you worked in a small establishment by the sea.’

The priest scratched his chin. ‘I have not set foot in a public house nor been to the coast for over a decade. What trace of evidence can there be on me now?’

Mr G leaned back. ‘I suspected it at once from your manner. You have the assured yet amiable air about you of one who serves yet remains in charge.’

‘So might a head waiter,’ I reasoned.

‘A waiter, whatever his rank, would be more deferential.’ Mr G sniffed. ‘A publican knows how to be welcoming and yet remain in authority to deal with the people he has intoxicated.’

‘So that is it?’ Brother Ambrose was unimpressed. ‘I just happen to act like a landlord?’

‘It was a signpost on my road towards the truth,’ my guardian told him. ‘You have a well-developed torso – muscular rather than obese, though you have filled out with fat of late.’

The monk’s mouth tightened at this description of himself. ‘Please go on.’

My guardian put his fingertips together. ‘Such a development comes of a job involving heavy lifting as a publican might in shifting barrels. You carried that chair with very little effort.’

‘Many other jobs involve lifting,’ Brother Ambrose objected. ‘A stevedore, for example.’

‘Indeed,’ Mr G concurred, ‘but I have never come across a dock worker yet whose back was not bent by his labours, and your right arm is much more developed than your left as results from many years of pulling pumps.’

‘What if I were a carpenter? Using a saw would have the same effect,’ the monk proposed.

Mr G smiled thinly. ‘Your hands may have softened and lost their callouses over the years, but I have yet to meet a carpenter whose fingers are not thickened by the hard use they have been put to, and permanently scarred by splinters and deep cuts from accidents with his tools.’ He leaned back to tug the bell pull twice, joggling the skull toggle.

‘And how did you know my pub was small and that it was on the coast?’

‘A larger establishment would have employed a potman to deal with the barrels.’ My guardian flicked his thick black hair off his forehead. ‘And your accent – unless my exceptional sense of hearing is deceived, which it never is – comes from or very close to Hove. Many men dream of moving from the city to run a public house by the sea but I have never known one to do the reverse.’

Brother Ambrose chuckled. ‘You are an entertainment, Mr Grice.’

And my guardian inhaled sharply. ‘I am neither a hurdy-gurdy man nor a prestidigitator. Tell me your business.’

Our visitor’s face darkened. ‘I do not know what religion you subscribe to, Mr Grice.’

‘Rest assured that it is not yours,’ my guardian said sharply.

‘That is all to the good.’

‘But why?’ I asked.

And Brother Ambrose touched his crucifix. ‘We want somebody who will not be in awe of our calling. A devout Catholic might hesitate to contradict or make accusations against someone he regards as his spiritual father.’

‘I can set your mind at rest there,’ I assured him. ‘Mr Grice does not care who he offends.’

The monk’s mouth twitched. ‘That is what we were given to understand.’

‘Then you might also have been informed that I never travel beyond the confines of this great but vile metropolis,’ Mr G told him.

Brother Ambrose ran his thumb over the feet of the figure of Christ. ‘You will at least hear me out?’

‘It might fill an otherwise tedious moment.’ My guardian stretched a hand over the back of his chair. ‘Proceed.’ He yanked the bell rope impatiently twice more.

‘As you have observed I am a monk in the Order of Saint Benedict. My home for the last eight years has been in Yorkshire.’

‘A wild place.’ Mr G shivered. ‘Populated by savages in tweed jackets and patterned stockings.’

‘I believe it has some beautiful scenery,’ I put in.

Sidney Grice shrugged. ‘Nowhere is beautiful until it has been flattened and built upon.’ He waved a hand. ‘Recommence.’

‘Claister Abbey was once one of the greatest monasteries in England,’ Brother Ambrose told us, ‘until it was dissolved by Henry VIII in his tussle with the Pope for supremacy. It was reopened thirty-four years ago in—’

‘1849,’ Mr G broke in. ‘Even a non-Catholic can do that sum.’

‘The monastery is a pallid reincarnation of its former self,’ Brother Ambrose continued. ‘Once the grounds housed three hundred monks with their own bakery, dairy, farriers and brewery – a small town in itself. Now a dozen of us crowd into a single house, surviving on the small profits of our garden produce and the printing of religious tracts, but mainly on charitable bequests.’

‘No doubt from those wishing to have Masses celebrated for their souls in the belief that God judges the rich more benevolently,’ Sidney Grice remarked sourly.

‘Or those who have charity,’ our visitor disagreed mildly. He had cut himself shaving, I noticed, and drops of blood had stained the collar of his cassock. ‘But to return to the point, our much-loved Abbot, Dom Simeon, was taken by the Lord last January. We had hoped that our senior brother in Christ, Jerome, would succeed him – indeed he became temporary head – but an outsider was appointed in his place.’ Brother Ambrose’s strong fingers wrapped around the crucifix. ‘Dom Ignatius Hart was not a popular choice. He came with a well-deserved reputation of being a mean man. He had a haughty manner, quick to take offence but dilatory to lose a grudge, and he had a flare for turning popular tasks into intolerable chores.

‘Brother Daniel, the youngest of our brethren, quit his holy orders rather than face the daily humiliations heaped upon him; and many considered doing the same, but the vows of a monk bind his soul so tightly that he needs fear loosening them lest he lose it.’ He pondered his own words for a while. ‘The summer was hard but the winter was worse. Dom Ignatius introduced cold baths as a penance for trivial faults and there was little doubt that Brother Peter’s end was hastened by such brutal treatment.’ Brother Ambrose’s grip tightened. ‘We began to hold clandestine meetings to discuss how best to deal with our master and I have to confess that more than one man, including myself, made whispered threats in the heat of those discussions.

‘Then on the fifth day of January, a wet and icy Friday morning, Dom Ignatius failed to appear for Lauds. This was very unusual, especially on the feast of the Epiphany, and an anxious discussion took place as to who, if any of us, should wake him.’

‘You do not strike me as a timid man,’ I said, and his hand fell into his lap.

‘When you are sworn to absolute obedience to a tyrant you think long and hard before arousing his displeasure.’ He grasped the end of his rope belt. ‘Eventually it was agreed that we should risk his wrath and enter his cell en masse.’

‘Let me guess break one of my own rules,’ Mr G put in. ‘Your detested master was dead.’

Brother Ambrose concurred grimly. ‘We found him on the stone floor, his vomit so preternaturally black that some of my brethren feared he had been possessed by demons.’ He twisted the rope around his fist. ‘The police were called immediately. They are convinced we are hiding the culprit and have threatened to arrest us all and close the Order down, which is why, Mr Grice, I have made this journey.’ Brother Ambrose put a hand to his brow. ‘We would like you to investigate the matter.’

Mr G looked at his watch. ‘I have yet to discover any connection between what you desire and what I am inclined to do.’

Molly came in with a tray of tea, placing it warily on the table between us.

‘Do I alarm you?’ our visitor asked as she backed away.

‘Oh, when Cook and me saw your frock when we was idling by the basement window, we thought you was her mother come back for revengeance.’

The monk chuckled. ‘But why would Cook’s mother want revenge?’

‘Well—’

‘Get out,’ her employer snapped.

Molly bobbed falteringly and left.

‘Mr Grice does not like leaving London,’ I explained to our visitor, but he seemed unconcerned.

‘I anticipated as much,’ he told me, ‘after I made enquiries about him. But I was given to believe that he is an exceedingly rapacious man.’

‘You might also have noticed that he is still in the room,’ Mr G grunted.

‘I think it would take a great deal of money to lure him as far as Claister.’ I poured three cups of tea.

‘We are a poor Order,’ Brother Ambrose said.

‘Then I shall bid you good day.’ Mr G rotated his cup to align the handle with the long edge of the tray.

‘But you have something else to offer,’ I said.

The monk nodded. ‘You are a perceptive young lady,’ he approved.

‘If you are going to offer me Masses for my soul, do not trouble.’ Mr G stirred his tea first one way and then the other. ‘But I might be interested in that ancient book in your luggage.’

‘How do you know it is an old book?’ I asked.

‘I can smell it.’

And as Brother Ambrose brought it out so could I: that unmistakeable fustiness of lightly mildewed leather and old parchment. I might have been back in my father’s library.

‘Mein Gott!’ my guardian exclaimed. ‘Jacob Cromwell’s Secreta Botanica.’

‘A gardening book?’ I hazarded and the men raised their faces in mutual despair.

‘The Secreta Botanica contains everything that was known in 1425 about the art of poisoning,’ my guardian explained. ‘The sources, effects, symptoms, tastes and disguising of.’ He put a hand to his eye. ‘It is the bible of toxicology.’ His face flushed with excitement. ‘It is said that Lucrezia Borgia read it instead of her breviary in church.’

‘There were only four known copies in existence,’ Brother Ambrose told me, ‘and two of them are under lock and key in the vaults of the Vatican.’

‘Have you read it?’ I asked.

The monk shook his head. ‘The Secreta has been on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum – the list of books Catholics are forbidden to read – since 1562.’

‘Let me examine it,’ Mr G implored, but our visitor slipped the book back into his bag.

‘I might never get it back. Men have killed each other for a chance to peruse the contents of this tome.’ Brother Ambrose drained his tea in one gulp. ‘If, however, you were able to help us,’ he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, ‘there is a space on that bookshelf which this volume might fill very prettily.’

Sidney Grice’s eye fell out and he caught it without a glance. ‘What if my investigations prove you and some or all of your colleagues to be guilty?’

Brother Ambrose considered the question. ‘I shall have papers drawn up pledging that the Secreta is placed in your hands the day you reveal the culprit or culprits, whatever the result of your inquiry.’

Mr G pulled his upper and lower eyelids apart with a thumb and forefinger. ‘I shall take the case.’ He forced his eye back into place.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘I have never been to Yorkshire.’

‘I regret to say that, whilst we are reluctantly admitting a self-confessed heretic through our doors, the monastery rules strictly forbid anything so impure as a woman to enter the premises.’

‘Women are no more impure than men,’ I retorted and our visitor smiled wisely.

‘You forget, Miss Middleton, that I used to be a publican.’
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The Dog and the Letter

WINTER HAD SET in hard and with it came the short dark days, made gloomier by the heavy yellow fogs and slushy rain. I had never yearned for my old life in India so much as I did during the long hours spent sketching by the fire or standing by the window, watching the tradesmen battle with the elements or the wandering huddles of the homeless picking putrefying scraps to eat from the filth of the pavement.

Sidney Grice set off alone the next morning.

‘How long do you think you will be gone?’ I rotated the brass handle to raise our green flag outside for a cab.

‘I doubt it will take me more than a few days,’ he said as Molly handed him his Grice Patent Insulated Flask of tea. ‘The Roman clerical mind is subtle and devious and therefore much easier to fathom than the dim-witted blunderings of the common criminal. Stupidity is the only thing that ever baffles me.’

It occurred to me that, if my guardian were unable to return for any reason, I would never hear his response to the letter, but yet again I lost my nerve and only asked, ‘Have you packed your toothbrush?’

‘Yes.’

‘And a change of shirt and collars?’

‘I know you are trying to make fun.’ Mr G adjusted his glass eye in the hall mirror. ‘But you should know by now that I have never been cursed with a sense of humour.’ He picked up his valise. ‘Please do nothing to embarrass me, March.’ And with those fond words he was gone.

*

I had only Molly for human company and even my kitten, Spirit, seemed lethargic, but Sidney Grice had hardly been gone an hour when we had our first caller, a Mrs Prendergast, who came to ask for help in finding her lost puppy. My guardian would have been grossly insulted, but I had nothing better to do and accompanied my sobbing client to her residence immediately. She had a nice three-bedroom house off Upper Thornhaugh Street and eagerly took me to see little Albert’s bed and bowls in a cupboard under the stairs.

I was uncertain how to proceed with the investigation and so I put the age-old parents’ question to her. ‘Where did you last see him?’

‘Do you think you might find a clue?’ She took me to the basement laundry room where I spotted a black-and-tan Cavalier King Charles spaniel curled asleep under a pillowcase on top of a pile of blankets.

‘Alby!’ Mrs Prendergast was ecstatic and kissed the dog repeatedly on its mouth and nose until it looked almost as ill as I felt. She insisted I stayed for tea and fruit cake, and pressed five shillings into my hand as I departed. It was my first solo case, but not one I would be boasting about when I became London’s first female personal detective.

The fourth post had just been delivered when I got home and all the letters were stacked on Mr G’s desk, including a parcel bearing the great maroon wax seal of the King of Poland. Beside this pile were three letters for me: my dressmaker’s account, which I hastily put aside; Mr Warwick, the land agent, informing me that the tenants for The Grange, my family home in Parbold, had quit the lease; and another postmarked Highgate. For lack of anything better to do, I decided to apply my guardian’s techniques when faced with unexpected correspondence and examined the envelope, holding it up to the gaslight and sniffing it. I used one of his magnifying glasses. There were a few faint scratches and an even fainter elliptical grey smudge, and the ink had an unusual green tint to it, but all in all it was just an ordinary vellum, fourpence-a-hundred envelope.

The handwriting was a masculine copperplate in that old-fashioned style which denotes countless raps of the childhood knuckles with a rule and looks lovely with its extravagant curls and swirls but is almost illegible. I hoped the contents would be easier to read but I was disappointed. The author had used the greater surface area available to give free rein to his calligraphic exuberance and the words curled and swirled over and around each other in an almost incomprehensible filigree.

I rang for tea and settled down at the desk to study it. The signature was large and swept across the page but, for all its skilful penmanship, I could make out no more of it than a possible Sergeant or Marquis. I went back to the opening line. The first word, which looked like Slgf must surely have said Dear. I sought other similar squirls for each letter and found a few possibilities which I copied on to a clean sheet of paper. The envelope helped because I knew what that was meant to say.

Molly came in, looking as though she had slept in her clothes and carrying a tray. When Mr G was absent I had biscuits with my tea. He rarely ate them, having an eccentric idea that sugar is bad for the teeth.

‘Have you any idea what this says?’

Her eyes flickered. ‘Is it the butcher’s bill?’

‘You know Mr Grice will not have meat in the house.’

Molly flushed. ‘Well, what with him being away…’

I knew I had smelled sausages but I had assumed the aroma had drifted from the house next door. ‘But how do you hope to explain the bill when it arrives?’ I asked as she wrapped a strand of hair around her thumb.

‘We asked him to put it down as run-up beans ’cause his son’s a greengrocerer.’

‘I am very disappointed in you, Molly.’ I regarded her severely. ‘Going behind your master’s back like that.’

Molly unwrapped her thumb. ‘Please don’t not snitch, miss. He’ll have us out on the street before you can say gorblimey and I ain’t not never had such a kind master as Mr Grice even if he does have a temper like a badger, and please don’t not tell him I said that neither.’

I put down my pencil. ‘I am afraid you leave me no choice, Molly.’

‘Oh.’ She paled. ‘Oh but… Oh…’

‘Unless,’ I said, ‘I was to get involved in your crime in which case I could not tell without incriminating myself.’

Molly chewed the strand thoughtfully, opened her mouth, closed it and recommenced chewing. ‘I’ll fetch you a plate,’ she declared.

‘And plenty of mustard.’ I went back to the letter.

Dear March I translated at last. This was clearly not a formal letter but I could not think of anyone I knew in Highgate. I had never even been there. Forget – No – Forgive this – I struggled with the next word before deciding it read unsolicited. I was getting the hang of this, training my eye to ignore the ornamentation and concentrate on the core of each word: approach but…

Molly brought my bribe.

‘Tell Cook to burn some cabbage with the basement door wide open,’ I said and her eyes widened.

‘Blimey, we’ll make a criminal of you yet.’

I cut one of the sausages open. ‘I hope not, for Mr Grice would be sure to bring me to justice in no time.’

Whatever people say about fruit, forbidden sausages taste immeasurably better. I had two before I went back to the letter, and the treat must have fortified my brain for I was able to get through the entire letter by the time I had consumed the last one and the first wisps of incineration were drifting up the stairs.

Saturn Villa

Highgate

Tuesday 20 October

Dear March,

Please forgive this unsolicited approach but I could think of no better way to contact you.

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Ptolemy Travers Smyth.

I doubt very much that you have ever heard of me, but the truth is that I am your father’s cousin and therefore quite confident that we are the closest and probably the only relations that either of us possess.

I am an old man now and fear I have not long in this world, and my only wish is to see you before I die. It would bring me untold pleasure if you would visit me. I am at home every day. Come for dinner today, if you can, and – if, having met me, you feel safe – stay the night.

If you send your acceptance to the Stargate Road telegram office in Highgate, I shall have my carriage collect you within the hour.

We have a common acquaintance in Inspector George Pound. Please consult him if you have any reservations about my provenance or respectability.

With kind regards

‘Uncle’ Tolly

How the last loop of that y careered over the page. I traced it idly with my finger and it finished in the top right-hand corner but, before I had reached the end, I had made my decision. I wrote two notes and rang the bell.

Inspector Pound had worked on many cases with Mr G, but last autumn he had been sent at my guardian’s expense to a cottage hospital in Dorset to recover from his wounds. Because of me he had been stabbed in the stomach and he could not easily be reached. He was a decent, honest man and we had a loose understanding, so the fact that Ptolemy Travers Smyth could use him as a reference was all the reassurance I needed.

Molly traipsed in, her apron even more crumpled than before.

‘Take this to the Tottenham Court Road telegraph office – I am going out for the night.’ I gave her a florin and pointed to the letter I had placed under the paperweight made from Charley Peace’s patella mounted in silver. ‘This is where I shall be if anybody needs me.’

‘What?’ she wondered. ‘On the desk?’

‘Just send the telegram, Molly.’ I straightened her uniform as best I could, though the hat kept collapsing, and went into the hall.

‘Yes, miss.’ She bobbed unsteadily and dropped my note.

I left her trying to pick it up without bending her back and went upstairs to pack my Gladstone bag and change into my new dress – royal blue with cream lace trim. I looked at myself in the cheval mirror. A little rouge might have helped, but Mr G would have had an apoplexy if I had brought any into his house. I thought about letting my hair down but it was such a dull mass of mouse-brown that I left it tied back.

The smell of burned cabbage was so overpowering as I went down that I wondered if Cook had started a fire, but I decided to leave her to it and settled in the study to read an account in The Times of a man caught smashing plaster busts of Beethoven. When arrested he was raving something about a blue diamond. It was a curious case and I cut it out for my guardian to put into his files.
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Past the Necropolis

I DID NOT have to wait long for the doorbell to ring and Molly to announce, in impressed tones, that my carriage had arrived.

‘I am going to Highgate,’ I told her and her jaw dropped.

‘Oh, have a care, miss. There’s dead people there what ain’t even alive.’ She threw out her arm as if indicating their imminent approach.

‘The departed cannot hurt you,’ I reassured her but she did not seem convinced.

‘What about that dead damnation dog what fell on Cook’s brother’s head? He was unconscienced for nearly a forthnight.’

‘I shall take my strongest umbrella,’ I promised.

A little, pinch-faced coachman in red livery was waiting to see me into a black brougham ornamented with a coat of arms – a green oak tree with the golden letters T and S interlocked in the foreground. The front lamps were already lit.

Two students were coming out of the Anatomy Building opposite, their coats heavily stained with human fluids, which they saw as badges of honour. They were growing moustaches and whiskers but – though they must have been about my age – they still looked like children. One of them whistled as I climbed aboard and my dress rose up my calf.

‘Cut up a prettier cadaver this morning,’ his companion jeered.

The coachman gestured angrily and folded up the steps.

‘She would have had to be dead to let you near her,’ I retorted and the door closed, the driver clambering up and flicking his fine black mare to set us on our way.

This was true luxury, to be enclosed in a glazed box rather than behind the flaps of a hansom where one was exposed to the elements or forced to shelter behind a leather curtain. The seats were generously stuffed soft burgundy leather and our progress was stately, the four wheels being sprung to deaden the impact of the myriad bumps and potholes in the road.

The sun was down with the hint of an orange glow through the smoke of coal fires and the discharge of the thousands of factories labouring ceaselessly in the greatest metropolis the world had ever known.

A group of children came running after us. With their shaved heads and shapeless rags, I could not tell if they were boys or girls.

‘Takin’ ’er to the Tower, mister?’

‘She’s a wrong ’un and no mistake.’

‘Off wiv ’er ’ead.’

I laughed but could not throw them any coppers from my isolated comfort.

My father had never mentioned any living relatives to me and I was always under the impression that we had none. My mother was an only child and the last family member that I knew of – my father’s older brother – had been lost at sea when I was a toddler.

It did occur to me that the writer of that letter could be mistaken or lying, possibly in the hope of persuading me to support him in his old age. It could even be a cruel joke and I began to wish that I had waited for a chance to contact Inspector Pound before setting off, but I was intrigued. Perhaps Mr Travers Smyth could tell me something of the family history about which my father had always been so taciturn. He might possibly know why Sidney Grice had felt it his duty to take me into his home. I was not even aware that I had a godfather before Mr G contacted me, and he either became evasive or developed temporary lockjaw when I probed into his past.

We had a slow journey. The thoroughfares designed for a hundred thousand people now struggled to serve two million, and every omnibus, private carriage and trader’s van in London had to jostle constantly with all the others to make any progress at all. Gradually, however, the roads became less congested and the rows of terraced houses broke up into semi-detached and then detached homes, set back from the streets behind front gardens. We got into a fairly steady trot, our horse tossing her head like a pit pony having its day in a meadow, as we travelled beside the high red-brick, treelined walls of the vast necropolis of Highgate. By the time we passed the entrance of the western cemetery night was falling so quickly that I could hardly make out the imposing mock Tudor gateway, flanked by Gothic-turreted chapels in black and grey brick, reminding me more of a prison than a resting place for the dead, who were unlikely to attempt a mass escape this side of Judgement Day.

We turned off the main thoroughfare and down a series of increasingly quieter lanes, which would doubtless be leafy in summer but were now bordered by the skeletons of plane trees and chestnuts, little more than angular shadows in the shadows. There were no streetlights here and the only illumination came from our twin front lamps, the crescent moon and the occasional glow from a villa where a curtain had not yet been closed.

Droplets of rain were pattering on the glass now.

We turned right down a side street, then right again and round a long curve and right again, and I had a feeling we were travelling in a circle, but then we took two left turns, by which time it was so dark I wondered how the driver could see where he was going. Our horse slowed, cautiously feeling her way as we rattled along the cobblestoned roads. I tried to work out our direction as we made a few more turns, but the moon was hidden now behind the heavy clouds and I was just realizing what a fool I had been to enter a vehicle at the invitation of a stranger when we stopped.

The night was black as a cat by now, but the coachman sounded his horn four times and all at once the scene to the left of me was transformed. A series of lamp posts lit up, starting at an open iron gate and leading either side of a long gravelled path up to a house. And a moment later the house itself burst into light from every window in the same brilliant white glow.

The coachman scrambled down, opened the door and pulled down the steps for me. ‘Saturn Villa,’ he proclaimed proudly. ‘If you will allow me, miss.’ He proffered his arm and helped me on to the pavement where I gazed in amazement at the prospect before me. ‘Mr Travers Smyth likes to surprise his guests.’

‘He has certainly done that.’ It was as though a pocket of day had opened in the garden and I saw the copper beeches and rhododendrons and raked lawns as clearly as if it were early morning. And I was not the only one taken unawares for a tawny owl swooped startled over my head as we passed under an ancient horse-chestnut tree.

Saturn Villa was a three-storey building, a big house with an unfussy brick front and – especially with its illumination – a welcoming appearance. The driver took my bag from the luggage box at the back and I followed him, looking all about me like a child in fairyland. It certainly did not look like the residence of a man who would need to beg from me.

We climbed two semicircular steps to the white-painted entrance.

‘Allow me, miss.’ He pressed a polished brass button and immediately a shrill bell sounded inside the building, followed shortly by the door being opened by a young valet in red tails.

‘Miss Middleton to see Mr Travers Smyth,’ I told him and his solemn face cracked into a boyish grin.

‘Oh yes, miss, please come in.’ His hair was parted in the middle and so black that, if he had not been so young, I would have thought that he dyed it.

The hall was a high-ceilinged square with a pink-veined marble floor and pillars and white-plastered walls. The middle of the hall was dominated by a life-sized statue on a tall plinth – a heavily bearded man covered only by a cloth over his loins and holding a sickle in one hand, the other being raised, palm upwards above his head. I did not need Sidney Grice to deduce that this was the god Saturn.

The sculpture was backed by a wide stone staircase, the whole area awash in light. A glass-fronted cupboard had been built into the wall and was stuffed with Oriental bric-a-brac.

The valet stepped smartly to a double walnut door and parted the leaves with his white-gloved hands to announce me, barely having time to finish before a high voice called cheerily, ‘Send her in, Colwyn. Send her in.’

Colwyn stood back and to one side. Something flitted through my mind but I shook it away and went into the room.
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Sherry and the Magpie

I FOUND MYSELF in an oak-panelled library with glass-fronted bookcases built on to every wall.

‘Welcome. Welcome.’

And I saw that the greeting came from an elderly man at the top of lofty wheeled library steps. He had a big red leather book in one hand and let go of the rail to wave with the other, leaning towards me at an alarming angle as he did so. The steps wobbled and I hurried towards him round the many bookracks and small tables that were dotted everywhere. I could not catch him if he fell from such a height but at least I could try to steady his perch.

‘Miss Middleton, Miss Middleton,’ the man greeted me merrily as he scrambled down with an agility which would have done credit to a metropolitan fireman. He took my hand and pumped it vigorously. ‘How very, very good of you to come so soon, so soon.’

‘I hope I am not inconveniencing you.’

‘Not in the least, the least.’ He was a tiny man, slightly bent, with a little face upturned to me, topped by a mass of thinning, wiry ginger hair that erupted from under a vermillion smoking cap embroidered in gold thread, all bordered in a frizz of whiskers ending in a long, wispy goatee. His lips were wide but thin and clean-shaven, below a narrow nose ending between big sunken eyes made all the larger by thick-lensed, wire-framed spectacles. He reminded me so much of a capuchin monkey that I had to resist an urge to reach out and stroke his head. ‘I must show you this book.’ He waved it over his head like a victory flag. ‘But first we will have sherry, yes, sherry.’ All the time he was talking he was jigging about excitedly. ‘I am so pleased to meet you, dear lady.’

‘Please call me March, Mr Travers Smyth.’

His face fell. ‘But I cannot do that, dear lady, unless you agree to call me Uncle Tolly. I do so hope you will.’ He peered up at me like a child begging for a sherbet.

‘Uncle Tolly,’ I said and he rubbed his hands.

‘Capital, capital. We shall be the very best of friends, March. I feel it already.’ He put his head sideways. ‘Do you feel it too? Please say you do, but only if it is the truth.’

There was a raised mole on his left temple, almost black, and the shape and size of a broad bean.

‘You have made me feel very welcome.’ I laughed. ‘I have never had such a dramatic greeting.’

He furrowed his brow. ‘My climbing down a ladder? I am so sorry if I unsettled you.’

‘I meant the lighting.’

Uncle Tolly chortled. ‘Oh yes. It is powered by,’ his voice dropped conspiratorially, ‘something called electricity.’

‘I have seen electrical lighting before,’ I said, ‘but never in such quantity or brightness.’

‘Ah!’ He hopped from one foot to the other. ‘These are the new Swan Incandescent lamps.’

‘But are you not worried your house will catch fire?’

‘Oh no. The conducting wires are all thickly insulated in something else called gutta percha but,’ Uncle Tolly looked mortified, ‘if you are concerned for your safety, I shall have the generators disconnected and light the mantles or, if you are affrighted by the thought of igniting potentially explosive gases, I shall instruct the servants to bring out the old oil lamps. Shall I do it now?’

‘Please do not trouble.’

Uncle Tolly slapped his forehead. ‘Oh, March – you are sure I may call you that?’ I nodded and he continued. ‘But I am forgetting myself. I promised you sherry and what have you had thus far? Not a drop nor a drizzle.’ He rushed to the sideboard where a silver tray stood and took the stopper out of a long-necked decanter to pour two drinks, holding out a tulip-shaped glass to me and raising his own in a toast. ‘Your ever so very good health, March.’

‘And yours, Uncle Tolly.’ It was strange to have lived two decades without having used that title before. I sipped my sherry. It was a little sweet for my taste but welcome nonetheless. ‘It is so nice to find I have a living relative.’ I hesitated and all at once he was filled with concern.

‘But what is it? You are troubled, dear March. Have I managed to upset you already? Oh, I am such a rough-and-ready fellow, so set in my bachelor ways indeed that I have forgotten how to behave in feminine company. If I have offended you…’

I raised my hand. ‘Oh no, quite the reverse. It is just… You are quite sure we are related?’

He sighed with relief. ‘Oh no, dear March. I am not quite sure of it at all.’

‘But—’

‘I am absolutely positive.’ His big eyes glittered. ‘Yes, positive is the very actual word. That is why I was fetching that book when you so delightfully arrived. It is an account of the life of Samuel Travers Smyth, my grandfather and your great-grandfather, and which you may care to borrow.’ He scratched under the rim of his smoking cap. ‘But there again, you might not. He did little of interest to anyone other than himself and sometimes, I suspect, not even that. Still…’ His feet performed a complicated shuffle. ‘He is the river from which the streams of our lives have sprung. Oh, but what am I thinking of now?’ Uncle Tolly swiped his brow with the ball of his hand. ‘I have kept you standing whilst I chatter away like a stimulated magpie.’ He guided me to a deep armchair, and we sat facing each other on opposite sides of a low table before a crackling fire.

I placed the book down. It left a fusty smell on my fingers.

‘I know so little about my family,’ I said and he crossed his hands over his middle.

‘I am afraid to say that I am all there is to know.’

‘You wrote that you are my father’s cousin.’

‘Do finish your sherry, dear March.’ He raised his glass. ‘And then I shall tell you who we are, and why I was so anxious to see you.’
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The Donkey and the Quill

UNCLE TOLLY TOSSED down his sherry and I followed suit.

‘Nectar of the gods.’ He jumped to his feet and rushed to a large map table on the other side of the room near the door. ‘Come, my dear lady.’ I hurried to join him. ‘Here we are.’ He unrolled a sheet of yellowed paper, holding it down with a brass compass and an inkwell as paperweights at each end. ‘The Travers Smyth family tree all the way from Great-Great-Great-Great-Grandfather Adam…’ He prodded the top. ‘To…’ He ran his finger down. ‘That handsome young fellow, Ptolemy Hercules Arbuthnot Travers Smyth, who has the honour of standing here before you today. I will set that aside for the time being.’ He was bringing out other documents, some in rolls tied with red ribbon, some unfolded certificates. ‘And here we have the Middleton family tree. Starting at the bottom…’ Again he traced his words. ‘We have you, March Lillian Constance Middleton; your father, Colonel Geoffrey Charles Pemberton Middleton, who married Constance Elsie Stopforth, your mother, in November 1861. Goodness, I believe this calls for another sherry, yes.’ He fetched the decanter and recharged our glasses, and while I sipped mine he continued.

‘Giles Middleton over here,’ he prodded the name, ‘had a second son, Gervaise, who married Beryl, my mother. And so you will see that, though I have asked you to call me Uncle, in view of the disparity in our ages, I am in fact your second cousin, Tolly.’ He took a breath.

‘Then I am very happy that you discovered me.’ I gazed at the unfamiliar names and tried to make sense of the countless births and marriages, deaths and remarriages and progeny.

‘I have a confession to make, March.’ Uncle Tolly wiggled his fingers through his beard. ‘I had a selfish reason for inviting you here today and I hope you will manage to forgive me for it. You see,’ he teased the strands apart, ‘I wished to put you to the test. Am I a terrible man?’

‘That depends on how you plan to test me.’

‘I am profoundly ashamed to disclose,’ Uncle Tolly told me coyly, ‘that I have already done so. I wanted to discover if I liked you and I am delighted to declare that I find I like you very much indeed.’ He beamed before repeating it. ‘Indeed. I am a mortal man, March, and no longer in the full flush of…’ His voice trailed away before he regathered his mental thread. ‘I have accumulated a considerable fortune in the course of my life – considerable – and nothing would give me greater pleasure than for you to say that I might leave it to you.’

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘That is very good of you but—’

‘Witnesses.’ Uncle Tolly rubbed his hands. ‘We need witnesses.’ He pressed a brass button on the wall.

‘You hardly know me,’ I protested, but he was racing across the room and pulling open several drawers behind his desk, crying, ‘Aha.’ Then he rushed back with a sheaf of blank paper.

‘We are flesh and blood, March, and that is enough for me.’

‘But, Uncle Tolly, we have only just met.’

The maid came into the room. She was a tall girl and slim, with masses of beautiful flaxen hair piled under her starched white hat, but her face was marred by a cleft in her upper lip so wide that an upper left incisor jutted through it.

‘Fetch Colwyn, Annie,’ her employer instructed. ‘We need him immediately.’

Annie left and Uncle Tolly hopped about excitedly. ‘A pen. We shall require a pen.’ He scurried back to his desk and tossed a stack of documents on to the floor. ‘A pen.’ He held it aloft triumphantly, an old-fashioned goose quill, as he skipped back. ‘Ink.’

‘You have an inkwell here.’ I moved an ostrich egg out of the way. ‘But what exactly are you going to do with it?’

‘Why, nothing.’ Uncle Tolly looked blank. ‘It is you who will be using it, dear lady.’

Annie returned with a puzzled Colwyn.

‘Now,’ their employer cried, ‘I need to ask you both an extraordinary favour.’ He crooked his first finger in front of his eye. ‘I want you to witness two important documents.’ He dabbed his finger towards each of the servants in turn.

‘Certainly, sir.’ Colwyn spoke for them both.

‘But where are the documents, sir?’ Annie asked.

‘They are in my mind,’ her employer declared. ‘But the wonderful Miss Middleton will transfer them from there on to pristine leaves of paper by a process known in commercial circles as dictation. If you would be so kind, my dear.’ He handed me the pen. I took it uncertainly and dipped the tip into the well. ‘To whom it may concern,’ he declaimed and I scribbled furiously. ‘I, Ptolemy Hercules Arbuthnot Travers Smyth…’ He paused while I redipped the pen and caught up. The ink was very thick and tinted green. ‘Being of sound mind,’ he added as Annie stifled a snigger, and he continued unabashed, ‘do hereby bequeath all my worldly goods to my second cousin, March Lillian—’

‘Uncle Tolly,’ I broke in, ‘I really cannot continue with this. There must be a friend or worthy cause more deserving than me.’

But Uncle Tolly was not to be diverted. ‘Please continue for we are nearly done… Middleton.’

I wrote my name reluctantly, then said, ‘I cannot be a party to this.’

Uncle Tolly’s lips whitened and he tugged firmly at his goatee. ‘I have a solution,’ he announced at last. ‘If you do not agree to the terms of my will I shall leave all I own to the most undesirable cause I can think of.’ He marched on the spot. ‘I have it – the Society for the Reintroduction of Slavery. I shall leave everything to that foul institution – cross my heart and hope to be unwell.’

I thought about it. ‘Very well. I shall accept your bequest, but every penny shall go towards alleviating poverty in the East End.’

The blood flowed back into Uncle Tolly’s lips and he reached out as if to embrace us all. ‘Capital, capital,’ he declared and, taking the quill from my grasp, placed his exuberant signature on his testament. ‘Now you, Colwyn.’

His footman wrote his name fluently, dipped the pen and handed it to Annie, who took it in her fist, bit her extruded tongue, wrinkled her brow and printed carefully underneath.

‘You said there were two documents,’ I reminded Uncle Tolly and he threw out his arms, nearly striking Annie in the middle. She jumped back.

‘It is a small thing,’ he said, ‘but important to me and concerns Jennifer.’

‘Jennifer is a donkey,’ Colwyn explained. There was something about the way he stressed his words that made me smile.

‘Not just a donkey,’ Uncle Tolly exclaimed. ‘Jennifer is family. She lives in a paddock nearby and I visit her at least three times a day.’

‘More like ten,’ Annie teased.

Uncle Tolly’s face fell. ‘But she is getting old now and I fear that, if I should die, she will pine for me or that she will become ill and not receive the treatment she deserves.’

‘I have no room for a donkey,’ I told him. ‘But I can promise to pay for her care.’

‘Oh, I was so hoping you would say that.’ Uncle Tolly blinked a teardrop. ‘But we must make it legal. I should hate anyone to imagine that you have no rights or duty towards her. Perhaps you could write this second document too, dear March, if your wrist is not too cramped.’

‘I can manage quite well,’ I told him and took his dictation again.

‘I, March Middleton, do hereby swear to ensure that Jennifer, Ptolemy Travers Smyth’s donkey, is cared for but, if she should be suffering incurably, I will pay one hundred pounds to have her killed humanely and her body buried in her paddock under a small memorial slab of granite.’

I signed my name and the servants left after witnessing it, and Uncle Tolly blotted both documents with great care.

‘Hurrah,’ he cried and with a sweep of his hand toppled the inkwell, spilling its contents over his chart. He whipped out an enormous yellow handkerchief. ‘Oh my goodness!’

‘Do not rub it,’ I warned, but I was too late. In a quick scrubbing motion he had managed to smear a large area of paper, rendering its contents illegible.

‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,’ he flapped. ‘What shall I do? What can I do? I cannot un-rub it. Oh, what an oaf I am. I hope I did not get any on your beautiful dress.’

I reassured him that I was all right. ‘Perhaps we should leave the chart to dry and see how bad the damage is later,’ I suggested.

‘Perhaps,’ he echoed so unhappily that I was afraid he might burst into tears. His big brown eyes were brimming and I did not have the heart to point out that he had ink all over his hand and on his shirt.

The door opened.

‘Dinner is ready, sir,’ Colwyn announced and Uncle Tolly perked up.

‘Capital, capital.’ He rubbed his hands in a valiant effort at cheerfulness. ‘There is not a problem in the world that is not improved by a good meal.’

‘Except perhaps indigestion,’ I suggested and he managed a smile.
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Guns and Pickles

THERE WAS A vast mahogany table in the dining room with twenty chairs along each of the long sides, but it had only been set at one end.

‘It is a cold collation, I am terrified to confess.’ Uncle Tolly guided me to the sideboard. There were rows of plates piled with carved ham, beef and mutton; a whole salmon, glazed and decorated with slices of cucumber; terrines; a dish of potato salad; a bowl of mustard. ‘Do help yourself.’

‘There is enough here to feed a brigade,’ I said and he put his fingers to his mouth.

‘Oh dear, oh dear. The truth is I am unused to entertaining.’ He nipped his lower lip. ‘And now I have made a complete hodgepodge of everything.’

‘No, really.’ He was so little and lost that I wanted to go over and cuddle him. ‘This is lovely. I only mean I hope you will not be insulted if I cannot do it justice.’

‘My dear March,’ Uncle Tolly took a white linen napkin from the tray, ‘your very presence does it justice.’ He wiped the outer corners of his eyes. ‘Do try some of my pickles. I make them myself… myself.’

I took a selection of food and we sat facing each other under a crystal chandelier glittering with a dozen electrical bulbs. There was a carafe of deep red wine at my side.

‘Shall I pour?’

‘Would you mind?’ He blinked anxiously. ‘Do you mind? Only I have had so little success with it in the past. I always end up spilling it over the tablecloth and then Annie gets cross and scolds me.’

‘Your maid tells you off?’ I could see his problem. The carafe was very heavy and the stem too thin to afford a good grip, but I managed to fill our glasses without mishap.

Uncle Tolly protruded his lower lip. ‘She makes me scrub it up.’

‘But why do you not dismiss her?’

‘Because,’ he said simply, ‘she tells me I must not think of it.’ And we ate for a while without conversation.

‘That,’ Uncle Tolly indicated over his shoulder to the portrait of a scowling wedge-faced woman over the merrily crackling fire,‘ is Great-Aunt Matilda.’ He giggled. ‘I believe she was even fiercer than she looks.’

‘You have such a beautiful house. Did you build it yourself?’ I asked and he twisted his lips thoughtfully.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and no. I designed everything from the roof tiles to the cellar floor but other men carried the bricks and placed them one upon the other, and then another upon the other and so on and so forth, until we had run out of bricks, except for three thousand and twenty with which we built the base of a greenhouse in the back garden.’

I unfolded my napkin. ‘How long have you lived here?’

‘I was born here.’ He spooned a hill of mustard on to his plate. ‘Or on this site, for I had the old house pulled all the way down – before this house was built, of course. So I have always regarded it as my home, but I have been abroad so much that I cannot truly say that I have lived anywhere for long.’

‘Where have you been?’ I asked.

‘China mainly.’ He sawed at a thick slab of tongue. ‘Yes, China. I spent a great deal of time in Hong Kong and some in Peking. The Empress Dowager Cixi was very keen to purchase modern British weapons to maintain law and order and the borders of her son’s vast realms.’ He put down his knife. ‘Oh, I am sorry, March. Does that seem too terrible to you?’

I took a sip of wine. It made such a change to be able to consume meat and alcohol in company when my guardian forbade both. ‘It is not that,’ I said. ‘Forgive me, but you seem so gentle a man for such a brutal trade.’

Uncle Tolly blinked rapidly. ‘Oh but March, if you had seen some of the terrible wounds caused by pikes and swords, you would regard rifles and explosives as much kinder options.’ His empty fork hovered in mid-air.

I saw a man without a face. It had been blown to a pulp by a musket ball at close range. I see it in my dreams and it haunts my waking hours.

‘I should not judge you too harshly,’ I admitted, ‘for a part of my income comes from my late father’s investments in armaments.’

My host raised his eyebrows quizzically. ‘What a strange coincidence. May I ask which field you are involved in?’

I swallowed a pickled gherkin and hastily washed the flavour away. It was far too bitter and acidic for me. ‘It is a company called Swandale’s Chemicals. They started by making pesticides, which my father thought very worthwhile after witnessing the devastation and famine caused by locusts. Unfortunately, they did not have much success with that and moved on to other things. The bulk of the business in Parbold was closed down, but there is a small subsidiary which makes a constituent for cordite, I think. I am not happy with that but I cannot dispose of my shares until I reach the age of twenty-five.’

‘Swandale’s,’ Uncle Tolly repeated thoughtfully. ‘I have heard of them. They made some acidic bombs as I recall.’

‘Something like that,’ I agreed and he shuddered.

‘How ghastly,’ he said. ‘I wonder…’ But his voice began to reverberate and I was lost for a moment in the unhappiness of his eyes and the images taking form between us.
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Pigs and Portholes

THERE WAS A row of portholes along the far wall of the meeting room. They were so high that I had to stand on a wooden crate to see through one, my breath misting the thick glass. I found myself looking down about ten feet into a white tiled laboratory where the gas mantles had been turned off, leaving it lit by only the portholes on the outer walls and four closed skylights.

There was a large iron-barred cage in the middle of the laboratory, containing eight pigs. I counted them, black-and-white saddlebacks contentedly chewing turnips from a trough or resting in the sun streaming through the glass. We watched them idly. One was scratching her side on a post with as great an expression of bliss as a sow is capable of.

Jonathon Pillow was standing near me. He was the chief scientist and the gas was the child of his inventiveness. His waistcoat was splashed with bleach and his hands discoloured by chemical spills. There were two brass levers in front of him at waist level. He pulled the left one down.

The pigs hardly glanced over as a metal hammer rose and fell and one of two jars suspended from the ceiling shattered. A liquid sprayed out of it over a weaner. The weaner screamed. The other pigs looked up in concern. A yellow cloud rose from the floor, mushrooming rapidly to surround them in a thick fog. And all at once they were squealing – long grating screeches, almost human, disintegrating into choking coughs. Some of them tried to run away. One crashed blindly, shrieking, into the bars and two into each other, and a piglet was crushed beneath its tumbling mother. But none of them managed more than a few staggering steps before they collapsed, desperate for breath like old consumptive men, wheezing bloody mucous froth from their snouts and gaping mouths. They went into convulsions, legs kicking, bodies thrashing, muscles knotting in violent spasms that eased into twitches before relaxing into the final limpness of death.

‘Bravo,’ Horace Swandale crowed. ‘We could have killed a hundred times as many with that one bottle… probably a thousand. It will take a while to ventilate the area.’

The skylights and outer portholes were being opened. I climbed down and we went from the windows. Glasses were produced from a tall cupboard and there were brandies and sodas all round and I had a lukewarm lemonade. I leaned against a steel support column.

Major Gregory was there. Normally he would have made a fuss of me, but he looked gaunt that morning and kept in the background, sitting quietly at the big oval conference table after everyone else had quit it.

Jonathon Pillow had watched the proceedings with great satisfaction. He checked his stopwatch. ‘One minute forty-five seconds from release to complete immobilization.’

Horace Swandale applauded. ‘Imagine what a carboy filled with sulphur mustards could do just by smashing it on the deck of an enemy ship!’ He was clapping his own words now. ‘The gas is heavier than air and would sink down through the decks, poisoning the entire crew in moments. What price the heaviest ironclad then, eh, Colonel Middleton? Britannia could continue to rule the waves without ever firing another shot.’

My father was quiet as we waited for the mist to clear and the area to be pronounced safe. He looked at me and I inclined my head. I was afraid of what I would see, but even more afraid to let him see it without me.

‘Bring the drinks,’ Horace Swandale instructed a clerk, as if we were passing through for dinner.

The door into the laboratory opened and one of the workers provided us with wet scarves to clamp over our mouths and noses. His face was burnt as if by a fire and his eyes bloodshot and streaming. We went down a flight of steps. It was bitterly cold despite a huge stove glowing in the corner and there was still a strong, sharp smell of horseradish in the room, mingled with the stench of fresh excrement. For perhaps five minutes we gazed at the sad distorted carcasses, their skins blistered into weeping sores. Their mouths were agape and clogged with purple-black slimy spume. Their eyes were eroded and white with terror. Excrement oozed over the floor.

‘Never know when we’ll be at war with the Frenchies again,’ Horace Swandale pronounced. ‘But with a fleet of balloons over Paris you could wipe out the entire population in an afternoon. And the beauty of it is not a building would be destroyed, not a sculpture or painting damaged. Once the fog had lifted we could walk in and take their capital undisturbed.’

My father changed his spectacles and leafed through a sheaf of documents on a workbench. ‘Are these your notes?’

And Jonathon Pillow rushed over. ‘Be careful, Colonel. That is my only copy of the formulae.’

‘Excellent.’ My father swept them up.

‘What are you doing?’ Jonathon Pillow hovered anxiously.

My father marched to the stove and picked up a fire iron. ‘Putting a stop to this… obscenity.’ He knocked the latch up.

‘Give me those back,’ Jonathon Pillow cried. ‘I must complete my work.’

But my father smiled grimly. ‘Over my dead body,’ he said – a phrase he used often and I hated it – and pulled on the big double doors of the stove. At that the gates of hell might have opened to spew out a demon. Jonathon Pillow became a man possessed. He hurled himself at my father, white with fury, lips pulled back in a slavering snarl. My father was a powerfully built man but he was taken by surprise by the suddenness and venom of the attack. He pitched forwards, his spectacles flying off into the burning coals and bouncing out again, one lens smashed, the papers scattering over the boarded floor as Pillow clawed at my father’s face, gibbering incoherent filth and clutching at his throat.

I grabbed a whisky bottle from the clerk and ran to help, but Gregory and four other men dragged the attacker, spitting and cursing, off my father.

‘I am all right,’ my father said a little shakily. ‘Pick up the papers, March.’

My father’s collar was ripped off and his cheek bleeding. He took the bottle from me and had a long draught while I scooped them up – sheet upon sheet crammed with figures and diagrams – and handed them to him.

‘No, damn you, no!’ Jonathon Pillow struggled and kicked at those who restrained him.

It was then that Major Gregory came forward. He spoke quietly – I made out ‘sleep on it’ – and my father said, ‘Very well,’ and crossed to the safe in the wall, whirring the dial of the combination lock clockwise and anti-clockwise.

‘We shall discuss this at the next board meeting,’ he announced and deposited the documents inside. Only he and Mr Swandale knew the numbers for that lock.

There was a terrible shriek and for a moment I thought that another pig was being slaughtered. But it was Jonathon Pillow being dragged from the room.
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