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Author’s Note
PINEAPPLES have long fascinated British gardeners. According to John Evelyn, the first pineapple seen in England was given to Oliver Cromwell in 1657. Among the earliest gardens where pineapples were successfully grown was Matthew Decker’s at Richmond in the early eighteenth century. Pineapples were widely grown in Britain by the middle of the century. The gardens at Heligan, Cornwall, include an eighteenth-century pineapple pit that, since the restorations, is once again in production. By the middle of the century extravagant pineries containing a hundred plants or more were not unusual. The century’s fascination with the fruit is documented in many publications, including A General Treatise of Husbandry and Gardening by Richard Bradley, which was published in 1724, and Ananas; or, A Treatise on the Pine-Apple by John Giles (1767). Many of these publications included designs for pineapple frames or pits as well as tips on heating.
Apart from eighteenth-century accounts detailed above, I am indebted to Charleston Kedding: A History of Kitchen Gardening by Susan Campbell (1996); The Lost Gardens of Heligan by Tim Smit (1997); and Early Nurserymen by John Harvey (1974). The role played in this story by Capability Brown is entirely fictitious, but his career and lively character is well described in Capability Brown and the Eighteenth-Century English Landscape by Roger Turner (1985).
Joshua Pope is a fictitious character but his working techniques and practices are those of portraitists of the age, which are well documented. I am grateful to Rica Jones from the restoration department at the Tate Gallery, London, for her help in my research into this subject. I have also relied upon The Portrait in Britain and America by Robin Simon (1987), Paint and Purpose, edited by Stephen Hackney et al. (1999), George Romney by Alex Kidson (2002), The Artist’s Craft by James Ayres (1985), and The Art of Thomas Gainsborough by Michael Rosenthal et al. (1999).
Finally, special thanks are due to my agent, Christopher Little; to Sally Gaminara, Patrick Janson-Smith, Simon Taylor, and Simon Thorogood at Transworld and to Ruth Fecych at Simon & Schuster, for their encouragement, criticism, and support; and to my family, Paul, Lucy, Annabel, and James, for their forbearance when the fridge was empty and supper late.
Chapter One
JOSHUA POPE was not expecting a visitor to call. It was an October evening in the year 1786, and as was his habit when circumstances permitted, he intended to pass the evening at his easel. He had donned his morocco slippers and Indian nightgown, and taken a light supper—a slab of cold pie and a bottle of claret—to his parlor in Saint Peter’s Court.
Outside, an autumn tempest was roaring. A keen east wind howled through Saint Martin’s Lane and the surrounding alleys and streets. Rain flailed roofs with such insistence it drowned the cries of streetwalkers, scavengers, and watchmen in this vicinity of London. The wind creaked the signboards on Slaughter’s Coffee House, the Coach and Horses Inn, and outside the gilded showrooms of cabinetmaker Thomas Chippendale. The tempest picked debris from the gutter and threw it against the windows of the house once occupied by the eminent painter Francis Hayman; it dislodged slates from the roofs of the great architect James Paine and the renowned tenor John Beard as easily as those on a hovel. It penetrated to the very fabric of Joshua Pope’s rooms, rattling doors and panes, guttering candles, blowing his papers about.
Thanking God for the comforts of a good supper and a plentiful supply of fuel, Joshua Pope rubbed his hands together, threw another log on the fire, and sat, with feet outstretched to the flames, to consume his repast. Half an hour later, feeling as lively as a bubble in a glass of champagne, he loosened the silk sash about his girth and strode to the back of the parlor, where he threw open the double doors that led to his painting room. Utterly satisfied at the prospect of passing a few uninterrupted nocturnal hours at what he enjoyed best, he put on his smock, selected a hog’s hair brush and three medium-sized sable brushes from a pot, and picked up his palette, upon which paint had already been charged. He turned to his canvas—a delightful composition, undoubtedly one of his best (but he always told himself this)—and smiled contentedly. He was about to embark upon the sweetening—the final stages of painting, when highlights and deepened shadows bring the composition to life. The prospect was enjoyable and he painted with a passion, filling in the background with broad sweeps, penciling detail, scratching, hatching, rubbing in oil, until he had achieved the desired effect.
He was still at his work at about eleven o’clock when, above the gale, he heard someone tapping at his parlor door. He dropped his sable brush in surprise. “Who’s there?” he cried. He was expecting no one.
A clear female voice replied. “I come in search of Mr. Joshua Pope, the renowned painter of portraits. I believe you are that gentleman.”
Joshua was both irked and intrigued by this announcement. If she wished to commission a portrait, could she not make an appointment like anyone else? If viewing his work was what she desired, she should visit on a Sunday and join the mob that, knowing of his fashionable status, arrived every week to gawp and pass nonsensical comment upon his latest masterpiece.
But then he couldn’t help wondering how she had got here and why she had come at this time of night, in such inclement weather. In any event, he could not leave an interloper to wander his house. He would have to attend to her.
With no premonition of danger, Joshua put down his palette and picked up a candlestick. His visitor stood in the gloom of the landing: a lady of medium build, dressed from head to toe in black. Her clothes, though dull, were of fine quality—kid gloves, skirts of sarcenet silk, cuffs of Brussels lace, all surmounted by a heavy velvet cloak. Being fastidious in his own dress, Joshua approved of fine costume, and his visitor’s made him feel more kindly disposed toward her. He raised his candle to peer at her face. Her features were hidden from his scrutiny by the shadow cast by the hood of her cloak.
He waited for her to introduce herself, but when she said nothing, the flicker of annoyance he had felt earlier returned. “I do not know how you have arrived here, and I am not in the habit of receiving unsolicited calls at this late hour. But since you are here, you may as well come in and tell me who you are and what you want.” Joshua gruffly gestured toward a chair positioned by a candelabrum in which half a dozen candles burned.
But the caller wanted none of it. She would not approach the light. She stood on the threshold, clutching her cloak as if Joshua might wrench it from her. Her eyes flitted about with the speed of a butterfly, scanning the walls as if she were looking for something she hoped would be there, or had heard of this room many times before and wished to reassure herself of the accuracy of every detail. Then, without so much as a by-your-leave, she walked through the parlor to the easel in the painting room and examined the work upon it. But although the portrait was one of which Joshua was exceedingly proud, her face signaled disappointment. She uttered no word of praise, nor did she offer any opinion.
Riled by her reticence and what he deemed a complacent air, Joshua’s temper—usually mild—wore thin. He was accustomed to compliments upon the excellence of his work. If his eminent contemporaries Sir Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough could discern the subtlety in his gradations of tone, the deftness of his detail, why did she not show admiration? He addressed her with the utmost correctness, but the speed with which he spoke belied his frustration. “Forgive me for not knowing whom I have the honor of receiving. May I repeat my earlier request. Perhaps, madam, you would be kind enough to make yourself known and explain your purpose.”
She seemed to flinch a little at his directness. “I have heard you are a portrait painter of distinction,” she ventured. “You have painted several of my acquaintances.” Here she mentioned two or three names, some he dimly remembered from a decade or more ago. “I was curious to see your work—perhaps with a view to a commission—and to discover a little about the profession. I should like to see more. Tell me, what talent is needed to be a successful painter of faces? Do you observe more clearly than others? Are you more sensitive to character or better at perceiving what is true and what is sham?”
Joshua was an adept when it came to recognizing dissimulation. He often said that a portraitist’s skill lay as much in reading faces as representing them. The lameness of her excuse was thus immediately apparent, and since the hour was late, he saw no reason to play along with her. “Why, madam,” he said, “this is scarcely the hour for an exhibition. As to the second part of your question, the painter of faces doesn’t see more clearly than any other man—or woman, for that matter. Far from it. To become successful, as some say I have, the portrait painter must be expert at telling untruths. And now, forgive me, madam. I don’t know by whose leave you have ventured here at this time of night, but since you refuse to introduce yourself or reveal your purpose, I must ask you to depart.”
She gave a mirthless laugh and threw back her hood. “That is a fine way to treat a visitor. There, does this satisfy you?” she said.
She was a woman in her middle years, somewhat younger than he was. Her hair was streaked with gray and elegantly coiffed in a ringlet coiled over one shoulder. From an artist’s perspective her countenance had many of the elements that constitute perfection. Her face was oval, her lips were full, her nose small and straight, her eyes wide-set and almond shaped. But her beauty was marred by a crosshatching of lines on her skin, haggard cheeks, dark circles beneath her eyes, which all bespoke years of tribulation. Undoubtedly she had suffered reversals of fortune. There was, too, a certain inflexibility in the set of her mouth and her unblinking stare.
He peered hard at those eyes. Surely he remembered their unusual form. Was she familiar? Had he met her before? He was certain now that he had; yet he could not place her. He shook his head. He had looked on so many faces it was little wonder that, at this time of night, after three glasses of claret, his recollections became confused.
“So you believe a painter of faces should be a liar? Is that what you mean?” she pressed, laughing again in a sharper tone. “Why, you must think me a fool to say so.”
“Far from it, madam. I meant it with all my heart,” he fairly barked at her. He was unaccustomed to being challenged, still less by a woman. Should he eject her now, or wait to hear her out?
She recoiled, as if his harsh tone offended her. “If that was so, every charlatan and trickster would be as famous as your namesake Sir Joshua Reynolds, the president of the Royal Academy,” she murmured.
Joshua composed himself and managed to reply more civilly. “Ah, but there are other qualities required that most vagabonds do not possess. I term myself a ‘phizmonger’—a peddler of faces—and do so with good reason.”
“What reason is that?”
“Why, to be a phizmonger one must mirror fact, read souls, not to mention master one’s medium—oil or pastel or whatever one chooses. What I mean, dear lady, is that the painter of likenesses represents what he sees and yet does more. He encourages confidence, he is sympathetic, he interprets, softens. He shows his subjects what they are and what they would be.”
As Joshua spoke these words, the absurdity of the situation struck him. It was nearly midnight. How ridiculous to be conversing with an uninvited stranger who refused to give her name or state her business. No sooner had this thought occurred than the woman approached directly, settling her penetrating gaze upon him, as if she sought to plunge to the depths of his soul. Her eyes, caught in the candlelight, were bluish gray, hard as gunmetal, yet flooded with an intensity that forced him to look away. As he did so he caught sight of her shadow on the wall. Her profile was monstrously distorted—a brooding gargoyle’s silhouette of misshapen features and wild, wiry hair, a form such as a nightmare might conjure.
He forced himself to meet the woman’s eye. In her glare he now saw an almost tangible hunger, but for what, he did not know. Dreadful thoughts flashed through his brain. What manner of person comes calling in the dead of night but one of evil intent? He had willingly let this unknown woman into his sanctum. He had enabled her to perpetrate any dreadful deed she chose.
Joshua shuddered and turned to the window. Not a light showed. The sky was dense and starless, the storm audible yet invisible. Pressing his nails deep into the palms of his hands, he told himself he was foolish to have taken fright. What reason had he to fear a mere woman? Not even the woman herself, but her shadow. He had allowed himself to be alarmed by no more than a chimera.
Yet even as he did so a talon of pain gripped his temples. The truth was that something in that distorted profile brought to mind another shadow, one he had seen two decades ago, one that had nearly blighted his life, although until that moment he believed it forgotten. It was that memory more than the woman herself that had set trepidation coursing through his veins like a swig of brandy.
“And was ‘softening the truth’ what you did when you painted the marriage portrait?” she said quietly.
He turned slowly back and raised his eyes to hers. “I am in my fifty-fourth year. I have been a painter for thirty of them and during that time painted many a marriage portrait. Of which one do you speak?” he asked, though he feared he already knew the answer.
“Herbert Bentnick’s.” Her voice had dropped to a mere whisper—so soft that when she said this name, Joshua hoped he had misheard. But there was no mistake, for she repeated it again, more defiantly. “That is right: I said Herbert Bentnick.”
He had expected this; still, her confirmation set his heart racing. His temples began to pound with such intensity his head might explode. He looked at her more closely. He must recognize her. Why else was she here? “I know I should remember you. Perhaps you are a relative of that family. Is that why you have come?”
She said nothing. Then, just as she seemed on the brink of answering, she wheeled wordlessly away.
Silence settled between them, a taut hush that seemed to Joshua infinitely more unsettling than any demanding look or menacing gesture. He longed for her to break it; he craved a speech or tirade, something that would explain her intention no matter how dreadful it was.
But the only sounds were the creaks and sighs of the storm-buffeted building. Inside, silence, interminable silence, dragged on. Joshua stared at his visitor’s immobile back, willing her to turn round. He wanted to shout out, “Speak openly or for God’s sake go now and leave me in peace!” But some instinct held him back and made him mute. He knew that unless he waited she would gain an advantage and he might never discover what had brought her.
At length, after what seemed an eternity had passed, she turned back to address him. “The reason I have come, Mr. Pope, is to show you something.” She rummaged in the folds of her cloak.
Joshua started at the sudden movement. Was she about to extract a weapon and assault him? For safety’s sake he edged toward the fire and positioned himself close to the poker. But his suspicion was groundless, for the article she took out was nothing more fearsome than a shagreen box.
She opened it. Couched in gray silk was an emerald necklace, one he had not seen for twenty years. The stones were just as he recalled them: a dozen or more, baguette-cut and set in gold links, with a single ruby at the center. Flashes of verdigris, orpiment, and Prussian blue sparkled in the candlelight. He felt sick to the heart to see it. The form of this necklace was as disturbing as ever. It had nearly cost him his life.
“I have come, Mr. Pope, to offer this in return for your cooperation.”
Joshua did not regard himself as an avaricious man, yet in that instant he forgot his earlier unease and gasped at the offer. The jewels must be worth close on a thousand guineas—more, perhaps. What could he tell her that made his information so valuable? “Does the jewel belong to you?” he said coolly.
“As you see, it is in my possession. I offer it to you as proof of my intimate involvement with Mr. Bentnick, as well as a generous form of payment.”
“That is not the same. How do I know you are entitled to the jewel? You might have stolen it. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time it has been misappropriated.”
“I will prove to you I am no thief once you have told me what I wish to know.”
“What can I say to you that is so precious as to warrant a jewel of this caliber in payment?”
“I wish to hear your version of the events surrounding the painting of the portrait. What happened then has had a profound impact upon my life. Moreover, I want to know what became of the portrait. No one has seen it in the last twenty years.”
By now Joshua’s earlier fear had dissipated, to be eclipsed by curiosity. He spoke frankly. “During the course of my career I have of necessity stayed in many homes, and unwittingly become involved with numerous surprising and strange adventures. Of all these, the Bentnick affair is one that still troubles me the most to remember. I have never spoken of it to anyone, although I confess that often when I lie awake in my bed and hear the rain flogging at the window, or when I walk in a beautiful garden and pass a cascade or a hothouse or a grotto, I remember those sad and singular events.”
“Then you accept my proposal, Mr. Pope?”
He pondered awhile. “Yes and no. I will not tell you what I know, for the tale is too long and involved and my memory is not good at this time of night. I will write you an objective account. Return to my rooms one month from today and I will hand it to you.” He paused for a moment before adding, “One more condition: I do not desire the necklace in payment. With all I know of its history, nothing on earth would induce me to take it.”
She scowled. “What, then, do you require?”
“Merely to know who you are and how you came by the jewel and why you require this information.”
Her eyes half closed, her mouth contracted to a thin line. She stepped forward until she was no more than a couple of paces from Joshua. Displeasure emanated from every fiber of her being. He half expected her to scream or fly at him like some demented creature in the madhouse. Yet now that he knew the nature of her requirements, he had no difficulty in facing her.
Perhaps she realized this change, for she dropped her head, as if conceding to his will, and he fancied that, through the thin fabric of her dress, he saw her shoulders shake. “Very well,” she said, in a voice so low he had to strain to hear it. “If those are your terms, and you have not discovered the answer when I return, then I can do little but agree to them.”
Joshua bowed, maintaining a solemn expression. “I shall expect you thirty days from this evening. Until then, madam, I bid you good night.”
With this, he ushered her down the stairs to his front door. He watched her step into her carriage, which immediately sped away into the gloom. Joshua bolted the door behind him. He had no more appetite for work. The visitor had disturbed his concentration. He snuffed the candles in the painting room and made his way to his bedchamber. But even there, with the rhythmic breath of his sleeping wife to soothe him, he found no peace. His mind was awhirl with reminiscence, and he passed a fitful night.
Chapter Two
IT WAS LATE in May in the year 1766, over a breakfast of ham in jelly, sponge cakes, and tea, that Sabine Mercier told Joshua Pope she intended to go for a promenade in the gardens of Astley.
Sabine was a handsome woman in her middle years, lively of movement yet serene of countenance. She had been married and widowed twice before her engagement to Herbert Bentnick, yet dual bereavement had not withered her. A bewitching woman, she was tawny of complexion, with rich brown eyes, black arched brows, a small, flowerlike mouth, and hair so dark and glossy it might have been made from polished ebony.
Joshua had been commissioned to paint the Bentnicks’ marriage portrait, and so, in the interests of his art, he observed her as she picked at a sponge cake while describing her excursion—the same one she took every day. He remarked how the very anticipation of the visit made her eyes gleam like a Bristol decanter. It intrigued Joshua that a face could be so altered by the thought of plants. Could any leaf or fruit merit such attention? A person might have the capacity to inspire or move a fellow being; even a painting of a person on occasion could arouse a certain sentiment. But a plant? Was there any such thing as what Sabine termed “a plant of great significance”? But then, Joshua smiled condescendingly to himself, it was no surprise Sabine Mercier’s tastes were a little particular. She had lived all her life until recently in the West Indies. In such a place she could have learned little of society, and less of art. Plants were a substitute for civilization.
Sabine’s abiding passion was for growing pineapples. The so-called pinery at Astley was largely her creation, although the structure itself had been built fifty years earlier by Herbert’s grandfather Horace Bentnick, who had been inspired by the nearby orangery at Ham, which he considered the acme of such edifices. The Astley orangery, originally intended as a conservatory for growing pomegranates and myrtles as well as oranges, was cruciform in shape, measuring a hundred feet long, with columns and large marble urns planted with vast specimen orange trees. In the center, set beneath a cupola, was a circular atrium, featuring an ornamental fountain, where on fine spring days one could sit and take refreshment. It was, in short, a veritable cathedral in which exotic plants and scented blooms took the place of stained glass and statuary.
Herbert had always had a fondness for this legacy from his grandfather, and it was a measure of his infatuation with Sabine that he had allowed her to take over one half of the building, replace many of the plants he and his grandfather had nurtured with pineapples, and rename the building “the pinery.”
AT THEIR first encounter, Joshua had innocently asked Sabine what had drawn her to such an unusual pastime as horticulture. Her eyes widened so that the white was visible all round the sable iris, yet there was something distant in her gaze. “What is so unusual about it, Mr. Pope? To me it seems extraordinary that you need even to ask. Do you question that gardening is a prerequisite of civilized society? Or that plants are essential to man’s well-being? Can you deny that the introduction of foreign species has contributed immensely to the richness of our landscape? And quite apart from their visual attractions … man could not exist without plants: he needs them to furnish his home, feed him, heal him. Imagine a table without fruit or vegetables! Why, even the table itself would not exist. The cultivation of plants is far more than a mere hobby; it is an occupation of the greatest moment. Civilization depends upon it.”
Joshua mentally raised his eyes to heaven and outwardly nodded politely. Having never given the subject of gardening much thought, he found the vehemence of her arguments faintly amusing, but his artistic faculties were roused. There was a glow in her eye that he wanted to store in his memory and reproduce on canvas. He wanted to see more of her passion, to draw her out. So he feigned interest and pressed her further. “Why have you settled upon pineapples in particular?”
Her tone turned from zealous to withering. “Anyone who knows anything of the subject understands that among culinary plants, this fruit surpasses all others. It is the most succulent and esteemed of foreign species. For any gardener to grow a ripened fruit for the table is the pinnacle of achievement.”
She went on to describe how Herbert had asked her to supervise the growing of pineapples at Astley. She had relished the challenge, and even though it was more usual in this country to cultivate pineapples in purpose-built frames and pits, she had confidently overseen the alterations to the vast glass-and-wood conservatory. The entire structure was warmed by charcoal-fueled stoves, but since pineapples required hotter conditions than oranges and myrtles, she had augmented the heat in her portion of the building by installing channels under the floor to contain tanner’s bark—crushed oak used by the local leather tannery to soften animal hides. The decaying process of this matter could be relied on to produce considerable heat, and by carefully stirring the bark, the correct temperature to coax the plants to grow would be reached.
Joshua stifled a yawn and declared it would be an honor if one day she would consent to show the pinery to him. Sabine had scarcely acknowledged his request at the time, but that morning at breakfast she suggested he accompany her. “Madam,” he had replied, silently thanking God for his appointment with Herbert, “you are very kind, and as you know I am all eagerness to admire the pinery. However, this morning circumstances forbid me. I have arranged a sitting …”
“Some other time then, Mr. Pope,” she had said, smiling as she rose from the table.
SABINE ENTERED the conservatory alone. She reached the central atrium, then turned left as she always did toward the beds where her pineapples were planted. At the beginning of the row, she sniffed, and then sniffed again, this time more cautiously. Something jarred; some new, strange odor permeated the familiar, well-loved warmth: a foreign scent that on the one hand was sickly sweet, yet on the other had an acrid taint that was unsettling, poisonous, intrusive.
She cast about to find its source. At first, all seemed in perfect order. The air was warmed by rotting bark and dung. Her pineapple plants, many of which had been rooted in Barbados and transported to Astley under her supervision, had been repotted in larger containers only last week. They were ranged in tiered beds, so that no more than the upper rims of the pots were visible. From the center of these halos the sharp, silvery gray leaves emerged like the long, pointed shafts of spears.
Sabine walked along the narrow path, examining each pot for signs of interference. In the heart of several crowns, small green fruits, no larger than an infant’s fist, had formed. In others, larger fruits were about to ripen. Perspiration rose on her lip and forehead as she entered further into the pinery and the unfamiliar smell became more potent.
Halfway along the path the stench was overwhelming. Sabine began to breathe shallowly. She held a kerchief to her mouth. Yet she could taste as well as smell it. Her stomach heaved, yet at no point did she consider withdrawing to call for assistance. She was a newcomer to Astley but the pinery was already her domain. If something untoward had taken place here, it was imperative she should witness the extent of it.
At the end of the path a cluster of the precious containers in which half a dozen or more of the largest plants were rooted had been carelessly discarded. Several plants were strewn over the path, like so many unwanted weeds; others lay heaped against the wall. Earth had spilled out of most of the containers and several of the pots had shattered, leaving a tangle of plump white roots exposed to the air.
She stared in disbelief. Her cheeks burned, her palms grew clammy. Where a row of plants had formerly stood lay the source of the foul smell—an interloper.
The man was stretched on his back in the bed of bark and dung. A wall of plants and pots concealed his head. She gazed at him.
At first she assumed the man had fallen asleep. She could see enough of the body to know that this was not one of the under-gardeners. He looked no more than thirty years of age. His hands were clean, the nails manicured, the clothes of middling quality, but too fine to belong to a laborer. She shivered with a mixture of apprehension and annoyance written on her face. He should not be here. Why had he deemed it necessary to destroy her precious pines? Could he not have collapsed on the path?
She pressed the kerchief closer to her mouth. Then, shaking her head as if chastising herself for her weakness, she stooped down and tugged at his foot to rouse him. “Wake up, man,” she commanded.
The foot felt warm but limp. The man’s cotton stocking separated from his breeches, exposing a hairy, mud-streaked calf. Still he remained obstinately immobile. Sabine tugged more insistently, and then, when there was still no sign of movement, she inched between the pots toward his head. She could now see the man’s tousled brown hair, the underside of his chin, shadowed with stubble. A small beetle scurried over his lips and into a cavernous nostril. She swallowed uncomfortably and looked away.
Sabine resisted the instinct to wipe her palms on her skirts. She could no longer wholly convince herself that the man was merely in a stupor, but nor did she wish to contemplate the alternative. Steeling herself, unable to confront the possibility there was something seriously amiss, she placed her hand on the man’s torso and shook him. “Did you hear me, sir? I said wake up! This instant!”
He lay there, insolently unconscious, oblivious to her presence and the destruction he had wrought. Growing more uneasy by the minute, she grabbed at his collar and yanked upward, intending to bring him to a seated position. The man was compact of stature, yet broad chested and surprisingly heavy. It took her several attempts, but finally, from out of the sea of bark and earth and dung, his floppy head, shoulders, and entire torso rose up like some ghastly apparition.
As soon as she had pulled him up, she no longer had any doubt about his true condition. The man was dead. His eyes were open, yet blank. Wisps of brown detritus clung to his lashes and brows. Pooled inside his mouth, staining his tongue and teeth, was a brownish, soupy liquid in which pieces of fibrous matter were suspended. The smell of this substance was acrid and the man had apparently vomited it prior to death. It had coursed down his chin and the front of his torso, subsequently drying to a paste in which morsels of bark were set like glue. The acrid smell of vomit mingled in the humid air with a certain heavy sweetness that she feared might be the stench of death.
Chapter Three
ON THE SAME fine May morning, not fifty yards distant from this distressing scene, Joshua Pope took up his long-handled sable brush and a palette on which he had mixed blobs of lead white, red ocher, vermilion, and yellow ocher to produce a range of flesh tones. When he began to paint, he abandoned his usual expression of calm curiosity and adopted a brisk yet flamboyant manner that matched the extravagant garb concealed beneath his paint-stained linen smock.
Although only three and thirty years of age, Joshua Pope was already regarded as the equal of any portraitist in the land. He had recently triumphed over Reynolds and Gainsborough in a masterly conversation piece, depicting the royal princes George and Frederick at play, that had been exhibited at the Society of Arts. Critics had deemed his works a little warmer and more profound than Romney’s, and being youthful and agreeable and immaculate in his dress, he was more in vogue with polite society than Hudson, Hayman, and Ramsay.
His popularity was such that patrons usually visited him in his rooms for sittings, but exceptional circumstances had altered his routine and taken him to Astley. The previous summer, Joshua’s wife, Rachel, had drowned in a tragic boating accident on the river Thames. Their only child, Benjamin, had perished with her. A slight touch of influenza had prevented Joshua from accompanying them on their outing, and he felt responsible for their deaths. To distract himself from the agonies of bereavement, he had moved to new lodgings, thrown himself into his work, purchased a dozen items of dress—waistcoats, breeches, coats—each more elaborate than the last. But none of these measures succeeded in shifting the bouts of melancholy to which he had grown increasingly prone. The blackness was often unbearable. Every object in his new rooms only served to remind him of his darling Rachel and sweet Benjamin. Every item in his closet, no matter how vivid and newly acquired, seemed dull and worn. He developed a morbid fear of water. He took a mistress, a comely widow by the name of Meg Dunn, but although he slept a little more soundly after their meetings, the shadow of melancholy remained.
As the first anniversary of Rachel and Benjamin’s deaths approached, Joshua yearned to leave London. Thus, when Herbert Bentnick had offered a commission to paint his marriage portrait, Joshua had suggested he come to stay at Astley House in Richmond. Herbert had quickly accepted this proposal; it was unheard of for Joshua Pope to agree to leave his premises, and he declared that he would gladly pay a fee of twenty guineas. All parties were thus very well satisfied.
JOSHUA steadfastly believed that painting a portrait should involve more than just executing a representation. He wanted to discover in his subject’s physiognomy something no one else had seen. He invested extraordinary energies in this pursuit, and although he painted in a traditional manner, he had developed a somewhat singular technique. Positioning himself so close to the canvas that his nose threatened to smear the wet paint, he made a few small hatchings; then, leaning back, holding his brush at the very tip of its handle, he would apply a thin line of paint in a broad sweeping stroke. He was currently engaged in the early stages of his portrait. Yesterday on a primed canvas he had briskly sketched in the outline of his figures in thin gray paint. Today he had begun the first painting—laying in dead coloring, a range of low-key pigments to position everything correctly, and starting to build the likeness. Several minutes of this frenetic activity ensued before he deposited his palette on the side table, wiped his nose on his sleeve and stepped back almost to the doorway.
At this stage of portraiture it always seemed to Joshua that he was seeing the composition through a veil or a dense fog. The tones were monochrome, the strokes spontaneous and thinly laid; richness, shadow, highlight, detail all would come later. Nevertheless, he derived immense satisfaction from seeing the shape and pattern each figure created on the canvas.
His sitter was captivated by his antics. Herbert Bentnick’s eyes watched every portion of Joshua’s physiognomy, which creased and crumpled and puckered with countless capricious expressions. Joshua smiled to himself. Sometimes it was politic to feign a little oddity. If he had the air of a blockhead, what of it? Jigging about held Herbert’s attention, made him forget his self-consciousness; his character became visible. Faces were like maps: you had to unfurl them to make sense of them.
With his head cocked to one side, Joshua squinted at the canvas. His lips distorted in a grimace, signaling moderate satisfaction in his work thus far. Herbert began to mirror his apparently dispirited look. Joshua charged his brush with lead white and vermilion, sucking in his cheeks so that they became triangular cavities and his eyes no more than small slashes in his narrowed face. He looked up again, throwing a lengthy, almost accusing glance in Herbert’s direction, at some foible of his physiognomy that eluded him thus far. Having pondered his handiwork sufficiently at a distance, he approached until he was no more than two feet from his sitter’s face. Joshua peered intently at Herbert’s profile. Joshua was aware his scrutiny was uncivil and made Herbert profoundly uncomfortable. Irritation, as much as Herbert ever experienced such a sentiment—he was a man of equable humor—began to niggle within him. Joshua discerned it tightening up his warming-pan face, darkening his complexion to the color of rubies, contracting the pupils of his pale blue eyes.
For more than an hour Herbert uttered no word of complaint, partly because he had, after all, been warned. It was Joshua’s habit to explain something of his methods to his patrons, reasoning that it would help them tolerate his methods and, more important, make them properly appreciate the finished work. Last night in the salon, dressed in his best coat, of pale blue satin trimmed with silver frogging, and matching breeches and waistcoat, he had held forth. “Transverse illumination is essential,” he had declared, studying the air-twist stem of the glass that held his claret. “It provides depth of shadow, which in turn enhances the beauty and character of the sitter. In the same way that beauty seems more radiant when juxtaposed with ugliness, without extremes of darkness and light a subject would seem devoid of contour and therefore much less compelling, d’you see?”
“Indeed,” said Herbert, who was intrigued, as always, with any insight into a new and unfamiliar world. “I had never considered it, but now I see that it must, of course, be so.”
“Every good rival of mine believes it to be so. They say Mr. Gainsborough paints only by candlelight.”
Joshua proceeded then to explain that the pose and background were equally crucial elements of the composition. “They too should add to the momentousness of the portrait, conveying to the viewer something of the character and achievements and interests of the subject. Why, you can have no idea, sir, of the eloquence of a pair of hands. They may impart stern authority, graciousness, candor—myriad traits—depending on the positioning.”
“Quite so,” said Herbert, who was as thirsty for Joshua’s knowledge as Joshua was for his wine.
“Thus the composition will be transformed from a mere likeness into a work of significance, something truly deserving to be called a ‘work of art.’ As for the sketchy backdrops of my rivals—those who use parsley and sheep’s wool and mirror and coal for woodland, cloud, water, and rocks—is it not an outrage that such men should call themselves ‘portraitists,’ when they are no better than the daubers of stage scenery?”
“Come, come, Mr. Pope,” said Herbert, laughing. “Surely the visage is most crucial? Is not the background merely a distraction from that?”
“I beg to disagree with you, sir,” said Joshua, smiling smoothly, for he greatly enjoyed discussions of this nature. “In any portrait worth the name, the setting should be as identifiable and as individual and as carefully executed as the subject. It is an intrinsic part of the whole. Do not believe anyone who tells you otherwise.”
“Then I am fortunate indeed to have commissioned you. And I confess myself eager to see the finished work,” replied Herbert with a bow, before turning, as politeness demanded, to attend to the ladies.
But if Joshua’s explanations had been politely explained during last evening’s conversation, now, with a palette and several brushes in his hand, his manner had perceptibly changed. He became a detatched observer of life, not a participant in it. Decorum was gone. Herbert Bentnick was no different from the jug on the plinth beside him, an object to represent. Joshua was possessed by paint.
Herbert Bentnick had commissioned this portrait to mark his forthcoming nuptials with Sabine Mercier, who, in three months’ time, would become his second wife. Since a fondness for gardens had brought the pair together, Joshua had chosen the famously verdant grounds of Astley as a setting for the portrait, in which Herbert stood, one hand on the back of a seat in which Sabine would recline like an exotic Venus. To one side stood a small plinth, over which an assortment of fruits and flowers from the garden would be artfully strewn. Bearing in mind Sabine’s passion, Joshua decided—with the happy couple’s concurrence—that a pineapple would be the centerpiece of this arrangement. Sabine would be turned toward Herbert. In one outstretched hand she would tender him a ripened fruit; the other hand would be behind her head. Beyond would be a prospect of the gardens: the grottoes, the lakes, the aviaries, the temples, and, of course, the pinery.
Joshua was currently working on Herbert’s hands and face, progressing from light to dark tints, following the structure of the face with his strokes, making no attempt to soften the patches of different hue. Herbert tried not to flinch as he felt himself once again coming under Joshua’s dissecting gaze. He raised his head a trifle and held his eye steady, his fingers contracted on the back of the chair. The clock on the wall behind ticked languidly.
Herbert was a large man of heavy torso, yet his legs appeared fragile, birdlike, inadequate for the weight they supported. Like most men in their middle years he had the face he deserved. An even temper and a benign disposition were written in his smooth complexion, vivacity and brio in his plump, upturned lips.
Herbert loved to dabble in many subjects. His library bore testimony to his various interests: the shelves held not only a vast number of books, but also, inter alia, a collection of bird’s eggs, a case of shells, a cherry stone he believed to be carved with a hundred faces, folios of engravings of fauna discovered on foreign expeditions, and portfolios of investments in a ragbag of businesses including fish farms and strangely adventurous pumps. Few of these enterprises had yielded the financial fruit he had hoped for, but Herbert measured remuneration not just in monetary terms but also by the diversion they afforded. In this respect he considered himself very rich indeed.
Recently several of Herbert’s acquaintances had remarked that he had grown perhaps a little less placid, a little more taciturn, a little quicker to growl. And now Joshua observed his legs twitch, his arms flinch; his belly rumbled audibly. Standing still for an hour had clearly become uncomfortable. Herbert pointedly remarked that when he sat for Sir Joshua Reynolds, it had been for a trio of half-hour sittings.
When Herbert’s oblique request for some respite failed to draw Joshua’s notice, he approached the subject more directly. “Upon my word, Mr. Pope, I find my legs grow uncommonly heavy. I will pause for a few minutes, sir, before resuming.”
Joshua was just then at a delicate stage, concentrating on Herbert’s chin. Leaning close to the canvas, he painted on without pause.
Herbert spoke again, this time more fiercely. “I say, Pope, sir, did you not hear me? I said I must halt this instant. I am grown extremely uncomfortable.” He began to work his stiffened jaw and stamp his boots upon the platform, as much to attract Joshua’s attention as to relieve the tingling discomfort in his feet.
When the sound of Herbert’s feet grew into a thumping crescendo Joshua shook his head and flickered his eyelids as if rousing himself from a trance. He cast a rueful look at the canvas before glancing at the clock.
“Forgive me, Mr. Bentnick,” he said with a preoccupied smile. “I had quite forgot the time. We should have ceased half an hour ago; I ought to have given you some intermission from the discomfort of standing. My profound apologies, sir. How could I be so thoughtless? How have you endured it so long and so patiently? Do sit down, I beg of you.”
Herbert sat down slowly, holding up his palm to indicate Joshua was to chastise himself no further. Still Joshua felt himself blush, for he saw he shouldn’t have made Herbert stand so long. He was ashamed at his self-centeredness.
Joshua removed his smock, smoothed his embroidered waistcoat, and adjusted his cravat. He pulled back the curtain—it was a habit of his to work with it partially drawn to give the half-light he required. Sun streamed into the room, and they blinked at the prospect before them. And what a prospect it was!
ASTLEY HOUSE, Richmond, the seat of the Bentnick family, was a wide red-bricked and flat-fronted mansion, with porticoed entrance and eight large sash windows in its main façade. It had been built a half century earlier by Herbert’s grandfather Horace Bentnick, a seafaring merchant who had prospered spectacularly from sugar plantations acquired at a lucky hand at whist.
As a memorial to mankind’s enduring desire for sweetness, and the wisdom of occasionally throwing caution to the wind and putting everything on a pair of queens, Horace razed the medieval Astley of his ancestors and replaced it with a stylish grander version, complete with splendid greenhouse, which afforded a magnificent prospect of the river Thames and the purple undulations of the royal park and countryside of Surrey beyond.
When Herbert Bentnick inherited the property, he had been determined to set his own stamp upon the place. His interest in horticulture had been nurtured when his grandfather had given him a handful of orange pips with the instruction to see what happened if he planted them. Some of the seeds grew and bore fruit. Herbert became a compulsive collector of exotic plants and trees, with a weakness for foreign novelties, which he bought from local nurserymen.
He spent a considerable sum of money and much of his time making Astley’s gardens and parklands among the most alluring in the region. He commissioned the master of all landscape gardeners, Mr. Lancelot Brown, to enhance Astley’s natural beauties. Brown’s design was for a serpentine lake with an island in its midst and cascades and a grotto at one end, where once only swampy fields and rocky wastes had been. Dotted about parkland of nine miles’ compass were ponds of carp, enclosures for fowl, walks lined with lime and elm. Lawns were cleared and scythed, copses of native trees planted, vistas opened up and punctuated with a scattering of architectural delights—a Palladian bridge, a fountain of Neptune, a temple to Diana, a Gothic ruin, an octagonal pump room, and an obelisk. Of his grandfather’s gardens, only the parterres surrounding the house remained untouched—those and the conservatory, for what improvement could any man make to such a palace of plants?
HERBERT and Joshua thus surveyed an Arcadian prospect: the green parklands, the lakes, the temples and vistas of Astley. To one side lay the kitchen gardens. Against high brick walls, fans of espaliered apricot, peach, quince, medlar, and other fruit trees were currently in bloom. In the center, parterres laid out in a complex geometrical design were filled with flowers interspersed with fruit and vegetables. Beyond rose the cupola roof of the pinery, one half of which had lately been given over to the growing of Sabine Mercier’s pineapples.
“The scene is as fine today as I have ever seen it,” said Herbert, amiable once more now that he was no longer standing still.
Joshua nodded. “Is not nature prodigal? What a legacy you have here, sir. More splendid gardens I have never seen. Now that we are finished, and since the day is so remarkably clement, I intend to take my pocket book and begin my sketches outdoors.”
“An excellent plan, Mr. Pope! And if I were any use with a crayon I would join you on such a delightful day. Perhaps I might assist by pointing out some of the choicest places?”
Joshua welcomed this offer and Herbert began describing their whereabouts. He was just getting into his stride when Sabine appeared in the vista before them and Herbert fell abruptly silent.
They watched her emerge from the side gate and stride along the gravel path in the direction of the hothouses and the pinery at the far end. From this distance she was a tiny figure shrouded in a billowing cloak, poised and elegant.
An instant later Sabine disappeared from view. Herbert swiftly resumed his drift. There was a sunken garden with a sundial that Joshua should not ignore; beyond it, in the middle of a rose garden, lay a delightful fountain in the form of a cupid, which many found most enchanting. Scarcely had he begun to give Joshua directions to these attractions when the discourse was once more interrupted.
Minutes after she had disappeared into the pinery, Sabine rushed out again. Judging by the speed of her exit, all the monsters of Hades might have been snapping at her heels. Even at this distance Sabine’s strange gestures and demeanor told them something was dreadfully amiss. Together they watched in astonishment as she threw back her head, like a soul in torment, and let out a fearful scream.
Chapter Four
THE SINGULAR circumstances of Herbert Bentnick and Sabine Mercier’s betrothal had become the subject for much tittle-tattle among the polite circles of Richmond.
Until she arrived in England three months earlier, Sabine had lived most of her life on the West Indian island of Barbados. She inherited her fascination with plants from her father, a naval physician of Huguenot descent, who, drawn to the medicinal properties of foreign species, had gathered seeds and saplings throughout his working career and settled in Antigua to nurture them. He had married a coffee-complexioned girl who spawned two children. The elder child, a son, followed his father into the navy, rising to become the master of a frigate. Sabine had inherited her mother’s sable eyes, honey-colored skin, and pleasant demeanor, and, it later transpired, her father’s fascination with the world of botany.
Sabine’s passion for horticulture (one cannot call it a hobby, for it was more absorbing than that) flourished after the death of her second husband, Charles Mercier. She had inherited a comfortable house on an agreeable hillside overlooking the port of Bridgetown, and with it came ten hectares of land. Charles Mercier had been a shipping clerk, a man of good sense and frugal habits, who wanted no more than to provide for his family’s modest comfort and, in order to do so, invested every spare penny of income in order to make more. During his lifetime the garden had been a narrow strip leading to the door, within which a few necessary culinary plants and trees supplied the table. The remaining land was planted up with sugarcane that provided useful additional income. After her husband’s death, Sabine removed the cane and invested most of Charles’s savings and her energies into cultivating the ground. She employed an Irish dockworker and trained him as her gardener; she bought several slaves to work under him. She practised the art of propagation and cultivation of every tropical plant she could find, using the knowledge she had gleaned from her father. She learned how to multiply her plants, how to grow cuttings and slips in moist shaded places, how to make layers by cutting through a joint and bowing a branch into the soil with a peg, how to collect seeds from the most vigorous stems.
Thus the brilliance and beauty of Sabine’s gardens were increased. Frangipani, banana, lemon and orange trees, and jacaranda flourished in her care. Orchids bloomed for her as nowhere else on the island; arums and cannas burgeoned in unparalleled abundance. In an island famed for its profuse vegetation, Sabine’s garden became renowned as the most verdant and luxuriant, and she became a feted connoisseur on the subject.
It was occasionally the habit of conscientious and intrepid British plantation owners to inspect their lands. For many of these gentlemen visitors, this was the first journey to such foreign parts. When the boat drew close to shore and they glimpsed the terrain for the first time, they were frequently overwhelmed. The climate affected them most forcefully. It was rarely temperate; indeed, it was often excessively rainy or searingly hot. Either they were drenched to the skin by downpours or their fine woollen dress coats were soaked in sweat.
Yet they were struck by the richness of the surroundings. Such luxuriance, such abundance, such handsome buildings! There was scarcely a foot of land on Barbados that was not cultivated. Frequently they remarked their interest to the host at their lodging house, whereupon Sabine Mercier’s name might be mentioned. Anyone drawn by the natural curiosities and wonders of the island could not miss a visit to her garden.
Sabine gladly permitted visitors with the right introduction entry to her domain. Her gardener was a willing and informative escort. Moreover, during the tour visitors might encounter the chatelaine herself. They had only to express admiration for her achievements and reveal a passable knowledge of horticulture, and she would talk energetically on the most worthwhile way to grow custard apples, avocado pears, ginger, pawpaw, calabash, pineapples—in short, any tropical horticultural subject that the visitor cared to name.
For gentlemen plantation owners so far from the comforts of home and hearth, to be tutored in a fascinating subject by a lady of bewitching eyes and generous disposition held understandable appeal. Not only did she welcome visitors in her garden, but she bestowed farewell gifts of leaves and branches and seeds, and instructions on their cultivation. Thus beguiled, they took up correspondence with her, and from these exchanges more introductions were made, more callers came, and her reputation burgeoned like an extravagant tropical bloom.
SO IT WAS that the horticulturally enthusiastic Herbert Bentnick, visiting Barbados to view the sugar plantations that were the source of his inherited wealth, made the acquaintance of Sabine Mercier. And she, with customary hospitality, invited him to view her gardens. Unusually for those times, Herbert’s wife, Jane, had accompanied him. She was a woman of bright intellect who was also curious to view the gardens that were deemed an earthly paradise, and to meet their illustrious creator.
Sabine ushered them through ravishing walks and fragrant groves. She provided refreshments—fruits and cordials—and she charmed them, as she charmed every visitor, with her formidable knowledge, her pleasant manners, her solicitude.
As misfortune would have it, Sabine’s acquaintance with Jane was brief. Tropical diseases were rife in the Indies and it was not uncommon for those unaccustomed to the climate to fall prey to all manner of ailment. A week after their visit to Sabine’s garden, Jane Bentnick was taken ill. Soon after, she succumbed to a virulent fever, followed by a delirium from which she never recovered. She died a fortnight later.
Herbert was devastated by the sudden loss. Jane had been strong and loyal, a companion as well as wife for twenty years and the mother of his two children. Throughout their marriage she had never been prone to the complaints that bedeviled other ladies of his acquaintance. He had believed her more robust than any other woman, as invincible as himself; had he not, he would never have agreed to let her accompany him on his journey.
Amid his torment, which seemed worse in a distant land of strange customs and foreign climate, Sabine became his solace. Throughout Jane’s illness she was kindness personified, nursing Jane through climaxes of fever, providing balms and tinctures to ease her pain, bathing her forehead through her final death throes, and afterward aiding Herbert with every detail of the formalities of mourning.
Some weeks after the funeral, when a decent interval had elapsed, Sabine invited Herbert to dine. Referring, sensitively, to her own sorrow at the death of her husband Charles, Sabine endeavored to turn the conversation to easier, less painful matters. Among the subjects was pineapple.
The pineapple’s taste of honey and perfume needed no commendation, since she had served it to him on his first visit with Jane and presented it now for dessert. Herbert was grateful to be so distracted. “Perhaps you are not aware of it,” he said, savoring the succulent flesh, “but in Europe the fruit has become quite the rage. So much so that it has inspired every form of art, from architecture to silver and ceramics. They sprout upon gateposts, sugar bowls, and teapots with unparalleled profusion.”
Here Herbert paused, observing to himself how handsome Sabine looked in a dress of golden silk, an unusual emerald necklace gleaming darkly about her neck. He warmed to his theme. “And yet, dear lady, I must confess that no artist, however clever he may be, could capture the greatest quality of this fruit you have given me—the succulence of its taste.”
“I am delighted the fruit gives you pleasure,” replied Sabine, lowering her eyes modestly.
“It is not merely my pleasure that it arouses, dear lady, but my admiration. Why, in England your knowledge would be most coveted. It is the greatest triumph of a gardener to produce such a fruit. There is scarcely a gentleman of my acquaintance who does not desire pineapples on his table, or possess images of them about his house.”
Sabine smiled, filled his glass, and thought, as she had since their first meeting, how pleasant Herbert was. She could not say he was strikingly good looking; nonetheless, the solidity of his jaw (even though it was a trifle heavily jowled) and his steady gaze bore testimony to his upright character; the readiness with which he conversed, kissed her hand, and paid compliments was highly agreeable.
During the weeks that passed, more engagements followed. Herbert described his own gardens at Astley, and as they exchanged tips in a horticultural vein, fondness grew between them. At length came the week of Herbert’s departure. Sabine held a farewell dinner. During this last repast, Herbert felt uncommonly downhearted. He couldn’t prevent feelings of regret every time he looked at her. He shuddered at the thought of returning to Astley alone, to an empty bed.
It was during the dessert—which included the pineapple that had become a tradition with them—that Sabine demurely looked at her plate and drew breath.
“I am sorry indeed to see you leave, Mr. Bentnick,” she said, “but I have a parting gift that I hope will serve as a memento of the warmth of our recent friendship. It is something I have prepared for you over the past weeks, bearing in mind our conversations on the subject of growing pineapples: a dozen of the finest cuttings—all crated, ready for the journey back to Astley. I know such plants may be bought from nurseries in England, but these are mature plants with fruit already set, that will be ready for the table within three months.”
“But, my dear lady, what would you have me do with them?”
“I propose that you introduce the latest horticultural novelty to your own gardens. You have told me of your immense conservatory. Do what you have so often told me is all the rage. Install a pinery within it. Once the plants have fruited, it is a simple matter to root further cuttings from them, and I warrant the fruit they yield will be sweeter and more succulent than any your local nursery can supply. You could fill the whole structure if you desired.”
Herbert gazed at her unhappily. He didn’t know what to say. He felt bereft and lonely. His shoulders sagged as he twirled his glass. The thought of returning to Astley made him gloomy. How he ached for his dead wife! How his solitary bed filled him with despondency! Was he capable of running his mansion without Jane’s assistance, let alone an ambitious new project in his garden? It was enough to pitch any man into despair.
Seeing his consternation, Sabine crimsoned. “Forgive me, sir. I am too presumptuous. I see I have offended you. Believe me when I say I did not intend to do so. It is only that, after you told me of the fashion for pineapples in England, I thought the plants would please you. As for me, why, nothing gives me more pleasure than the thought that you will enjoy my fruit in your own home. And perhaps, on occasion, you might remember me fondly?”
Herbert surveyed Sabine’s golden flesh and felt gloomier than ever. And it was at this nadir of despondency that a flicker of light began to shine through the darkness. A solution surfaced in his consciousness. Impulsive action had always been his forte. If he didn’t act now it would be too late.
“My dear Mrs. Mercier … Sabine … it is you who should forgive me for my rudeness. Your proposal has not offended me. Quite the contrary. I am deeply touched by it. Indeed, never before has the subject of cuttings stirred such a passion in me.
“I, in turn, have a proposal to make to you. Return with me to Astley. Instigate the alterations necessary for the pinery. Plant its first crop—these cuttings you have carefully prepared for me. And then, if you will, since I have no great appetite for living alone … become my wife.”
Sabine lowered her eyes most becomingly. She had scarcely dared hope for a proposal. There was no doubt in her mind that this was what she wanted, but it wouldn’t do to say so instantly. She paused, wafting her fan in front of her face. At length she lifted her gaze to meet his. Herbert, overwhelmed with the emotions of the moment, riven with uncertainty, reached out his large hand to take her small one. She sensed his desire in his grip; smilingly she acquiesced.
THUS Sabine quit her home, leaving its blooming vegetation to the ministrations of her gardener and his wife. She followed Herbert within a month, accompanied by her daughter, Violet, a radiant girl of nearly one and twenty years. They arrived at Astley in the new year. The wedding was set for the following summer. The reason for the delay was evident. Pineapples had brought them together. She was quite determined that a vast display of these succulent fruits would adorn the table at their wedding breakfast.
Meanwhile, she voraciously read every treatise on the subject of pineapple cultivation in England and instructed the new head gardener, Granger, and a dozen undergardeners. Not a day passed that she didn’t visit her plants to monitor their progress. For in some strange way she had convinced herself that if the pineapples thrived, so too would she with Herbert.
Chapter Five
ALARMED by Sabine’s cry, Herbert and Joshua hurried to her side. Granger, the head gardener, reached her more quickly, and as soon as they arrived he took Herbert to one side and muttered something before handing some papers to him.
Joshua observed this exchange from the corner of his eye, while he turned his attentions to Sabine. Her skin was unnaturally pallid, her manner listless and withdrawn, as if she saw them through a fog. Joshua ushered her to a nearby seat and tried to ask her a few simple questions, but her responses were whispered so faintly as to be unintelligible. Fearing she might at any minute fall into a swoon, he delved into his pocket for his salts and wafted them near her face. After a minute or two, she seemed well enough to relate more coherently something of her unpleasant discovery. A man was dead in the pinery. She didn’t know who he was, but he had caused considerable damage to her plants.
When Herbert attempted to press her further she seemed to sway slightly in her seat. She repeated that she didn’t know the man’s identity, but she was certain that he was dead. He seemed to be a man of some means—certainly not a laborer. More than that she could not say.
Realizing that she was in a severe state of shock, Herbert and Joshua escorted her back to the house. They settled her on a daybed in the drawing room, and Herbert offered her brandy or wine or whatever she desired. She took nothing. She was, she declared, exhausted. All she needed was to sit and reflect for a moment in peace.
Herbert appeared most disconcerted. He regarded Sabine for some time, quite still and silent, as if musing what more he might do. Then he walked to the far end of the room, sat down at his writing desk, and took out two letters from his pocket. Joshua supposed that these were the papers Granger had handed him. He watched as Herbert unfolded and read each of the letters in turn. His expression remained implacable, giving no sense of whether or not their contents surprised him. But having read the letters, Herbert tore one into shreds and threw it into the unlit grate, then he stored the other in his writing desk. After this, looking no less miserable than before, he poured himself a brandy and sat down on a wing chair some distance from Sabine.
Sabine seemed oblivious to what Herbert had done. Or if she did remark it, she passed no comment. Joshua began to feel extremely uncomfortable. The atmosphere in the room struck him as most oppressive. There was a sense of strain between Sabine and Herbert that he didn’t comprehend. Not wishing to add to the awkwardness, he rose, intending to return to his work.
Before he reached the threshold Sabine called after him. “Mr. Pope, one moment, if you please.” She beckoned him close and spoke in a voice so low it would have been difficult for Herbert to hear it. “I intend to retire to my sitting room upstairs shortly. Kindly attend me there in ten minutes. There is a small matter I wish to discuss with you.”
Joshua raised one eyebrow. “Certainly, madam,” he said.
SABINE Mercier’s room was large and comfortably furnished, and decorated in Oriental style, with wallpaper featuring a bamboo pattern and elaborate japanned furniture. There were watercolors of exotic birds and flowers on the walls and a thick-piled Chinese rug patterned with roses and ribbons on the floor. Although the day was warm and sunny and the room faced south, the windows were closed and the curtains drawn. The room was stifling hot and the air was scented with a cloying perfume that Joshua didn’t find entirely pleasant.
Sabine sat at her dressing table—an elaborate piece of furniture draped in moiré silk with hinged mirrors and numerous drawers. She said nothing to Joshua after bidding him wait a moment. He hovered awkwardly by the door, watching her back. Over her shoulder he could see that the surface of the dressing table was strewn with various expensive-looking objects: combs and brushes of tortoiseshell, pots for powder and pomade with heavily wrought silver lids, enameled boxes for patches and dishes for pins, an ivory necessaire. The top drawer was half opened; before her was a shagreen box. The box was open; inside, nestled in a bed of oyster silk, lay an emerald necklace.
Joshua had seen this piece of jewelry before. Sabine had worn it on both evenings since his arrival and when she sat for her portrait. As on all these occasions, he found himself both drawn and repelled by it. The necklace was composed of a dozen stones graduated in size, the largest the size of his thumbnail. Each stone was set in gold and joined to the next by a heavy gold link. What made the piece so unsettling was its unusual design. It was fashioned as a serpent, with the mouth clasping the tail. The head was formed from the largest stone, the eye, a single ruby.
Sabine held up the necklace in front of the looking glass. A sliver of sunlight penetrated the drawn curtains and glanced off the emeralds’ facets. Shades of ultramarine, orpiment, verdigris, green earth, and bone black were juxtaposed with Sabine’s own reflection, which seemed faded by the faceted brilliance of stone. Points of brilliant green glittered with such vibrancy it seemed as if the serpent were alive.
What could possess a woman to wear with impunity so disturbing an object about her neck? Joshua found himself appalled; the very sight of it made his flesh crawl.
Sabine appeared to be utterly transfixed by her jewel. As he waited, the stuffy heat and sweet scent seemed to grow stronger by the minute. At length, without turning, she spoke. “It is beautiful, is it not, Mr. Pope?” she said, gazing at her reflection in the glass.
He nodded uncomfortably. For one so used to hobnobbing with gentry, he was unsure how to comport himself in a lady’s boudoir. He felt sympathy for her, for the shock she had suffered; he didn’t want to cause offense, but neither did he want to encourage her to keep him there. For what purpose had she summoned him? Ever courteous, he attempted to draw it out of her.
“Indeed, madam, it is a most remarkable object. Did Mr. Bentnick give it to you?”
“Whatever gave you such an idea? The necklace doesn’t belong to Bentnick. It is mine. I brought it with me when I came.”
“You mentioned you had some service to ask of me, madam. Does it concern your next sitting? Perhaps you would rather postpone it?”
She gave her head a little shake, as if Joshua had awakened her from some secret reverie. “Indeed I have a request to make, Mr. Pope, and I thank you for reminding me of it. I would like you to go to the head gardener, Granger. See if he has disposed of the body. I believe I heard Mr. Bentnick instruct him to do so. Ask if he has found out anything of note about the man. Was there anything in his pockets, for instance? I cannot help feeling curious as to his identity. You may tell me what you find at our next sitting. Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Pope …”
“Yes, madam?” said Joshua, with a polite smile and a sinking heart.
“You will do me a great service if you say none of this to the other members of this household. Mr. Bentnick has recently suffered the loss of his wife. I wish to spare him any unnecessary disturbance. It is no concern of anyone else’s.”
Chapter Six
DINNER AT ASTLEY always took place at the fashionable hour of three in the afternoon, and despite Sabine’s discovery of the body in the pinery, the day was no different from any other. There were only four at table, Herbert, his two children—Francis and Caroline—and Joshua.
Having retired to her room, Sabine remained there. Violet, her daughter, had gone to London early the previous day for an appointment with her dressmaker and was not expected to return until the following afternoon.
They ate in the morning room, an annex to the drawing room, decorated on a classical theme with swags of acanthus and friezes in faux marble depicting wrestling gods enjoying the pleasures of the senses. Below the frieze the walls were painted a vibrant shade of yellow and pasted with engravings. Scenes of the Parthenon and Mount Olympus and the temples of Zeus and Diana were interspersed with figures of sundry classical gods—Apollo, Poseidon, Athena, and Bacchus—who seemed to survey disapprovingly those assembled about the circular mahogany table to devour, in place of nectar and ambrosia, a collation of cold ham, boiled fowl, and brawn.
Up until that moment Joshua had believed that Herbert Bentnick was as happy as any man could be, given the recent loss of his wife. He had compared his own situation with Herbert’s, and found himself envious. For several months after his dear wife, Rachel, and their son, Benjamin, had been drowned, Joshua could scarcely bring himself to contemplate intimacy with another woman. Then, two months ago, believing he would go mad with melancholy, he had found himself his mistress, Meg Dunn. Warm and willing though she was, Meg was never a substitute for Rachel. He still longed for a second wife, yet despite various attempts at finding one, none had been forthcoming. He had fruitlessly strolled about the gardens at Vauxhall, attended assemblies at Ranelagh and Sunday matins in Saint Paul’s Covent Garden—generally considered the best places to come across eligible young women. All to no avail.
Herbert, by contrast, had no sooner lost Jane than he had found and captured Sabine, and clearly he was besotted with her. Moreover, he had two children; his house contained numerous treasures; exquisite grounds surrounded it. Herbert was possessed of everything a gentleman could possibly desire. Fate had dealt him a generous hand. But after this dinner Joshua began to see the situation differently.
Caroline and Francis were already seated at the table when Joshua entered the room. He bade them good day and was greeted with a bold stare and the curtest of nods. He took his seat, pretending to look with rapt interest at an engraving of Europa propelled away on the back of a bull. Had he imagined the absence of civility? Had he offended them in some way? Was something amiss in his dress? He was wearing a coat of puce-colored silk, fine black breeches, and a shirt trimmed with Brussels lace; he looked down surreptitiously. All was as it should be. Why did Herbert not remark their singular behavior? He was currently carving a fowl, apparently oblivious to the strain.
A lesser man might perhaps have felt mortified, or at the very least chastened, by their coolness. But Joshua’s self-possession was in no sense diminished. He was a guest of this distinguished household; he had been commissioned to perform a service. But he did not view himself as subservient. Instead, like a spectator in a theater who observes a play, Joshua believed he belonged to a separate order entirely.
Confronted by this unnatural atmosphere, once he had overcome his initial shock, his artistic zest was inflamed. He sat at the table alert. As a surveyor of mankind, the unusual was what most intrigued him. Caroline and Francis’s insolence was fascinating. How does a face contort when it is annoyed but cannot express it? How do eyes alter when they suppress some grievance? What inner resentment lurks behind a twitching lip? Here was fertile ground to observe. The only frustration was that he could not take out his pencil and draw as well as witness it.
Herbert’s son, Francis, was heir to the Astley estate and fortune. Twenty-three years of age, he had a straight, high-bridged nose, brows that met in the middle, and a rather small mouth. He had the physique of a young Hercules; well-muscled shoulders bulged beneath his coat, and strong thighs shaped his breeches. He must have stood six foot three in his stockinged feet, towering half a head taller than Joshua’s five foot nine inches.
Francis’s sister, Caroline, was two years his senior. Her face was narrow and angular, her nose straight but rather long, her mouth wide and surprisingly voluptuous. They were features that might have held a certain allure had some spark of animation enlivened them; but at present, with dissatisfaction reflected in the downturn of her lip and in eyes that seemed as flat and cold as a pewter dish, there was nothing whatsoever to recommend them.
What struck Joshua most forcefully was the contrast between their father’s habitual joviality and his children’s incontrovertible gloom. How curious, thought he, that such an amiable fellow as Herbert Bentnick should spawn such morose offspring, and he began to wonder what the reason for their downcast spirits might be. So curiosity swelled like a pimple that if scratched develops to a contagion. Having begun to question Caroline and Francis’s behavior, he found himself dwelling on the subject.
Meanwhile, Herbert made valiant attempts to sustain a conversation. He discussed the progress of the portrait with Joshua, trying all the while to entice Caroline’s interest in the exchange. “It seems to be going along splendidly, does it not, Pope? You must come and admire it, Caroline, and show Mr. Pope your own album while you’re about it.”
Caroline’s face looked blacker than a chimney sweep’s coat; she said nothing.
“Does Miss Bentnick draw?” Joshua enquired, watching her intently.
Caroline regarded her plate in silence.
Herbert, with no trace of awkwardness, addressed Joshua. “I daresay, Pope, you believe, as most men do, that no woman can draw like a man, for they have inferior powers of concentration. I believed as much myself till I saw my daughter’s work. I warrant when you see it you will change your view too and declare it as accomplished as any you have seen.”
Joshua waved his napkin with an extravagant flourish to show he disagreed entirely with Herbert’s presumption. “Indeed,” he drawled, “I pride myself on my lack of prejudice. A woman may concentrate as avidly as a man if the subject is agreeable to her. I should be honored to view your work, Miss Bentnick.”
This entreaty was to no avail. Caroline’s eyes flashed at her father. She ignored Joshua’s comment.
“You have only to regard the profiles by the chimneypiece, for they are works by my daughter,” said Herbert hastily, pointing to three watercolors. “Two I’m sure you recognize—they are of my son and myself. The person in the center is a neighbor of ours, Lizzie Manning. She is Caroline’s great friend and the daughter of the local justice.”
Joshua murmured some halfhearted compliment about the quality of the drawing, and then an uncomfortable silence descended. He gamely turned the conversation to the dead man in the pinery. Had anything been discovered as to the man’s identity? Herbert’s expression suggested he found the subject an unsavory one to bring up over dinner. He chewed his meat slowly before answering: he had learned that the corpse was that of a man who had recently arrived from Barbados.
“How do you know?” asked Joshua with interest. He had yet to comply with Sabine’s request and question Granger; perhaps Herbert would save him the trouble.
“There were two letters in his pocket. Granger found them and passed them to me. One mentioned the fact of his recent arrival from Bridgetown.”
Joshua recalled the letters he had seen Herbert read in the drawing room. “Did the letters not reveal more? His name perhaps? Have you reached any conclusion about how the unfortunate fellow died?”
Herbert laughed and scratched his wig. He seemed far less interested in the incident than Joshua, and almost embarrassed to be talking about it. He didn’t recall the man’s name, “though I suppose it must have been written on the documents, which I have put somewhere or other. As to the cause of death—choking, I presume. The reason for his coming to Astley remains a mystery. None of the gardeners or servants appear to know anything about him.”
“If he came from Barbados, perhaps he was an acquaintance of Mrs. Mercier’s,” Joshua suggested.
“I fancy not, for she would have mentioned as much when she found him. You heard her as well as I declare she didn’t know him.” Herbert’s tone had sharpened. He wanted the subject dropped, but Joshua was afire with interest.
“Then perhaps word of Mrs. Mercier’s project circulated the island of Barbados, and hearing of Astley’s pinery, he came in search of employ,” Joshua said, quietly. He added, “What do the physician and justice make of the death?”
“Physician?” said Herbert. “Justice? The fellow’s dead. No one can help him now. I have given orders to have him interred as swiftly as possible. Furthermore, Pope, I can’t see the purpose in picking over the matter at dinner. It’s damaging to my appetite.” He took a forkful of boiled fowl and examined it closely before putting it in his mouth.
“Forgive me, sir,” said Joshua. “I didn’t mean to give offence.” But after a short pause, while Herbert was busy ordering the manservant to bring more wine, he turned to Francis and Caroline. “What d’you think on it? D’you recall seeing the fellow at all?”
To judge from the blankness of Caroline’s expression, she was not in the least interested in the mysterious death. Francis blinked rapidly several times and scratched an earlobe, yet he too affected ignorance. He had neither seen nor spoken to the dead man, he declared.
Herbert was by now showing signs of disquiet. His children’s glumness, his own efforts to coax them out of it, coupled with Joshua’s stubbornness in the matter of the corpse, had ripened his face from its usual placid rosiness to a less comfortable shade of plum. His chair creaked as he rocked back and forth and racked his brains for some more suitable subject to divert them. He ate his food halfheartedly, pushing a wedge of liver pudding round his plate with scarcely a taste.
As a last, desperate resort, Herbert turned to a topic that any normal young person would have found impossible to resist. There was to be a ball held at Astley, within a fortnight, on the sixth of June. The entertainment had been arranged in order that the local gentry might make the acquaintance of Sabine, the future mistress of Astley, and her daughter, Violet. One hundred guests were expected to attend.
Discussion of this forthcoming event did not, however, succeed in its aim. Francis and Caroline remained unwavering in their incivility. They volunteered nothing, responding to questions only with a mumbled “Yes” or “No,” or “Fancy that,” or “Whatever you choose, Father.”
Joshua found it remarkable that not once in all this did Herbert resort to anger. On the contrary, he looked curiously sad, like a chastened schoolboy who knows he has committed some misdemeanor that he cannot redress. He made no attempt to remonstrate with either of his children. It was as if he knew the reason, comprehended there was nothing to be done to alter it, and believed himself to be in some way culpable.
“Will Lizzie Manning attend the ball with her brother, or will her father chaperone her?” asked Herbert patiently of his stony-faced son.
“I do not recall Lizzie’s arrangements, Father.”
“Is her brother returned from overseas?” persisted Herbert.
“As far as I know he remains in Florence.”
“Well, then, if he remains in Italy, he cannot very well escort Lizzie, can he?”
“As you say, Father.”
“Perhaps, in that case, you might ask Lizzie if she wishes to stay here for the night?”
“Will Sabine permit it?”
As if he had been struck in the belly, Herbert flinched. “What possible objection could Sabine have to Lizzie staying here?”
“I merely thought that, as mistress of the house, she should be consulted.”
“Am I not master here?” replied his father.
Francis shrugged his shoulders and pushed a spoonful of jelly into his mouth.
Herbert forced a smile and in desperation turned to his daughter. “Have you settled upon your costume for the ball, Caroline?”
She shook her head. “No, Father, I have not.”
“Then is it not time you did so? The entertainment is only a fortnight away, dear girl. Do you not wish to look your best for it?”
“I have not given the matter much thought.”
Costume was a source of endless concern to Joshua Pope. “What color will you choose for your gown, Miss Bentnick?” he enquired with genuine interest. He pictured her in a dark jewel hue—deep red or blue, or green perhaps—that would bring out the warmth of her complexion and the richness of her eyes.
She flushed at his intrusion, but ignored him, declaring only, “Indeed, I misled you, Father. The reason I have not ordered a gown is that I thought I might wear one of my mother’s. The crimson brocade that she wore on the last occasion we dined together, before you took her to Barbados and her death, becomes me particularly well, I think. And perhaps it will serve as a reminder to us all, while we celebrate your new union, that she is scarcely cold in her grave.”
A hush fell over the room. Herbert’s eyes glistened. The muscles in his jaw contracted and twitched, but he didn’t appear surprised in the least. It was as if he had known all along what was coming and now wrestled with a response.
“Caroline! Dearest child! I beg you, restrain yourself. Surely you do not blame me for your dear mother’s death?” he managed to say at length. “She accompanied me to Barbados at her own request. I loved her as much as you did, and I mourn her as much as you do now. Her death from fever was a tragedy, but we cannot rewrite history any more than we may see into the future.”
Caroline’s fine cold eyes were now lit up with passion. “For someone who loved and mourns her so sincerely, it did not take you long to replace her!”
Herbert quivered with helpless emotion. His face gleamed with sweat, and the edge of his wig grew damp. His fingers played with his cutlery, as if he knew he had to say something to his daughter’s challenge, but that whatever he said would make matters worse.
“It was fate that brought Sabine and me together. She was kindness itself to your mother when she grew ill. Is it any wonder that afterward I visited her, warmed to her, and found her sympathetic?”
Caroline scowled. “How good of dear Sabine to be so solicitous to my poor sick mother, as she schemed all the while to steal her husband away from her!” she shouted. “Why, she is so clever it wouldn’t surprise me to learn she’d poisoned my poor mother!” With this, she threw down her napkin in a ferment of fury, whipped up her skirts, and rushed from the room. Herbert was left gaping and speechless.
Joshua glanced up and caught Francis’s eye. The earlier cool hostility had disappeared and the expression on Francis’s face was now one of unmistakable sadness. A similar emotion was etched upon Herbert’s face. The scene brought a sense of profound melancholy upon Joshua Pope. He had hoped that coming to Astley would rid him of his sense of gloomy, lonely despair. In Herbert’s betrothal to Sabine he had seen hope, light, the belief that his own sad plight might also one day be similarly happily resolved. But despite his longing to escape it, the cloud of despondency he had intended to leave in London had followed him to Astley.
Chapter Seven
AFTER Caroline Bentnick’s outburst, dinner concluded swiftly and in awkward silence. Anxious for some respite from the taint of malevolence and wrath, Joshua decided to take advantage of the dwindling sunshine and spend an hour or two outdoors. Dinner had intrigued him more than a little, but it had also been profoundly fatiguing. Before Rachel died, Joshua had always been of sociable disposition. On occasion, after a bottle or two of claret, he might have appeared rather too full of bonhomie. Furthermore, Joshua’s marriage, though brief, had been a contented one. Now, confronted by such an excess of discord, he felt unsettled and unsteady and ill equipped to cope. He felt a twinge in his temple and a slight rise in his pulse. Immediately he began to fret a headache might be poised to smite him. He would make some sketches first and then seek out the gardener as Mrs. Mercier had asked. After donning a broad-brimmed velvet hat garnished with an extravagant plume and a woollen frock coat lined in purple silk—fine dress sometimes helped lift his spirits—Joshua took up his sketchbook, placed a box of watercolors under his arm, and went out in search of a view and tranquillity.
Joshua patrolled the walled garden at Astley in search of a suitable position, somewhere that would afford the requisite view and a sanctuary from the breeze and human distraction. At length he came upon a row of sunken terraces filled with formal parterres; each resembled a small verdant room, with its own arched entrance, clipped privet walls, and stone furnishings. In the second terrace, a sundial supported on the back of a plump cupid was set amid urns of crimson auriculas and shell-colored pinks. The beds were filled with tangled roses and campanulas in hues of crimson and deep blue. The place would suit his purpose very well. Settling himself on a stone bench, beneath a pergola draped in purple clematis, he took out his charcoal and began to draw.
Some minutes later, he heard the crunch of footsteps on the gravel path behind the hedge. Joshua wondered whether he should call out and make himself known. Before he could decide, a second set of steps approached and a conversation began.
Joshua’s heart plummeted. The voices were those of Francis and Caroline Bentnick. He sat there, taut and silent, sketching quietly as he waited for them to pass by. Then it dawned upon him that the brother and sister had arranged this meeting. Caroline had come to this spot expressly in order to converse with her brother unobserved. Joshua remembered Francis’s agitation at the mention of the dead man and Caroline’s animosity toward Sabine, and curiosity—that brief niggling itch he had felt earlier—became a burning rash.
“That was a creditable display you provided,” said Francis to his sister.
“I could not help myself. How can our father believe we could be as callous as he? Does he expect us to forget our mother and take Sabine to our hearts at the drop of a hat?”
“His gullibility is quite beyond me,” agreed her brother. “We will do him a great service if we persuade him to view her more critically, or more prudently at least.”
“How to achieve it, though, when he is so much in her thrall?”
From his listening post behind the hedge, Joshua could hear that Francis and Caroline had abandoned their earlier dismal tones. Their voices were tinged with bitterness and unmistakable fervor.
“Perhaps we have the means already,” continued Francis. “The corpse that Sabine found in the pinery: it was no coincidence. The man was acquainted with the Merciers.”
“How do you know? Did you see him? Did you speak to him?”
“I believe I did. When I was walking with Violet, we met a man recently arrived from Barbados.”
There was a sharp intake of breath. Caroline’s voice rose an octave. “You went walking with Violet Mercier! I might ask you what do you think you were about? What sort of conversation did you have? Did you discuss the benefits of satin over silk as an underskirt, or whether the latest musical entertainment at Ranelagh is as ravishing as at Vauxhall?”
“You are very cynical. Violet’s outward attractions don’t make her a fool. I’m not convinced she’s any happier with her mother’s betrothal than we are. There’s more to her than we know. But to return to the dead man. The conversation I refer to was not between Violet and myself but between Violet and him. What I meant was that I was present when she spoke to him. And the exchange was most intriguing.”
“Violet smiled prettily at you and now she has you snared. Is that what you mean? Then you are no better than our father,” said Caroline, still distracted at the news of her brother’s promenade.
“Caroline, for pity’s sake, listen to what I say. What happened was this. I had just returned from a ride when Violet approached me and insisted that I accompany her on a turn about the gardens. I tried to excuse myself, but she wouldn’t give way. I fancy she has grown quite fond of me.”
“As you seem to be of her.”
“You know my agreement with Lizzie. We hope to marry.”
“Indeed? I thought perhaps you had cooled since the alteration in her circumstances.”
“Her fortune or lack of it makes no difference. Besides, it was no fault of hers.”
“And does Violet know of your situation?”
“I believe she does, though I hazard it doesn’t please her.”
There was a lengthy, uncomfortable silence, during which Joshua, perched behind the hedge, imagined the two glowering at each other. Goose pimples of anticipation rose on his arms and he scarcely dared breathe.
“At any rate, as I said, Violet insisted I go with her. Short of downright rudeness, she left me no choice but to comply. I consented to a short stroll, thinking I would make some excuse to escape as soon as the opportunity arose. We set off toward the pinery, and almost at once came upon a strange young fellow walking in the garden. He was personable, dressed fairly well—certainly not as a laborer. Violet seemed surprised to see him. She stopped and asked what he was doing. She didn’t introduce me, but I had the strong impression she knew him. I thought he seemed shocked at my presence, yet not at all displeased to see her. He replied that he had recently arrived from the Indies and had come here seeking employment.”
“And how did Violet respond?”
“She said that she could be of no assistance, that this was a private garden and he should leave at once.”
“Did she ask anything else?”
“Nothing. The conversation was very brief and, I would say, moreover, very stilted.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean that as soon as she saw this stranger, I felt that she was eager to be rid of me. I had the feeling that what was said was for my benefit, a sham. She wanted to say more, but would not do so in my presence. She ushered me back to the house as speedily as she was able, saying she had grown tired. Once indoors, I asked how she knew the fellow and what his name was, but she was reluctant to disclose anything at all. She said she wanted to lie down, but I suspect she intended to go back to the garden and find him, for she kept peering out the window, as if to catch a glimpse of him.”
“She must have given some further word of explanation?”
“Only that she had thought when she saw him first he was a servant of her mother’s, but that she was mistaken.”
“And you said nothing of this to our father?”
“I was on the point of doing so at dinner today. But that wretched man Pope was there—probing in a matter which is no concern to him. And then I thought, why speak when holding back may yield us the fruit we desire? When Violet returns I intend to discuss the matter with her. If she knew him it is likely that her mother did too. His death may be a sign of some subterfuge or complicity between them—it is even possible Sabine was responsible for it. In which case, perhaps your suspicions concerning our mother’s death are not as far-fetched as I first thought. In any case, whatever Violet’s business with the man, there can be no doubt there is something she’s holding back. Our task is to unearth it.”
Chapter Eight
UNTIL THAT MOMENT Joshua had been curious about the death only in a detached way. But now, it seemed to him singularly strange that Herbert Bentnick, who was usually consumed with curiosity by all manner of subjects, had manifested so little interest in the demise of a man in his pinery. Only Sabine Mercier had asked after the corpse. Surely, he thought, there was something devilishly wrong if a man could arrive mysteriously from Barbados, die in a pinery in a private garden, and be buried so precipitously, with barely a question being asked.
It was also clear to him that if Sabine had been responsible for the man’s death, she would not have invited Joshua to probe into it. She would want the matter forgotten as quickly as possible. But then, recalling Sabine’s emphatic command that he tell no one what he found, he felt less sure. Perhaps she was guilty in some way and was merely using him to discover what was generally known.
As he drew with his customary precision Joshua considered these conflicting points, and the more he did so, the more he felt a charge upon him to act for the dead man. He, too, was a stranger here, unfamiliar with these surroundings. But death was no stranger to him. He knew the torment it brings to those left behind. Suppose this dead man had a wife, children, parents, who as yet were ignorant of his demise. The thought of some poor woman fretting over her husband’s whereabouts troubled him profoundly.
An hour later his sketch was complete. He emerged from his sanctuary and made his way toward the pinery. A gravel path led past a knot garden, a pond filled with a galaxy of fish in shades of red and gold, and a border of rosebushes to the gate leading to the kitchen garden. Sheltered from the wind by high brick walls, the air here reeked of dung. In several beds, undergardeners, ranging from mere lads to elderly men, were busy planting, lifting, digging, and hoeing. One spindly lad was planting out hairy-leaved cucumbers and melons in forcing frames; another was cutting pink-tipped asparagus that reared like spears through mounds of manure.
Beyond, in the furthest corner of the garden, three small lean-to greenhouses hugged the wall. In contrast to the monumental pinery in which Sabine Mercier had discovered the body, these were modest structures, used for raising melons for the kitchens or ornamental blooms for the table.
Granger was standing at a bench, chewing on a long-stemmed clay pipe of tobacco, while he planted up large silver-leaved pineapple plants on a bench strewn with shards of broken pot. Smoke billowed about his head as he worked. His hands were large and callused and ingrained with dirt, yet his fingers were surprisingly slender and he handled the plants with great delicacy, like a child lifting eggs from a bird’s nest. As Joshua approached, Granger looked up and grunted an acknowledgment. Joshua appraised him with an artist’s eye. He cut a striking figure. His hair had the color and shine of ancient polished oak, his face was long and leathery. A scar on the left side of his face stretched from his chin to the top of his cheek, dragging down the eye, to give him a curious, lopsided appearance.
“Good day to you, Mr. Granger,” said Joshua. He nodded briefly toward the plants that Granger was tending. “I suppose pineapples must present a challenge to your skills.”
“I’ve seen them grown before in a small way, but never on such a scale.” His voice was gravelly, well spoken, and assured.
“At Astley?”
“No. At a previous estate, Beechwood. We tried them with some success.”
“Mrs. Mercier was fortunate to find a man of your expertise. You are only lately arrived here, I gather?”
“That’s right, sir.”
“And how do you find it, compared with other places?”
“As good as any, better than some,” said Granger, “though as for pineapples, it seems to me, from all she has shown me, there’s enough written on the subject to fill a library and turn the most inexperienced grower to an expert.”
“Must you always break the pots to replant them?”
“Not as a rule, sir. Nor in this instance either.”
“Then what are you doing now?”
“In dying where he did, the man’s proved uncommonly troublesome.” He grinned, revealing surprisingly white teeth.
“In what way?”
“Before he died he removed these pots from their beds and broke them,” Granger said flatly. “Lord knows why he did it. But Mrs. Mercier was most agitated on account of it and gave orders to put them to rights before the plants perished from a want of moisture. So here you see me doing the same as was done already not a week since.”
With that he took up a plant, placed it in a new pot, and tucked compost around it. The task was accomplished swiftly but with great gentleness.
“I gather the dead man was a stranger to these parts. Perhaps he came in search of work?”
This question prompted Granger to remove his pipe and place it upon the bench, alongside the shards of broken terra-cotta. He gave Joshua a level gaze. “You are a stranger here yourself, are you not, sir?” he said.
Joshua threw his traveling cloak back over his shoulder, allowing the gardener a flash of his brilliant waistcoat. “Indeed I am,” he declared, fanning himself with his hat, before banging his head with his fist at his own stupidity. “Forgive me, Mr. Granger, I haven’t told you who I am. I must introduce myself: Joshua Pope, come to Astley on commission to paint the marriage portrait of Mr. Bentnick and his future bride.”
Granger nodded his head slowly, looking Joshua up and down, taking in his strangely plumed hat, his extravagant cravat, the sketchbook under his arm, as if weighing up this information to see if it tallied with what he had just been told. “An artist, is it?” he said slowly. “And what would an artist be wanting with a gardener? Fancy painting some of my flowers, do you?”
“No. Yes. In a manner of speaking, I suppose I do,” Joshua replied frankly. Despite his disfigurement Granger had a pleasing face, strong bones beneath a skin colored by weather and life’s vicissitudes. Joshua imagined him dressed as a buccaneer or a brigand waving his curved sword aloft. He found himself itching to take out his chalks and sketch him. “But it wasn’t that which brought me here. I came because Mrs. Mercier asked me to.”
“And why did she do that?”
“She bade me ask you if you’d found anything about him.”
“No more than she already knows, for I told her before what I knew of him.”
“You met him before, then?”
“He came walking in the garden two days ago. I accosted him and he said it was work he was after, and that he was expert in the cultivation of pineapples. It was my opinion he’d not done much in this line before, so I sent him packing.”
“On what did you base your judgment?”
“In part his shifty look. But mostly because of his hands, sir. They were more carefully manicured than your own.”
Joshua looked down at his fingers, which seemed feeble compared to Granger’s long, earthy digits.
“Forgive me, sir. But I can’t see what all this is to you,” added Granger with unexpected curtness.
Joshua met his gaze. “People intrigue me, Mr. Granger. Just as I presume you take note when you encounter a strange plant, so do I when I encounter some human idiosyncrasy. I heard Francis Bentnick say Miss Violet recognized the fellow. Yet Herbert Bentnick believed him to be a stranger to Sabine and her daughter. And now you tell me he claimed to know about pineapples and that his hands were not those of a gardener. That strikes me as a rare and curious fact. And it is a rare coincidence too that he should turn up here at Astley, at the very moment you turn the conservatory into a pinery.”
“What gives you the impression any of it was a rare coincidence? It was nothing of the kind. He said it was Mrs. Mercier who wrote and urged him to come on account of it. I didn’t believe him, but there’s no doubt in my mind that he knew her.”
“What else did you learn of him?”
“He was a destructive man.”
“In what way?”
“Is this not proof enough?” Granger waved at the broken pots before him.
“Is that all? You can’t be sure this damage wasn’t accidental. He might have staggered about in his last moments and broken the pots unwittingly.”
“The pots were half buried, sir. I think not. The damage was certainly deliberate. And there’s more. When he came here two days ago, he cut one of the most advanced fruits without my noticing, and took it away.”
“How do you know he did it?”
“Who else would have done it?”
“And what did you make of such an action?”
“I thought that I was correct to label him a rascal and that he can’t have known a jot about pineapples. He should have known you cannot eat a green fruit: it’s the bitterest thing you ever tasted.”
“Did you not go after him and chastise him?”
Granger shrugged his shoulders. “What would be the purpose? The damage was done.”
“I take it you spoke of this to Mrs. Mercier?”
Granger nodded.
“And how did she respond?”
Granger paused a moment. “Not as I expected. She seemed startled. She stared, asked me to repeat myself, shook her head. Then she said, ‘I do not know this man; nor have I written to anyone and asked him to come here. I am glad you sent him away. You did well to do so, Granger.’”
The gardener paused again, while he pressed compost round a plant to secure it. Then he looked away into the far distance. “She never mentioned his name, yet I suspected she knew exactly who he was and that he wasn’t at all welcome. Why else would she have been so pleased I acted as I did?”
Joshua ignored his question. “Did you discover his name?”
“Only this morning. I searched his pockets; there were two letters in one of them, both addressed to a man called John Cobb.”
“What became of the letters?”
“I gave them to Mr. Bentnick when you and he arrived to assist this morning.”
“And what were your impressions when you found Mrs. Mercier?”
“All in all, her behavior this morning was singular.”
Granger confided then that not only had he been first on the scene, he had nearly witnessed the discovery. He had been waiting for Sabine’s arrival; it was her custom to speak to him every morning on her way to the pinery. More often than not she required that he accompany her on her rounds of the building so that she could instruct him on new tasks for the day.
“This morning, when I saw Mrs. Mercier enter the walled garden, I expected her to come toward me or, at the very least, acknowledge my presence. She did neither. She seemed preoccupied. I followed her into the pinery because I had several matters of business to discuss: more young pines to pot, cuttings to be rooted, a question of tan bark to discuss. Soon after I entered the pinery I came across her crouched on the path, cradling the dead man.”
“How did she seem?”
Granger screwed up his eyes as if searching for the right words. “She wasn’t sobbing or screaming. Her eyes were wide open, her brow knotted. I would say she looked surprised rather than fearful. It was only when I called out and offered to help her that the horror of the situation seemed to strike her. She let go her hold on the body, which flopped back, then placed a kerchief over his face, as if she couldn’t bear to look at him. When she stood up she shuddered visibly, as if frozen to the core. I was not four feet distant from her, yet I might have been ten miles away for all the heed she paid me. She pushed past and fled to the door. Once outside, she let out a piercing cry. I daresay that was what brought you and Mr. Bentnick running.”
Joshua nodded. “What then?”
“I offered her my assistance again. This time she registered the offer and ordered me to go at once and examine the body. I did as she instructed and retrieved the letters. I intended to give them to her, but by the time I returned, you and Mr. Bentnick had arrived and Mrs. Mercier’s condition seemed worse. I thought it more appropriate to hand them to Mr. Bentnick.”
“Did you read them? Did you see who wrote them?” Joshua demanded.
“No, there was no time. Besides, it wasn’t my place to do so. I saw only the name. John Cobb.”
Chapter Nine
THE NEXT DAY, when Joshua met Miss Elizabeth Manning, his first impression was that she was quite as insipid in the flesh as the wan portrait Caroline Bentnick had drawn. She had arrived in the same carriage as Violet Mercier, who was just returned from London. He caught sight of her from an upstairs window—a slight figure clad in her traveling dress: a black bonnet, a coat of dull mouse brown, a plain gray skirt beneath.
In the drawing room that evening Joshua began to temper his view. Miss Manning was no beauty, perhaps, but not entirely without charm all the same. Her face was small and rather birdlike, with a pointed chin, a well-defined nose, and lustrous gray eyes set wide apart in a complexion unblemished by pox. Her lips were compactly drawn and playful. She had small, perfectly white teeth that showed whenever she smiled, which was often. That evening she wore a black bodice garnished with oyster ribbons from bosom to waist. Her hair, a thick mass of chestnut tresses, had been dressed with a single white silk rose. About her neck, another white rose was attached to an oyster ribbon. However, none of this would have altered his impression of her ordinariness had he not made another discovery. Her real attraction lay within.
Conversation was Lizzie Manning’s lifeblood. She was born with an insatiable desire to discuss her thoughts, to eke out confidences. Silence was anathema to her. Though it was often said that she had learned to talk before she walked, the truth was that when Lizzie was only five, her mother had died in childbirth, leaving her daughter and infant son to be raised by a nurse with a fortunate capacity for chatter. This was why to be left in solitude by her father (who was in the north on business) and her brother (whose whereabouts she didn’t mention) had been like purgatory. The discovery that her dear friend Francis Bentnick had arranged for Violet to collect her on her return from London had thus delighted her beyond words.
New acquaintances were trophies to Lizzie Manning; she collected them as others collect seashells or coins or buttons. Until that day she had never met Violet. From the moment she stepped into the carriage she had bombarded her with words of welcome and questions and confidences. The interrogation continued unabated throughout the afternoon and early evening.
“Tell me, dear Violet, what was Barbados like?”
“Most verdant and most pleasant, Miss Manning.”
“Not Miss Manning—I am Lizzie to everyone. How I long to see it. Tell me about your mother’s garden. I have heard it was like Eden.”
“It is difficult to describe, Lizzie. It was lush, lavish, abundant …”
“It can’t be easy for you and your mother in such a strange environment so far from home. Do you have acquaintances, friends?”
“None, but we have each other.”
“And tell me of the ball. What an event it will be! Have you decided what you will wear?”
“I have a gown nearly finished; it is pale blue silk with flowers and seed pearl embroidery.”
“What an unusual necklace your mother is wearing. I don’t believe I have ever set eyes on such stones. Nor such a design.”
“It came from her second husband, Charles Mercier, my former stepfather.”
“What is its history?”
“It is a curious one. The necklace dates from medieval times. Apparently it was made in Nuremberg—a city famous for the excellence of its craftsmen—as a love token. It was commissioned by a German princeling for a lady he wished to marry.”
Lizzie’s eyes were illuminated with interest. “But is not the serpent a most unusual love token for a besotted prince?”
“Perhaps,” replied Violet with a smile, “though it is often used as a symbol of fertility.”
“And did the prince win his lady?”
“Yes, though the story was not entirely happy. Soon after the pair married, the jewel was stolen by a jealous sister, who was apprehended and later burned as a witch. This gave rise to the superstition that the necklace would bring happiness if given in love, but ill fortune if it changed ownership for any material reason.”
“What an intriguing and poignant history,” said Lizzie, smiling. “It only adds to the allure of the jewel—if that is possible.”
“You should say so to my mother,” declared Violet, rising to bring her mother to speak to Lizzie, “for ever since she set eyes on the necklace, she has taken inordinate pride in wearing it, and does so at every opportunity.”
Joshua watched Violet drift across the room to bring her mother over.
He had met her only fleetingly prior to her departure for London, on the morning after his arrival. Already he had remarked the perfect symmetry of her face and the elegance of her bearing. She was a remarkably handsome young woman: as tall as Juno, finely boned, with plentiful hair dark gold in hue, blue-gray eyes fringed with dark lashes, and the same honey-colored complexion as her mother. Her dress, he noted with great pleasure, was as immaculate as her face: she wore a bodice and skirt of lilac silk embroidered with flowers and trimmed with a tulle pleated frill about the neck and cuffs. The skirt was pinned back to reveal a petticoat of rich purple brocade.
Her face and garb were like those of an angel, that much was clear to Joshua, but he had found unraveling her character less simple. At their first meeting she had avoided light conversation whenever possible, speaking only in response to direct questions, then gazing into the distance, seemingly oblivious to her immediate surroundings, as if some pressing matter preoccupied her. Now, however, he began to suspect that it was Caroline’s animosity toward Violet that had made her reticent and withdrawn. This evening, with Lizzie Manning to encourage her, she presented an altogether different side. By the time supper was finished and the assembled party had moved to the drawing room, where the men sat down for a hand of cards, Lizzie Manning and Violet threaded their arms together and appeared to be on the most cordial terms.
THE DRAWING ROOM was long and narrow, with an ornate molded ceiling and walls lined with pea green damask silk, studded with landscapes and portraits of various Bentnick forebears. In the center of one wall, above a grand chimneypiece, hung a full-length portrait of Jane Bentnick painted by Thomas Gainsborough at Bath only a year or two earlier. Few artists, in Joshua’s opinion, gave the viewer pleasure with such ease as Gainsborough. There was depth yet enviable naturalness to his style. Jane wore a fashionable Van Dyck costume of sky blue silk with a pointed lace collar and a lavishly plumed hat. She looked the ideal of graceful womanhood, and yet, in the turn of her head, the set of her mouth, and in those heavy-lidded brown eyes there was wit, determination, character in abundance. Such was the spell Gainsborough wove that for some time Joshua paid little attention to the cards he was dealt. What would Jane Bentnick have made of her husband’s choice of new bride? What would she have thought of her children’s suspicions? Was Herbert’s hurried engagement a sign that his union with Jane had been blissfully contented, or unhappy?
Joshua regarded the ladies, who had settled themselves on gilded chairs around the fire. Caroline Bentnick took up her embroidery, then she began to plead with Lizzie Manning to divert them by playing something on the piano. “And I shall sing,” declared Violet, looking more radiant than ever. Lizzie Manning agreed and the two moved to the piano, just as Herbert gave a loud cough and urged Joshua to concentrate on the cards on the table. From the corner of his eye Joshua saw Sabine move closer to Caroline, and he dimly heard the beginnings of their conversation.
“Your father tells me you intend to wear a dress that belonged to your mother at our engagement ball,” said Sabine without preamble. “I think that is a delightful notion. Now, tell me, what jewelry will you wear with it? Did your mother leave you anything?”
“My mother cared little for jewels. I have a small locket that will serve admirably,” said Caroline warily.
Stroking the jewel at her throat, Sabine smiled benevolently. “Never mind the locket, dear Caroline, you may wear my necklace with your mother’s dress. I don’t offer it lightly. But I believe it will be appropriate—after all, I will soon become your stepmother.”
Sensing disapproval beneath Herbert’s fidgeting and coughing, Joshua turned his attention to his cards. Only after winning several hands did he glance back at the women.
Caroline was sitting motionless and silent, some distance away from Sabine, gazing on the emerald necklace about Sabine’s neck. The expression on her face seemed to suggest she believed it the foulest object she ever set eyes on (a sentiment with which Joshua heartily concurred). Joshua saw her turn wildly to her brother for assistance, but Francis was immersed in his hand of cards. She pressed her palms to her neck as if she burned with embarrassment and could not think what to do.
Some minutes passed, during which not a word was uttered, and Sabine stared at Caroline with an odd, fierce expression. Eventually Sabine broke the silence. “Then you accept my offer,” Joshua heard her say clearly just as Violet began to sing a tuneful accompaniment to Lizzie’s playing.
Later, when the gentlemen rejoined the ladies by the fire, Francis Bentnick went immediately to Lizzie’s side. She began to recount a yarn that involved her taking on the voice and character of at least half a dozen personalities. Herbert, whom Joshua had vanquished modestly enough for him to remain in genial humor, drew up a chair beside Sabine and Violet. Joshua stood by the fire, his hand in his pocket, chinking the two sovereigns he had won. His attention was all on Caroline. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. Her long, narrow jaw twitched with tension and her cheeks were unnaturally flushed. Her face seemed … what, exactly? For an instant he was unsure—not anger, not embarrassment—then it flashed upon him: she looked terrified.
Chapter Ten
THE STAR AND GARTER was set high upon the crest of Richmond Hill. It was a tall brick building resembling a nobleman’s mansion, with a garden behind that was famed throughout the vicinity. Honeysuckle and jasmine and roses trailed over paths, and sweeps of lawn lay between trees and avenues of lime. Joshua had paced the main street of Richmond, asking himself where he might go were he a stranger recently arrived from Barbados in need of a bed for the night, and had already been refreshed in the Red Lyon, the Talbot, the Feathers in Water Lane, the Compasses, and the Rose and Crown.
“And what can I be doing for you, sir?” said James Dunstable, the landlord, spying Joshua hovering by the counter in his front room. He took in Joshua’s satin-lined cape, his embroidered waistcoat, his lace cravat. Joshua could almost hear him wonder what manner of gentleman dressed with such extravagance to promenade the high street of Richmond at eleven o’clock of the morning. The thought pleased him no end.
Joshua placed his tricorn on the counter. “I’ll have an ale if you please, sir. I have come in search of a Mr. John Cobb. He has arrived recently from overseas. I believe he might be staying here.”
Dunstable took down a pewter tankard from a high shelf and examined it for signs of dirt.
“Mr. Cobb from Barbados? And what’s he to you?” he said as he gave the mug a hefty shake.
“He’s an acquaintance of mine. I have a proposition for him.”
Dunstable edged the tankard beneath the nozzle of the pump and pulled slowly on its handle. “Whatever the nature of your proposition, I regret to say you have come too late,” he said, handing over the foaming vessel.
Joshua sipped his ale, regarding Dunstable from behind the tankard’s rim. “Would you not take a drink for yourself, sir? Why am I too late?”
“He paid for his lodgings two days ago. Said he’d be back shortly for his portmanteau. I’ve seen and heard nothing of him since.”
“How long did he stay here?” said Joshua with scarcely a pause.
“Three or four weeks. You may tell him when you find him that his portmanteau is still gathering dust and I’d be grateful to see the back of it.” Dunstable fairly gulped down his ale as if he’d not drunk for a week.
“Did he have any visitors during that time?”
“Aye, a few. But there was one that made him wait.”
“What d’you mean?”
“Cobb was forever asking if anyone had called; if any letters had arrived.”
“He never said who the person he expected was?”
“Not in so many words, but it was a lady. He said more than once, ‘If anyone comes, tell her I will not be long, and look after her well till my return.’”
“Do you remember any of the callers who did come? Did they leave names?”
“Hold on, not so fast,” said the landlord, thumping his empty mug on the counter. “What’s all this to do with your proposition?”
“Another drink, Mr. Dunstable? I need to talk to Cobb,” Joshua said, lying through his teeth without any visible qualm. “It’s a delicate family matter.” Here he winked knowingly at Dunstable and tapped the side of his nose. “If I can trace one of his visitors, perhaps they will help me find him. I would be most grateful for your assistance.”
Dunstable shrugged his shoulders and refilled his mug to the brim. “One was a solicitor, who worked for a London office.”
“How d’you know?”
“He left a card with a message for Mr. Cobb.”
“His name?”
“Bartholomew Hoare, attorney of Gray’s Inn Lane.”
“Any others?”
“Herbert Bentnick. He had a grand disagreement with your Mr. Cobb.”
“Herbert Bentnick? Are you certain it was he?”
“As certain as I am there’s paint on the end of your nose.”
Joshua dabbed at his face hastily with a handkerchief. “And what was the argument about? Were you present when it took place? Did you overhear it?”
Dunstable looked a little peeved at this suggestion. “The gentlemen were at the seats you see there.” He waved a broad, hairy hand in the direction of an oak settle in a dark corner of the inn. “So I could hardly fail to, could I?”
“Quite so. I didn’t mean to suggest you were intruding.”
“No, well, perhaps not. But I have to mind what happens here …”
“Yes, yes, Mr. Dunstable, but did you hear anything?”
“Have patience; I’m telling you now, aren’t I? They had scarce taken a sip of their wine when Mr. Bentnick set to shouting at Mr. Cobb. ‘I tell you she will not see you and there’s an end to it,’ he fairly bellowed, whereupon Mr. Cobb says, ‘I ask for no more than is rightfully mine.’ Then Mr. Bentnick responds, ‘There is only your say-so on it,’ and Cobb says, ‘No, there’s more. I have letters to prove it.’ At that point the two stood and faced each other and I grew afraid for their safety. Mr. Bentnick says he knows nothing of any papers, but he’s sure they must be counterfeit if they exist. Next thing Cobb’s thrown his tankard and soaked Mr. Bentnick, who’s told him if he stays a moment longer, he’ll be in danger of doing Mr. Cobb some terrible injury. Then he stormed off, drenched to the skin and fuming.”
This was all most interesting; Dunstable had earned his ale and another besides. “Were there other encounters between the two of them?” Joshua asked as he sipped.
“None that I witnessed, though ’tis my guess that the lady they spoke of and the lady he was always waiting for were one and the same. ’Tis possible she was the lady who came the very day Cobb disappeared.”
“Who was she?”
“There I cannot help you. I was occupied with the stables and the grooms; I caught a brief glimpse of her entering the inn. That is all. She wasn’t known to me.”
“What variety of lady was she?”
“A fair one.”
“Her age? Manner?”
“Wigged, powdered, twenty or thereabouts, dressed in the grandest style feathers, and flowers and ribbons and lace and anything else you care to mention. As conscious of her charms as anyone with her attractions would be.”
“What makes you associate her with Mr. Bentnick?”
Dunstable looked down at his half-empty mug. “Naught in particular. Only I have heard there’s ladies staying, and having heard a lady mentioned in the argument, I suppose I just assumed it.”
THREE tankards of ale and one hour later, Joshua glanced out the window. He contemplated the short walk back to Astley without enthusiasm. The sky had grown low and heavy, and a sharp north breeze had begun to blow. He left the inn, knowing that if he lingered he would be late for Sabine Mercier’s sitting, and that a downpour was imminent, but wishing he could stay. With little choice but to spoil his new leather boots, he buttoned his coat and adjusted his cravat and set out.
Half a mile down the road, large gouts of rain began to drop on his hat. Within a quarter of an hour the downpour had strengthened sufficiently to make inroads to his collar and seep down his neck. He was certain that by tomorrow he would have to take to bed with a cold. At worst there was the possibility of contracting fevers and ailments he didn’t even want to speculate upon. To make matters worse, the road had now veered so close to the detestable river he fancied he could smell it. So damp and morose and uneasy was he that the creak and jangle of chassis and harness signaling a coach-and-two thundering over the summit of a hill from the direction of Astley didn’t make him alter his stride; nor did he move to the verge of the road to avoid being splashed. Since he was already soaked and saturated beyond recognition, what difference would a little more mud and water make?
The carriage splashed to a clattering halt in a large puddle three feet in front of him. A quart of gritty brown water slopped over his boots. A gloved hand pushed down the window and a dun bonnet framing a pair of sparkling gray eyes peered out. “You have chosen a nasty day for a promenade, Mr. Pope. Would you not care for a ride?” It was Lizzie Manning, dressed in her dreary outdoor garb, but wearing an expression that was a study in amusement, solicitude, and curiosity.
“If it is not an inconvenience, then that is most kind indeed,” said Joshua, drawing near, “for, as you so astutely remark, the weather has turned very dirty indeed.”
“Do not mention it, I beg of you,” answered Lizzie Manning with an airy wave. “The carriage is Mr. Bentnick’s. He has sent me home in it. It will be no trouble at all for the driver to return with you, since he will be going there anyway. Besides, I am perfectly sure Mr. Bentnick would not desire his latest portraitist to fall ill with a virulent fever.”
Joshua bowed low, thinking what a miracle it was to find someone so considerate of his health. He opened the door and climbed in. He had scarce time to utter a pleasantry or even reiterate his thanks for her charity when he was assaulted by a battery of questions. Where had he been? Why had he gone there? What had he learned? To begin with, his replies were measured. Lizzie Manning was as good as a member of the Bentnick family. He assumed anything he confided to her would be relayed to them. And did he really want Herbert Bentnick to know he had been prying into Cobb’s comings and goings? Or that Herbert had been witnessed in some mighty disagreement with the fellow he claimed never to have set eyes on?
After Joshua had provided a modified account of the morning’s activities, she smiled knowingly. “That is all very well, but since there’s another two miles till we arrive at my door, you may as well speak candidly, Mr. Pope. Don’t you trust me? What really engaged you this morning?”
Joshua tried to conceal the astonishment he felt. Before he married he had enjoyed several close friendships among the female sex. Rachel and he had enjoyed easy conversation. Even his mistress, Meg, was something of a chatterbox, yet he was unaccustomed to females speaking so boldly and with so little pretence at decorum, and thus confronted he wasn’t entirely sure how to respond.
Lizzie must have sensed his consternation; she patted his arm comfortingly. “You will find me the very essence of discretion, Mr. Pope. Why, I have heard secrets as would make your ears tingle, yet I have never spoken a word to anyone.”
Any niggle of disapproval he felt was no match for her easy candor. Why should he not explain a little—after all, there was a possibility she knew something of relevance. He began, guardedly, to speak of his discoveries. He told her he had gone in search of the truth about the recent death in the pinery, because any man deserved as much when his death was so untimely and bizarre. Furthermore, Sabine had instructed him to find what he could about the dead man from Granger. According to Granger and Francis Bentnick, the man had been seen in the garden some days before he died. He was recently arrived from Barbados. Francis suspected there was some intrigue between the dead man and Violet; and Sabine might also have been acquainted with him, or so Granger thought. His name was discovered on a letter in his pocket. It was John Cobb.
“John Cobb?” echoed Lizzie. “Is that who he was?”
“Did you know him?”
“Know him? No, I didn’t. But I believe you are right to be wary of Sabine Mercier and her daughter,” said Lizzie, smiling brightly. “And your sentiments are most commendable. I agree with them wholeheartedly. How could Mr. Bentnick behave so callously toward a corpse in his pinery? Does he think it flew there like a dead leaf carried on the wind? Why, the very least he should do is to make some enquiries. I should write immediately and tell him so.”
“No, no, Miss Manning,” said Joshua. “I pray you will do no such thing. Why, don’t you see that if there is some subterfuge here, then it might be of a dangerous variety? Cobb is dead, perhaps even murdered, for what else explains the singular circumstances of his death? You might cast both of us in peril if you reveal too much to the wrong person.”
Lizzie Manning’s eyes opened round as sovereigns and she begged him to explain his suspicions. He replied that he had none. His only other research thus far was a conversation with Dunstable, the landlord of the Star and Garter, where Cobb had stayed for several weeks prior to meeting his end. Cobb had received several visitors—Bartholomew Hoare, a lawyer from London, and more intriguing, Herbert Bentnick, with whom he had had a violent disagreement. He had also received a lady visitor, who was described as fair, well dressed, and youthful of appearance, but her identity remained a mystery.
“Mystery be damned,” said Lizzie Manning, forgetting feminine propriety. “The woman must certainly be Violet. Who else do you think would fit the description? Certainly not Caroline or I.”
Joshua reddened. “You may be right,” he conceded, “but let us not forget there are sure to be other fair-haired beauties in the vicinity of Richmond. And there is nothing to say the visitor didn’t come from further afield. Violet is not unique in respect of her coloring.”
With this, Lizzie fell uncharacteristically silent. Joshua felt a strange sensation of anxiety and pleasure stir in his heart. Yesterday evening he had seen Lizzie’s sociable exterior. She had amused him, entertained him, bewildered him. Today he regarded her anew. Few women of her youth would take an interest in these events. The fact that she was concerned for the fate of the dead man—a stranger—the fact she had defended Caroline and viewed the Merciers with ambivalence, were touching testimony of her humanity, loyalty, and intelligence.
The carriage lurched up the rutted drive of Barlow Court and drew to a halt. Lizzie Manning, thought Joshua, wasn’t the mercurial flibbertigibbet he had suspected; she might be volatile, but beneath that external show lay a woman of discernment and surprising depths.
BARLOW COURT, the Mannings’ residence, was a stone Queen Anne mansion, set squarely in a small park, overlooking the river near Barnes. The view of the great swath of gray-blue water was one many people admired, although Joshua found it odious. While the footman opened the carriage door and dropped the step, Joshua descended from the carriage and stood in the rain to help Lizzie Manning down.
“Farewell, Miss Manning,” he said, offering her his hand. He would have liked to say something more, something that would mark his new esteem for her; moreover, he was as keen to sketch her now as he had been the previous night. He found himself tongue-tied with confusion. “And may I express my heartfelt gratitude for your stopping and permitting me to travel in your carriage,” he managed to murmur.
Lizzie looked surprised, yet she smiled sweetly at him. “Don’t mention it, Mr. Pope. It was no more than anyone would have done.” Here she laughed aloud, revealing her small, perfectly even teeth. “I confess I am much intrigued by our conversation and your enquiries, and as I said before, I believe you are right to make them. Thus, if you will accept, I have a proposition for you.”
“What manner of proposition?”
“I offer you my assistance,” she replied. Joshua was flabbergasted and clearly showed it in his face, for her expression turned a little cross. “You may think me useless but I have my purposes—in gaining entry where you could not, for instance, and in extracting confidences you would not. I am quite famous for wheedling out what is hidden and obscure. Ask anyone who knows me.”
Joshua wanted to say no. He was, in truth, uncertain even that he should be meddling in these matters. Lizzie’s candid gray eyes held him captive, yet he was not so entangled as to forget to question the reason for her determination. “You are an audacious young lady. Do you not fear putting your life in jeopardy? Consider Mr. Cobb’s fate,” he replied.
She tossed her head. “You have already mentioned it. Have you no stronger argument?”
“Suppose you arouse your friends’ displeasure? It may be that one of them is caught up in all of this. And since your father is the local justice, what would he say on learning of his daughter’s involvement?”
Lizzie snorted disdainfully. “Displeasure? What displeasure? I don’t give a halfpenny for any such thing. Caroline and Francis are the greatest of friends to me. I have no doubt of their probity. And since they have voiced certain doubts regarding Mrs. Mercier and her daughter, perhaps I may do them all a service if I aid you in discovering their involvement. As you point out, my father is the justice, so is it not appropriate that in his absence I assist you? I am sure my father would agree with me.”
“And how do you propose to proceed?”
“By speaking to Violet’s maid. She might know who this Cobb was.”
Joshua drew himself back and looked at her directly. “Have you no fear at all?”
“I could ask the very same of you, Mr. Pope,” she parried. “And while we are on the subject, may I suggest that you find some pretext to return to London and seek out Mr. Hoare, the attorney, and discover the nature of his business with John Cobb?”
She said this just as Joshua had remounted into the carriage and was preparing to slam shut the door. He leaned forward to grab the handle. Her offer of assistance had filled him with misgiving despite his growing regard for her. Now, however, he grew annoyed. A man of Joshua Pope’s standing didn’t expect to be treated with condescension or ordered about like a footman—especially by a girl of barely one and twenty years. Her charm was no excuse. He half wanted to tell her to take up a more suitable pastime—embroidery or watercolors, for instance—and leave him be. Yet, though it pained him to admit it, she had described precisely what he had determined to do as soon as he had learned of the attorney’s visit. Furthermore, her own resolve to question Violet’s maid would prove extremely useful. By virtue of her sex, she would stand more chance than he would of encouraging the maid’s confidence and discovering something significant. Had he not experienced firsthand her capacity for extracting confidences? Besides, she would never agree to sit for him unless he humored her. And so, regardless of his reservations, he agreed.
Chapter Eleven
HE WAS, as he feared, late for Sabine Mercier’s sitting. He found her waiting in his rooms. She was examining the unfinished portrait on his easel, having removed the cloth with which he always covered unfinished works. Her eyes seemed to study her figure and that of Herbert, still vaguely delineated, and scan the sketchy outline of landscape beyond. There was no guessing her opinion of what she saw. The expression on her face wasn’t one of pleasure or disapproval; rather, he judged it to be of remoteness, indifference even—as if the people in the portrait were strangers to her.
When she began to speak, however, there was no doubting her displeasure. “I confess, Mr. Pope, I am a little surprised to find myself waiting for our appointment close on three quarters of an hour. By now our sitting should be almost over, and you have yet to open your paint box.”
“Madam,” said Joshua, with a remorseful droop of his eyelids, “please accept my most profound apologies. I was caught in the rain, and Miss Manning offered me a lift. I never imagined it would take quite so long to drive there and back.” As he spoke he flung his sodden coat over a chair. Water began to drip off the hem and form a pool on the floor. He pushed up his sleeves and donned his paint-stained smock before moving briskly to his worktable. With practised ease he took out his paint box, removed the tacks with which he stoppered bladders of paint, and began to squeeze out miniature dollops onto his palette. He placed a nugget of glistening lead white next to his thumb and then, in a wide crescent, Naples yellow, orpiment, vermilion, red ocher, burnt umber, bone black, smalt, and Prussian blue, like gems waiting to be strung. This done, he drew small amounts to the center and mixed various shades, thinning the paint with linseed where necessary.
He was aware that Sabine Mercier was watching him closely from behind the easel. She sniffed the air, which was heavily scented with linseed, paint, and spirit, and shook her head.
“I grant you were not to know it, but I intend to go to London this afternoon directly after this sitting. Let us proceed now without further delay, or I shall be late for my appointment.”
With no more fuss than that, she took up her pose, reclining on the seat with her head turned slightly away from him, so that the underside of her chin was visible. She wasn’t dressed as she would be in the portrait. The grand gown—stiff-bodiced, made of ivory sarcenet silk embroidered with purple and crimson flowers—currently clad a life-sized lay wooden figure that stood in one corner of Joshua’s painting room. Nevertheless she wore her precious emerald necklace, and as it caught the light, it burned an angry shade of green. The box in which she stored it was open on his side table. He made some small adjustments to her position. He raised her arm. He unfurled a lace sleeve to expose the flesh. He turned her head just so, as if he were arranging flowers in a vase. He tweaked the curtain half closed.
Then he returned to his easel. He had already completed the first stage and now he began the second, working up the composition, using glazes of color to define the way the light fell and shadows emerged and retreated over the face and on the curve of her arm and breast. He painted in silence. Chitchat while he worked was anathema to him. In any case it was obvious that Sabine Mercier was already annoyed and to talk would only risk rousing further irritation.
After a few minutes, however, she broke the silence, still holding her head perfectly still as she spoke. “Did you say you were out walking, Mr. Pope?”
He scarcely heard her. She coughed, reminding him of his manners, and he was forced to answer. “I went to Richmond, ma’am,” he said, applying a wash of bluish gray upon a layer of oyster.
“For what purpose?”
“None in particular, madam. Merely a desire to enjoy these beautiful environs.”
“And what did you do in Richmond?”
“There is a well-known posting inn, the Star and Garter. The gardens there are quite famous. I went for some refreshment and found it most pleasant.”
He glanced up, curious to see her reaction to the name of the inn. Her head was still perfectly immobile; her expression betrayed no more than the mildest curiosity at this information.
“Indeed? I have never been there,” she replied, “though if the gardens are pretty, perhaps I should.”
“They cannot hold a candle to Astley, ma’am, but I hazard you might enjoy them. While I was there I fell into conversation with the landlord, a Mr. Dunstable. He seemed a pleasant enough fellow. He chanced to mention that the man you discovered dead in the pinery had stayed there.”
Sabine’s expression remained unchanged and she continued to hold her position. Yet she had stiffened imperceptibly. There was a new gleam in her eye and a slight change in the timbre of her voice. “What a curious subject to ‘chance’ upon. What did this Dunstable say about the dead man? How did he know it was the same man who was dead in the pinery? Did you show him a sketch perhaps?” Her voice was soft yet laden with irony.
Joshua looked up. In the half-light her silhouetted profile was cast upon the wall. Her brow jutted forward, her nose had become a distorted beak, her chin had all but disappeared into the column of her neck; she looked half human and strangely predatory. Joshua shivered involuntarily.
“I learned the dead man’s name from Granger, after you asked me to question him on your behalf. His name was on a letter in his pocket. John Cobb.”
There was a pause as she digested this information. She turned. “John Cobb, did you say? Are you quite certain that was the name?” she said, as if she had never heard the name before.
“Indeed, ma’am, there was no doubt at all.”
“What else did you learn?” Her tone was now one of disinterest, as if she were humoring him with her questions.
“Naught save that he stayed for several weeks, and on the day of his disappearance, early the same morning you found him, he departed saying he would be back shortly. Only he never returned.”
“Is that all? Had he no callers? Did he mention no reason for being here?
Something in the detached persistence of her questions made Joshua wary. Or perhaps it was that lowering black shadow on the wall, or his natural discretion. In any event, he thought it prudent for the time being to play his hand close and not to mention Herbert’s visit.
“He had no callers that the landlord remembered. The trouble with such fellows is that, seeing all manner of people coming and going through their door, they forget the individual. Unless there is something wildly remarkable, faces merge into one, facts become blurred. Mr. Cobb may well have divulged his reasons for coming, but Dunstable has a feeble mind and remembers things no better than lace keeps you warm. Anything he knew has escaped him days ago.”
“And what of Granger? You say you spoke to him as I asked. Had he anything further to reveal concerning the dead man? Was there anything on his person to reveal his origins or intentions?”
Joshua knew he must tell her something or she would not be satisfied, and there was nothing to be gained by arousing her suspicion or her wrath. How much should he reveal? Certainly not that Granger suspected she knew the dead man. He looked at her surreptitiously and found that, though her head remained turned away as the pose demanded, she seemed to be watching him closely from the corner of her eye. Something in her expression was curiously expectant. He was aware in that instant of a peculiar sensation creeping upon him. He remembered the look of trepidation on Caroline Bentnick’s face the evening before in the drawing room. Was he being fanciful to sense an air of menace about Sabine Mercier? Caroline must have felt it, and so too now did he—although it wasn’t terror that she aroused in him so much as inquisitiveness. He wanted to discover what inspired her malevolent gleam. If he had any doubts before, he was certain now that she must have been involved in some subterfuge—otherwise, why ask him to discover what Granger knew, and why conceal the fact that she knew Cobb? A disturbing thought then occurred to Joshua. Given her questionable actions and reticence, did it follow that Francis and Caroline were correct in their suspicions? Was she involved in his death?
“Granger said little of interest, save that Cobb came looking for employment a few days ago, and as I told you before, that he found two letters in his pocket, which is how he learned his name.”
“What became of the letters?”
“He handed them to Mr. Bentnick.”
She seemed to consider this for a moment; she passed no remark, yet Joshua sensed she wasn’t entirely pleased to hear that Herbert had the letters. “Is that all? Did Granger read them? He said nothing of the contents?”
“Nothing at all, ma’am. He claims there was no time. He saw only the name.”
With that, mercifully, she seemed satisfied, and Joshua returned his attentions to his canvas. He found, however, that his concentration was shaken. Part of him wanted to return to his work, and part of him was tempted to probe her on the matter of her necklace and her curious conversation with Caroline Bentnick. In the end, the professional side of him won, although, as he painted, the idea that Sabine might have killed poor Cobb continued to disturb him profoundly. He told himself he was jumping to conclusions; there were countless other reasons why she might withhold the fact she knew Cobb; it didn’t mean she was a murderess. Nevertheless, his preoccupations affected his ability to paint. He was oddly agitated, daubing a little mixture of lead white and umber onto the canvas with unusual hesitancy.
Very soon after that, the clock sounded three. Sabine rose abruptly from her seat. “Mercy me, ’tis past the hour for me to go. I had meant to leave you half an hour ago.”
“Forgive me, madam. The fault is all mine for keeping you waiting.”
“I will not disagree with you, Mr. Pope. But there’s a further service you can do me if you will.”
“You have only to name it, madam,” he said, bowing decorously.
“Look after my necklace for me. You can use it for the painting if it pleases you.” She walked to the side table where she had placed the shagreen box, unfastened the necklace, and placed it reverentially on the silk lining. Her pupils were large and dilated, as though handling it brought her some secret rapture. “I must leave directly.”
“Forgive me, madam, but would it not be better for me to summon your maid?”
“Marie has gone to Richmond on an errand for me and will only return later this afternoon.”
“I regret, madam, that I am expected by Mr. Bentnick at dinner.”
“Never mind. Place it somewhere safe in the meantime. And after dinner, once you have finished painting it, pass it straight to Marie to put away. You do me a great service. I have not the time to do it myself, since I am already late in leaving for London, and nor do I want to take it with me. It is much too precious to risk losing to a highwayman.”
Joshua took the box and locked it in the drawer of his worktable. “Very well. Please do not worry about it. After dinner I will send for Marie directly and hand it to her,” he said.
Sabine thanked him and then, with a brief word that she would not be available to sit for the portrait until three days hence, on her return from London, she left.
As soon as she had gone, he placed his palette facedown in a trough of water to keep the paints soft and cleaned his hands. He then repaired to his bedchamber, removed his smock, donned a dry coat—sky blue silk with gray braid—and his periwig; and splashing a little rose water about his person to disguise the smell of turpentine and linseed, he went down for dinner. The morning room clock was striking the quarter hour as he entered. For the second time that day he was late.
Chapter Twelve
IT WAS ONLY as the dinner was well under way and the servants had loaded the table with the second course—large tureens of boiled pike and cabbage, and venison ragout—that Joshua made his excuses. His tone was grave, his expression suitably somber.
“Forgive me, Mr. Bentnick,” he said, “but since Mrs. Mercier is gone to London, I think it best I too return there for a day or two. The portrait is well advanced, but I prefer not to continue with it until I have both of you to sit. Painting one without the other may affect the delicate rapport between your figures and spoil the whole.”
All this, of course, was utter hogwash. He wanted to call on Bartholomew Hoare, the attorney who had visited Cobb at the inn. Nonetheless, Joshua’s smoothly delivered excuse was convincing enough. Anxious that nothing should impair the perfection of the painting, Herbert agreed to let him go without complaint. He too had much to occupy him. They thus cordially agreed that Joshua would remain in London until such time as he received word of Mrs. Mercier’s return, which Herbert estimated would be no later than the end of the week.
• • •
JOSHUA couldn’t help reflecting on Herbert’s reticence. Until today he had thought his patron harmless, his idiosyncratic interest in all manner of subjects endearing. And on what had he based this judgment? No more than a smooth, round face and placid expression and the opinion of others, who probably saw him only thrice a year. Was this a sound basis for his appraisal? Bearing in mind Dunstable’s testimony, he doubted it was. He began to wonder what lay behind the unruffled countenance. And the more he wondered, the more dubious he became. Perhaps something more than conviviality lay behind that courteous smile.
He considered what he knew about the corpse. Sabine and Granger had both described it in some detail. Cobb showed no signs of an assault upon his person but he had vomited immediately before he died. Although Joshua was no expert in the field, it seemed probable that poison might account for this evidence. Were his patrons capable of such an action? Joshua remembered that Sabine’s father was a medical man and that Herbert took a keen interest in matters scientific. Furthermore, Herbert’s perfunctory treatment of Cobb’s death and his concealment of his meeting with him would make sense if he were somehow involved in it. But was he a murderer, an accomplice, or merely trying to conceal something for reasons unknown?
Just as Joshua asked himself these alarming questions, Herbert put down his knife and fork and dabbed his chin with his napkin. “By the by,” he said in a soft voice, “if you can make yourself ready quickly after the meal is over, I can offer you a ride to the Strand. I intend to go there myself on urgent business. I leave within the hour.”
Joshua muttered a few words of thanks and, having bolted his dessert, rushed to his rooms to gather his few belongings together. He collected his brushes, spatulas, pots of ground pigment, and bladders of mixed paint and stowed them in their mahogany carrying case. He went to the worktable, wherein he had secreted Sabine Mercier’s precious jewel in its case. He half opened the drawer and speedily removed his possessions: his watch and a ring left to him by his father, his pocket book and a silver snuffbox—both gifts from grateful patrons. He stowed these treasured objects in his coat pocket, then closed the drawer.
Remembering his promise to Sabine, he rang the bell in his room to summon a servant and sent him for Sabine’s maid, Marie. While he waited for Marie he took out his clothes from the closet and placed them carefully in his portmanteau. But five minutes later, the servant had yet to return. Joshua rang the bell again, pacing impatiently about his room as five minutes more ticked by. He scoured the corridor for signs of the servant. Joshua fancied he could hear voices down below. Anxious not to rile Herbert, Joshua proceeded downstairs. He would find another servant and give him instructions regarding the necklace.
No sooner had he reached the hall than the carriage drew up at the steps and Herbert bustled down the stairs, bidding farewell to Violet and his children, and a pair of pugs bouncing at his heels, as fulsomely as if he were intending to leave for America rather than an overnight trip to London. What should Joshua do? Perhaps the reason Marie had not come to him was that she was not yet returned from Richmond. In any case, even if she had, it would take him several minutes to ascertain where she was. Crimsoning at his dilemma, he turned round, looking for a servant who wasn’t occupied with doing something for Herbert, one he could despatch for Marie.
“Is something amiss, Pope?” said Herbert, observing Joshua looking unusually agitated as he tried to attract the attentions of the third footman, who was loading his bags onto the back of Herbert’s carriage with monumental slowness.
“Indeed, sir, there is something it is imperative for me to do before we leave, but I am loath to cause you the inconvenience of a delay.”
Herbert looked alarmed. “What on earth do you mean?”
“I sent a servant to perform the commission, sir, but I waited an age and he never returned.”
“Explain yourself properly, sir. What is it? It cannot be as grave as all that. There must surely be a remedy.” He was playing his role as a concerned patron to perfection.
“Mrs. Mercier entrusted her necklace to me, since she was in a hurry to leave for London before dinner. I was supposed to hand the jewel to her maid, Marie, immediately after dinner. I sent a servant for her just now, but she never came. I don’t want to leave without carrying out my undertaking.”
“Where is the necklace now?”
“Where I left it. In its box in the furthest corner of the drawer of the writing table in my room.”
“Ha! Is that all? Such a magnificent lather over such a trifling matter! Don’t concern yourself any more about it. The jewel will be perfectly safe.” Turning to Violet, he said, “Dear girl, it will be no trouble for you to go immediately to Mr. Pope’s rooms and retrieve the jewel until you can hand it to Marie for safekeeping.”
Violet regarded Herbert and then Joshua. For the first time Joshua was honored with a smile. “Of course, Mr. Bentnick. It will be no trouble at all. I will go directly. Caroline, would you be so kind as to show me the way to Mr. Pope’s rooms? I don’t believe I know where they are.”
Chapter Thirteen
THE JOURNEY TO London in Herbert’s carriage took barely two hours and proved mercifully uneventful. So it was that by six that evening, having sent on his bags to his rooms in Saint Martin’s Lane, Joshua Pope arrived at the door of his mistress’s lodgings.
Meg Dunn was an impoverished widow whom Joshua had met six months after the deaths of his wife and son. She was no substitute for Rachel, being at least ten years older than he (she admitted to forty), with a teenage daughter and no education or accomplishments to speak of. But her bed was warm and she was agreeable and clean, and furthermore she flattered him outrageously, something he recognized yet enjoyed. He was in the habit of calling upon her every Wednesday and Saturday, and since he was generous by nature, more often than not he brought a little present to cheer her. Today, as he was feeling hungry, he had stopped off at a chophouse and bought a meat pudding (one of Meg’s favorites) and a bottle of claret.
He mounted the dingy staircase to Meg’s rooms and knocked on her door, holding the pudding away from him so that the fatty juices seeping through the wax paper wouldn’t stain his coat. He waited. Where was she? She shouldn’t expect his two guineas a month if she was not ready when he called. He always came at about this hour and today was Wednesday, his day. He banged again. Hunger gnawed his belly. He craved the soothing effect of wine and Meg’s ministrations after such an eventful day.
Joshua thumped repeatedly on the door with such force he could feel the hinges groan. He was on the point of going home and sending Meg a curt note when he heard the sound of shuffling footsteps and muffled voices in the hallway below. He leaned over the banisters. He could see the top of Meg’s head (the bonnet was one he had given her) and the dark triangle of a male hat beside her.
“Meg,” he shouted out, “where are you? You’re late.”
Two faces tilted up: a pale moon surrounded by an aureole of fair hair and yellow straw hat; a florid, fat-cheeked orb framed with a gray periwig. “Mr. Pope? Is it you? I thought you were gone away,” Meg said. Her eyes were round with surprise but she flashed him a smile before jerking her head at her companion, who scowled and bolted out the way he had come.
“Who the devil was that?” Joshua said as she hastened up the stairs and embraced him as if she hadn’t seen him for a year. “Careful, careful. Mind my coat, mind the pudding.”
Meg murmured something about how inspired he was to know she was positively starving. Her companion was of no importance—a distant cousin of her dear departed husband’s who had come to call unexpectedly. She was delighted to have an excuse to be rid of him; the fellow was the most unutterable bore and had insisted on promenading her around Vauxhall Gardens for the entire afternoon. He had barely let her sit for a second and her feet were quite worn out. From the way she slightly averted her eyes, and the corners of her lips drew tight, Joshua knew that she was not being entirely truthful. But he was in no mood for a squabble.
After they had eaten the pie and consumed the wine, Meg walked to her bedroom. Through the open door Joshua watched as she unpinned her hair. It ran in a crinkly river of strawberry blond down her back. She was pretty for her age; her face was round and flowerlike, her skin so pale you could see the veins on her breasts. She removed her outer clothing and corsets; she was alluringly rounded, with a generous bottom, pendulous breasts, and slender ankles, which Joshua greatly admired. She returned dressed only in her chemise and petticoat and stockings and sat on his lap. She opened the ties of her chemise and pulled his head to her bosom. Joshua slid his hand beneath her petticoat and stroked the soft flesh of her thigh. “Meg,” he said urgently, “have you missed me?”
“Of course,” said Meg, removing his wig and placing it carefully on the side table before she began stroking his neck. “I always do, Joshua. You know that.”
He snuggled into the soft folds of her flesh and she sighed contentedly.
“That man you were with? He was not—”
“No, my dearest. I told you, did I not?” She was fingering the buttons of his breeches, prizing between his drawers, pressing and kneeding him as if he were dough she were shaping. Joshua became quickly aroused and soon ignored the distinct prickle of apprehension he felt. He knew he should press her further, warn her he expected fidelity (he was petrified of contracting the pox), chastise her even; but faced with imminent pleasure, he was helpless. He kissed her, feeling her tongue probe his mouth. He stretched out his legs obligingly while she pulled off his boots and stockings and breeches. He stood and kissed her again, this time more urgently, on her neck; then, dropping to his knees, he lifted the chemise to nuzzle the underside of her breasts and curve of her belly while she trailed her fingers across the back of his neck. He tucked one arm around her back and the other under her thighs and carried her off to her bed.
As he placed her gently down on the mattress, he remarked that the linen was in disarray and felt a small shiver of regret. He would have to confront her, or she would presume him to be a fool and continue to take advantage of him. But then, just as he opened his mouth to mention it, Meg caught hold of his shoulders and pulled him down on her belly. For the time being at least, he forgot everything.
• • •
AN HOUR LATER, Joshua kissed Meg farewell and returned at a brisk pace to his rooms in Saint Peter’s Court, a small alley off Saint Martin’s Lane.
The building where he lived was halfway down the court. It was well appointed, though no different from countless other brick-fronted, four-storey terraced houses in London with sash windows, three steps up to the front door, and a semibasement wherein the kitchen and the servants’ quarters were situated.
Joshua counted himself fortunate. His rooms were exactly what he needed—light and airy and spacious. He had moved here only two months earlier, after responding to a notice in the London Journal, believing that a change might help assuage painful memories of Rachel and Benjamin. The owner of the property was a fractious widow by the name of Mrs. Quick, who, on Joshua’s application, claimed she had been inundated with responses to her notice. Determined to secure the lodgings, Joshua mentioned that his wife had recently died (in the hope of sympathy), that he was a painter by profession (in the hope that she might know his name), and that because of this, his patrons—ladies and gentlemen of elevated status—would regularly call on him (in the hope she would be impressed). This last remark seemed to have the desired effect. No sooner had he let slip the names of some of his patrons—Herbert Bentnick; the earl of Lampton; the countess of Marl—than Mrs. Quick softened, and summoned her daughter, Bridget, to bring him a cup of tea.
Bridget Quick was a large, comely girl with freckled skin, a bouncy bosom that strained at her corsets, and glossy auburn hair, which she usually wore braided and coiled beneath a linen cap. She had curtsied demurely at their introduction, rattling the teacups on their tray precariously as she did so. Joshua chivalrously assisted her, carrying a table and placing the tray on it. He remarked as he did so to Mrs. Quick that should he be fortunate enough to be offered the lodgings, her daughter’s charms would surely draw his clients as much as his pictures. He noticed Mrs. Quick’s proprietorial eye on her daughter; he saw, too, the animated sparkle in Bridget’s jade green eyes. Mrs. Quick had instructed her daughter to pour them all a second cup and offered Joshua the rooms at the very favorable rent of twenty guineas a year.
SINCE Joshua’s arrival, the household had been arranged as follows: Mrs. Quick and Bridget occupied the ground floor rooms; the maid, Kitty, and a manservant, Thomas, a lad of sixteen, had rooms in the basement, adjacent to the kitchen and coal cellar; Joshua resided on the first and second floors. His parlor was a sunny, south-facing room, furnished with a writing desk and two armchairs, a dining table, a looking glass, a table clock, and an Indian rug. The walls were sound enough to display his work and he had hung a selection of his finished portraits that had yet to be varnished and despatched. Double doors led through to a painting room, facing north, which was full of his easels, canvasses, pigments, brushes, pencils, bottles of linseed, varnish, and spirit. Upstairs was his bedchamber and a closet.
Mrs. Quick, as Joshua soon discovered, was a woman of forceful character. Her reputation for ill temper made most people wary of her, although there were a few who claimed she was charitably disposed, despite her vociferous gripes. Thomas once told Joshua that Mrs. Quick had snatched him at the age of ten from the clutches of a sweep who forced him to climb pitch black chimneys, dressed in rags and with no shoes, and fed him on scraps that you wouldn’t give to a dog. Kitty had been taken on in the middle of winter when she was found out in the gutter, starving and half frozen to death. Thomas claimed that if anyone was in dire need they had only to knock on her kitchen window to be given a bowl of slops. Joshua nodded but privately took these tales with a hefty pinch of salt. He had yet to see a glimmer of charity in her, and rather found her as unyielding as a gatepost. She counted every candle stub and charged him extra for coal or a second helping of mutton broth. If the Sunday visitors disturbed her when she was feeling under the weather, which was often, she was never too ill to come upstairs to castigate him.
Changes in routine, particularly spontaneous ones, upset her profoundly. Thus, when Joshua reached the door of his lodgings that night, Mrs. Quick poked her head out, like a spider alerted to some unfortunate insect just caught in its web. She was dressed with characteristic severity, in a gray high-necked gown with a plain white collar. Her cheeks were hollow, and owing to an unfortunate lack of teeth, her mouth was tight, like a purse pulled in by a drawstring. Her hair was scraped into a large plain bonnet with long lappets, so that not a single wisp was visible. In a voice as harsh as a crow’s, she declared herself most displeased by his sudden return. He might have had the manners to send word, in which case she would have instructed Kitty to light the fire in his room. He had nobody to blame but himself if the bed was damp and he caught his death.
Joshua looked a little sorrowful at this greeting, keenly aware how different it was from the one he would have received had Rachel and Benjamin been alive. He replied politely nonetheless. He hadn’t known till late this afternoon of his return. As for catching a chill: the weather was clement, the month was late May, not February. She should not worry herself on his behalf, but if it was convenient and she could send Bridget up with a little supper on a tray, he would count himself most fortunate.
Bridget’s manner toward him had warmed significantly in recent months. Occasionally when she looked at him meaningfully as he came and went, it was on the tip of his tongue to ask her how she was, or where she was going, or if she would care to sit for him. But then he remembered Mrs. Quick’s irascible temper and how much he relied upon her favorable opinion. His rooms were pleasant, and after so much turmoil in recent months the thought of moving again was insupportable. Mrs. Quick saw him as the means of effecting useful introductions for her daughter. He had no wish to disabuse her.
Two hours later, filled with cold mutton and hot ale, he retired to his comfortable bed. He fell asleep still tingling at the pleasant memory of Meg, glad to be among his own possessions and familiar faces, and telling himself that the menace he had sensed at Astley was probably no more than the product of idle imaginings.
• • •
WHEN Joshua awoke the next morning his resolve to pursue the matter of Cobb’s death was fully restored. He rose early and dressed with customary care in a buff wool coat with chocolate-colored braid, brown breeches, and a black silk cravat. Having breakfasted modestly on rolls and marmalade without allowing himself to be distracted by Bridget, who lingered by the parlor door, he strode out in the direction of Gray’s Inn Lane.
He was going to find Mr. Hoare, the attorney who had called on John Cobb at Richmond. He recalled that Lizzie Manning had suggested this visit, soon after the idea had occurred to him. She had promised to discover what she could from Violet’s maid, and he wondered if she had been as good as her word.
He found the place easily. A small tarnished plaque to one side of the door announced that the premises belonged to Messrs. Enoch Crackman & Bartholomew Hoare, Solicitors at Law. He entered a narrow corridor leading to a winding stair. Most of the windows had obviously been recently bricked in—a result, no doubt, of the exorbitant glass tax. The few that remained were blackened by grime and soot. The air smelled musty, even though the day was fine and warm. At the top of the stair he groped his way along another dank passage toward a door at the far end. The office within was no less dingy than the corridor without. In the dim light he could see every surface was littered with sheaves and scrolls and pamphlets of paper, and large leather-bound tomes, some open, some closed, were scattered about over floor, tables, and desks. Several young clerks sat amid this sea of paper, writing furiously with their dusty quills or consulting the pages of the books. At the rear of the office was a large partners desk. Hunched on one side of it, immersed in writing entries in a vast ledger, was an elderly gentleman.
Joshua went over to him. “Excuse me, sir,” he said. “My name is Joshua Pope. I come in search of a Mr. Bartholomew Hoare. I believe he has his office here?”
The man raised his head slowly and regarded him. As a portrait painter Joshua made it his business to remember every oddity of physiognomy, but he was unprepared for this gentleman’s features. His face was long and narrow, with a curved, beaklike nose and a strongly cast jaw. But it was his eyes that took Joshua aback. One was heavy-lidded, deep set into his skull, and the palest of blue; the other was a void, a hollow socket with the skin stretched across and stitched over. Joshua started, blinked, then resisted his urge to stare by looking at the papers on the desk. The man seemed to take his embarrassed surprise quite in his stride.
“You believe correctly. There is a Mr. Hoare who conducts his business here. I am his senior partner, Enoch Crackman. Have you an appointment?”
“I regret I have not. Is one necessary?”
“It might have helped, for the gentleman you desire to see is not here. He has been away on business the past few days—longer than expected. On what matter did you wish to consult him? Perhaps I may assist you? Bartholomew Hoare is my nephew.”
“My business concerns Mr. John Cobb, a gentleman recently arrived from Barbados. I believe Mr. Hoare visited this gentleman at an inn in Richmond a few days ago.”
Crackman swallowed thoughtfully before replying. “What is it to you if he did?”
“I wish to discover the nature of his business.”
“Does it concern you?”
“In a manner of speaking. I am acting for Mr. Cobb.”
Joshua handed him a calling card. The old man looked at it, holding it so close to his good eye it practically brushed his cheek. Then he guffawed and shook his head. “Forgive my asking. Your reputation is well known to me. I believe you have recently painted an uncle of mine. The portrait hangs in Lincoln’s Inn.”
“Judge Lessiter?” guessed Joshua, seeing a vague resemblance now in the cast of Crackman’s jaw and the aquiline curve of his nose.
“The very same. The perceptiveness of your portrait I thought quite remarkable. I don’t know how you managed to convey his eloquence, sagacity, and wit with canvas and paint, and yet that is exactly what you did.”
Joshua blushed as he always did at such accolades. “You are most kind. The judge was a delightful man. He had much to occupy him yet he was unfailingly patient.”
“And he was greatly taken with your depiction. Took me to see it.” Crackman halted and looked intently at Joshua again. “Nevertheless, I regret, Mr. Pope, I must ask this. Do you have any letter of authority from Mr. Cobb?”
Joshua shook his head.
“Then I am sorry to say you have wasted your time. Whatever the business between Messrs. Cobb and Hoare, it is a matter of confidence. Mr. Hoare wouldn’t tell another soul without good authority or reason, and neither will I.”
“Perhaps, sir, I can persuade you. I tell you this, and there are plenty to vouch for the truth of it. Mr. Cobb is dead, in mysterious circumstances. I believe he may have been murdered. I am attempting to seek the truth of his death. Are the interests of justice not reason enough to talk to me?”
“Cobb is dead? Are you quite certain?”
“As certain as I can be. I was there when his body was discovered in a pineapple house at Astley House, Richmond. You have only to write to Mr. Herbert Bentnick at that address to verify it.”
“Astley House, Richmond? That too is a familiar name. And when precisely did Cobb die?”
“Three days ago.”
The old man scratched his wispy pate with the tip of his quill. His single eye gleamed like a night-light in the dark. “Unless I am very much mistaken, Mr. Hoare was last in this office four days ago. He mentioned he had an appointment out of town. Quite possibly it was with Mr. Cobb, for he’d visited him earlier in the week, as you say.” He turned to address a young clerk. “Posner, look up Mr. Hoare’s engagements for three days ago, would you?”
Posner briskly did as he was asked. After some minutes he affirmed that Mr. Hoare had indeed made an appointment to call on Mr. Cobb at the Star and Garter, Richmond, at three o’clock in the afternoon.
“On what matter?” interposed Joshua. “I am sure, after all I’ve revealed, you could give me some indication, Mr. Crackman. And in doing so you would be doing poor Cobb a great service.”
There was a long pause while Mr. Crackman scrutinized Joshua and regarded his visiting card again. “I see no reason to withhold the information, bearing in mind that Cobb is dead and you are a highly respectable person. I own I do not know the full story, for the case wasn’t mine. I can tell you, however, that their business involves a matter of inheritance—a disputed property.”
“But Cobb had recently arrived from Barbados, had he not?”
He nodded briskly. “The other party involved in the dispute had also come to England from the same place.”
“Do you know the name of the other party?” Joshua hazarded it must be Sabine Mercier, but he wanted verification.
“I do not recall, but I am perfectly willing for Posner to conduct a search of our records. I will inform you in due course of any discoveries.”
“I would be most grateful, sir.”
Crackman coughed, and twirled his quill thoughtfully. “I have a very pretty granddaughter, aged about five or six. I have always wanted her painted. I did have a profile done by Hayman, but it does not do her justice …”
“Yes, yes, Mr. Crackman, of course I will do it, just as soon as I have finished at Astley.”
“And the charge?”
“Shall we say six guineas for a head and shoulders?”
Crackman smiled with delight.
Chapter Fourteen
Barlow Court, Richmond
25th May
Mr. Pope,
I have, as I promised, spoken with Violet’s maid, Marie. She is Barbadian by birth and has been employed by Mrs. Mercier for the past ten years as lady’s maid for her daughter and herself. She is not at all happy with her move to England, displays little loyalty or affection toward Violet and her mother, and longs to return to Bridgetown. I tell you this only so that you understand why she leapt at my offer of some friendly discourse. I easily persuaded her to describe to me the events of their stay in London. I confess myself quite mystified as to what bearing her information has on the death of John Cobb, yet I cannot help my conviction there must be some connection. After all, was not Herbert spotted at the Star and Garter arguing with Cobb? Yet I should also say I find it impossible to believe that Herbert, whom I have known since a child, and who has been a kind benefactor to me on several occasions, could be responsible for Cobb’s death. His fiancée and her daughter are, to my mind, quite another matter.
The day before Mrs. Mercier discovered the body in the pinery, Marie had accompanied Violet to London. Violet had an appointment with her dressmaker and had been invited to visit the theater with a relative of Herbert’s. They intended to pass the night in town before returning to Astley.
According to Marie, Violet had recently been out of sorts and the day of the visit to the dressmaker, Mrs. Bowles, was no exception. The gown fitted miraculously, the trimming was exquisite. There were tiny seed pearls embroidered on the bodice in a pattern of rosebuds, silk roses stitched to her shoulders and neck, satin bows and Brussels lace trimming the neck. To Violet, such details were usually of the utmost importance, but that day nothing could vanquish her lackluster spirits, or spur her to offer poor Mrs. Bowles one word of encouragement.
I pressed Marie to tell me what lay at the heart of Violet’s misery. Had it to do with John Cobb? She revealed that several weeks ago there had been a “fondness” between Violet and Cobb, but that when Sabine discovered this, she had intervened to curtail it. And since her arrival at Astley, Violet has developed an ungovernable fondness for Francis Bentnick. As soon as Caroline saw this, she told Violet that Francis was as good as promised to me. According to Marie, Violet thinks I am no match for her, and as far as Marie is aware, no man has ever refused her anything. Francis’s elusiveness only seems to make her more determined. You can imagine I wasn’t much pleased to learn of Violet’s intentions, but though I sensed the maid wanted some response, and I own I longed to say something on the matter, I kept silent.
After the fitting, Violet and Marie passed down Southampton Street, toward Covent Garden. They paused to look in the windows of shops selling fans and ribbons and pomades. A pair of sedan chairs pushed roughly past. Marie hastily pulled Violet to the shelter of a doorway to save her from being trampled.
It was while they waited for the commotion to pass that they chanced to look back up the Strand, in the direction from which they had come, and saw Mrs. Bowles turn the corner of Southampton Street on the other side of the road and pass by not a dozen paces in front of them. She was wearing a hat with ribbons and bows and feathers and now appeared almost like one of the gentry. Violet and Marie accidentally fell into step some distance behind her on the opposite side of the road. They followed her up Southampton Street, until she came to the piazza and turned into Floral Street. Here they saw her halt in front of a door between a bookseller and a chandler’s. She briefly knocked, the door was opened, and she entered as comfortably as if she had been there a dozen times before—or as if she lived there.
They were about to continue on their way when their attention was caught by a second familiar figure approaching from the opposite direction. This person, a gentleman, seemed somewhat preoccupied and looked more than once at his pocket watch as if late or pressed for time. He stopped outside the same door, knocked, and entered. He was dressed in a dark tricorn hat and a fine brown suit with horn buttons. Even from this distance they could not fail to recognize him instantly. The man to whom Violet’s mother, Sabine Mercier, was engaged had apparently arranged a secret assignation with her dressmaker. Herbert Bentnick was taking tea in Mrs. Bowles’s drawing room and looking for all the world as if he was quite at home there.
Is this not a most curious incident? It does explain the peculiar conversation between Violet and Herbert that we both remarked the other evening, though it also raises a further question: why did Herbert deny the visit? What was he trying to hide? Perhaps you might call on Mrs. Bowles. I look forward with eagerness to hearing your thoughts and learning how you have fared with Mr. Hoare. I will endeavor to call on the Bentnicks in the next few days in order that we may discuss how to advance our strategy.
In eager anticipation,
Elizabeth Manning
Chapter Fifteen
FASCINATED though he was, Joshua didn’t reply to Lizzie Manning’s letter. The reason for his inaction was twofold: First, bearing in mind her animosity toward Violet, he was unsure how reliable her testimony was and whether it was prudent to involve her in his future enquiries. Second, masculine embarrassment constrained him. The nature of Herbert’s assignment with the dressmaker seemed to Joshua to be perfectly obvious. No doubt Sabine intended to keep her bedroom door closed until the wedding night. If Herbert had an occasional rendezvous with a dressmaker to ease matters, what of it? Denying all knowledge of the woman was, in Joshua’s opinion, a manifestation of his gentlemanly discretion, and far from being evidence of some malicious subterfuge. By failing to comprehend this obvious fact, Lizzie Manning had merely revealed her naivety, but Joshua had no intention of explaining the matter to her.
The following day Joshua received a note from Herbert Bentnick.
Astley House
26th May 1766
Pope,
I would be greatly obliged if you would return to Astley without any delay. A matter of the utmost gravity has arisen. I believe you are the only person to help.
Yrs,
Herbert Bentnick
The note was so abrupt, so unlike the effusive Herbert. There was no mention of Sabine’s return, which was when Joshua expected to be recalled. Had some other dreadful tragedy taken place? If it had, why would Herbert summon Joshua? Joshua began to worry that Lizzie Manning might have let slip something of their inquiries into Cobb’s death. How foolish he had been to trust her. The intelligence he thought he discerned was a delusion. The woman was nothing but a featherbrained chatterbox, incapable of keeping what she knew to herself. She had doubtless pursued her own course, or perhaps she had mentioned something of her conversation with the maid, Marie, to Caroline or Francis or Violet. Perhaps—Joshua shuddered—Sabine had learned of their enquiries and he was being summoned to explain himself.
In the midst of his preparations to leave for Astley there was a knock on his door. Bridget Quick had heard the clatter and had come to see what he was about. It was barely an hour since Joshua had breakfasted, yet she’d brought a slice of cherry cake and a jug of porter. “You might care for a little of this.” She held out the offerings and stepped in through the door before Joshua had the wit to halt her. She was wearing a dress of cream dimity with pale blue flowers printed on it. Her hair was slightly undone, and escaped wisps curled about her neck; she made a very fetching picture.
“You are most kind,” he said, groaning silently at the sight of the immense wedge on the plate, but drawn as ever to Bridget’s feminine attractions. “But as you see, you catch me when I am all a-fluster. I must leave directly for Richmond. An emergency has arisen.”
“Surely it cannot be so pressing you have no time to eat? Indeed, if it is so urgent, my assistance will come in useful. Sit down; let me pack your clothes.”
Joshua would have preferred not to let her among his things. Bridget’s helpfulness always made him feel defensive, because part of him yearned to be friendlier with her, but, remembering her mother, he forced himself to hold back. However, on this particular day his mind was preoccupied with Herbert’s letter and he was less alert than usual. He found himself letting her fold his linens and cravats and stockings. Bending low so that her skirts fanned out like a flower over her broad bottom, she stowed each article with great care in his portmanteau.
“Your costumes are very fine, Mr. Pope. I do admire them. I admire any man who takes pride in his garb.” She paused expectantly, waiting for him to say something. Joshua was torn between wanting to reply encouragingly and remembering that circumspection would be wiser.
“You too always look very charming—particularly so today, in that gown,” he said rather flatly, stepping away to give himself room to think.
Bridget shot him an unusually penetrating look. “Sometimes, however, I wonder if our preoccupation with dress is not just a means to deflect attention from deeper worries.”
What on earth did she mean? This was not the sort of remark he expected from his landlady’s daughter, no matter how pretty she was. Joshua looked down at the sleeve of his jacket as if he would find the answer inscribed upon it. “Indeed, Miss Quick. I am vastly grateful for your assistance and compliments. However, when it comes to your last remark, I cannot agree. Surely our outward appearance reflects what lies within.”
She smiled at him, a warm but enigmatic smile. “On occasion, but not always. Costume permits masquerade—you have only to visit the playhouse to see the truth of it.”
“I would like nothing better. But I fear the playhouse is out of the question for the time being. As I mentioned, I am off to Richmond. I don’t know when precisely I’ll be back.”
“It’s Richmond you go to again, do you? Where shall you stay? Are you still with the Bentnicks at Astley?”
He feared that this conversation was leading him into uncharted waters. He cursed mentioning the Bentnick commission to her last week. But he felt an invitation of some sort was expected and he didn’t want to cause offence.
“I tell you what,” he said pleasantly. “It won’t be prudent to meet where I am staying, since I fear something may be amiss and that is the reason I have been summoned so hastily. I will seek out a good place in Richmond; then, if you have the time, we might meet. I will drop you a note of it.” Once he was away he could decide how to proceed. If he thought the better of it, he could plead either a lapse of memory or other commitments.
Bridget leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. “I had best keep our arrangement a secret from my mother. We don’t want her knowing our private affairs, do we?”
Joshua wasn’t sure whether she said this mockingly or seriously, and the threat of Mrs. Quick’s disapproval loomed larger than ever. “I heartily concur,” he said, attempting a smile. “The last thing I desire to do is annoy your mother.”
At this she smiled mischievously. “My mother’s daunting manner belies her real character. She is not as harsh as many people think.”
“Perhaps that is so,” said Joshua, “but in any case she and I are not on the most cordial terms since my unexpected return last night.”
Bridget would doubtless have defended her mother, but just at that moment Mrs. Quick’s strident tones were heard bellowing for her daughter.
Joshua shut the door behind Bridget and leaned against it with eyes half closed. His spirits dived; he chastised himself for being a fool. He had not wanted to kindle false hopes in Bridget, and yet, however unwittingly, he feared that was precisely what he had done.
THE COACH took two hours. For most of the journey he spoke to no one, nor did he examine the faces of his fellow travelers for oddities of physiognomy. What he had learned thus far absorbed his thoughts entirely. He felt no closer to comprehending recent events. Assuming Granger was correct in his suspicion that Sabine knew Cobb, why would she deny the fact yet instruct Joshua to look into it? Was it because she was concerned about Cobb’s relationship with her daughter but wanted to conceal it from Herbert? But if Dunstable was to be believed, Herbert also knew about Cobb, because he had visited him at the Star and Garter and argued with him there. What was the dispute over inherited property that had brought Cobb to Richmond? The inconvenience of Hoare’s disappearance struck him as most unfortunate when Hoare’s involvement with Cobb seemed so crucial. If he could trace Hoare, most of his questions would be answered.
He could only hope that, before Crackman wrote to inform him of the name of the other parties involved in this dispute, Hoare would reappear and send his version of events. Joshua felt certain that Mrs. Mercier must be one of the people involved. She had been recently widowed and she had come from Barbados. Cobb’s story about advising her on her pineapples was surely no more than a concoction to gain entry to Astley. Presumably the wrangle was over property left to Sabine by her second husband. Perhaps she had possession of something Cobb believed was rightfully his. If this were the case it would provide Sabine with a strong motive to want Cobb dead.
A vision of Sabine emerged in Joshua’s mind. She was a woman of haunting charms. He remembered that something she had said concerning the necklace had the power to terrify Caroline Bentnick. He remembered the last time he had seen her, when she sat for him, and how her grotesquely distorted profile had been cast on the wall. It struck him then that her beauty wasn’t radiant; it was the beauty of a siren, a distracting allure that hid something deeper, led men astray, made them forget who they were. He assumed that the disputed property must be the necklace. That was why she set such store by it. What if Cobb had threatened to take it from her?
• • •
JOSHUA reached the portals of Astley soon after three in the afternoon. He thought it peculiar to see Herbert standing in the doorway waiting for him. Herbert’s face registered no relief or pleasure at his arrival. Why was Herbert not sitting down to his dinner? Whatever the emergency, it must surely be a grave one to have caused such a drastic postponement.
As Joshua approached, leaving a footman to carry his bags, Herbert glowered at Joshua. He refused Joshua’s outstretched hand and did not respond to Joshua’s proffered “Good afternoon.”
“So, Mr. Pope, you have come at last.”
“Indeed, Mr. Bentnick, your letter asking for my assistance arrived only this morning. I came the minute I could. What is the matter? Has something dreadful happened?”
“In a manner of speaking. And I am doing my utmost to give your actions the benefit of the doubt. Your return here is much in your favor, but at the very least you have some explaining to do.”
Joshua frowned in confusion. “I regret I do not understand, sir. Have I caused some offence? If so, let me assure you—”
“More than that, sir,” Herbert broke in. “You have been the cause of the greatest distress. I will speak frankly, Mr. Pope. You will recall, I take it, the necklace that Mrs. Mercier entrusted to you? The necklace you placed in the drawer of your writing table and were supposed to hand to Mrs. Mercier’s maid?”
Joshua’s heart began to sink. “Indeed I do, sir. For you recall I told you of the undertaking and Miss Mercier said she would retrieve it.”
“That same necklace has disappeared.”
Chapter Sixteen
BLOOD SURGED to his brain; his hands grew clammy; he was aware of a feeling of sickness seeping into the pit of his belly. He felt as if he had been doused with a bucket of freezing water, yet at the same time he was roasting with heat. He could scarcely believe the evidence of his own ears: the necklace was lost and for some reason Herbert thought he was responsible.
This, then, was the reason behind Herbert’s dreadful, stilted letter. Herbert distrusted him profoundly. Herbert believed he, Joshua Pope, whose works were exhibited in elegant salons up and down the land, who was proclaimed the equal of the great masters of history and courted by the gentry and nobility, was no more than a common thief. But as he mused on the ignominy of his situation, his initial sense of dismay and shock yielded to a more considered response. The sense of injustice he had felt regarding Cobb’s death was now echoed in his own case. He wouldn’t concede to disgrace any more than he would let Cobb’s death be ignored.
Herbert escorted Joshua to his study, lined from floor to ceiling with mahogany bookcases overflowing with large heavily bound volumes and smelling of leather, musty paper, and beeswax. There were cases filled with scientific curiosities—a dodo’s egg, the skull of a large ape; the skin of a tiger lay stretched out upon the hearth; teeth from a crocodile and an elephant were ranged according to height along the mantel shelf. Herbert positioned himself in a leather-upholstered armchair behind a vast pedestal desk. Sabine was nowhere to be seen.
Joshua lowered himself wretchedly into a library chair to face him. “Mr. Bentnick, let me assure you I know nothing of the disappearance of Mrs. Mercier’s necklace. I am completely innocent of any misdemeanor, save the one I admitted—of failing to pass the necklace to the maid in person before I departed. It was only a momentary lapse—you said so yourself.”
A look of watchful distrust flickered in Herbert’s eye. “I took you at your word when you said you had left the necklace in your rooms. I hardly expected this.”
“The necklace was there when I left. I am quite certain of it.”
“Did you see it when you returned to your rooms to pack?”
“Not exactly, no, but the drawer was still locked, there was no sign of disturbance.”
Herbert said nothing. Joshua sensed he was weighing his responses, as though he was uncertain how to proceed and was waiting to be convinced of Joshua’s innocence or guilt. Joshua had no choice but to plead for justice.
“In truth, sir, this is the first I have heard of the loss. I cannot be expected to defend myself until I know all the details. Perhaps there is some logical explanation for the jewel’s disappearance. It might be a case of misplacement.”
“I damn well hope so, Pope. Unless we find it, I shall have to call Manning, the justice. When he hears what has happened, he will no doubt have you thrown into jail and branded, or quite possibly transported.”
The varnish of rationality had now all but disappeared. Joshua’s knees began to quiver, not with fear so much as with disbelief and outrage. He clamped his hands on his thighs and pressed down hard to hold them still. If Herbert detected his agitation it would only confirm his suspicions.
“Yes sir, I understand the concerns. I see now why things seem black against me,” Joshua replied, though he very much wanted to say: “No sir, this is the grossest injustice. How can you even consider for one second I might be a thief ?”
Joshua’s apparent acceptance of his probable fate appeared to please Herbert. “I confess, Mr. Pope, that even though you were the last person to have had the necklace in your possession, I have my doubts about your guilt and I have said as much to Mrs. Mercier, though, I must say, she regards you more doubtfully. It is fortunate for you that Justice Manning is away—according to his daughter, Lizzie, he is unlikely to return for a fortnight. At any rate, I am giving you the chance to redeem yourself. I task you with retrieving it.”
Joshua was at a loss to know how he should react. Clearly Herbert believed he had just demonstrated great forbearance and clemency and expected some sign of gratitude, but Joshua knew he wasn’t guilty of taking the wretched jewel, so why should he be grateful at being ordered to find it? He was an eminent artist, not a contemptible purloiner. Nevertheless he quietly shielded his indignation with politeness.
“Ask yourself, Mr. Bentnick: if I had stolen the jewel, what reason would I have to return here? You must see that this action alone proves my innocence.”
“Your reason for returning may well be that you do not wish to sully your reputation as an artist. Besides, you have twenty guineas resting on the finished canvas. And if those are your motives, then I declare you are the most brazen criminal I ever encountered.”
Joshua could no longer contain himself. “May I point out, sir, that I have more commissions than I know what to do with? The sum of twenty guineas is neither here nor there to me. You speak of threatening my reputation. I trust it is so well established that it would not be damaged by a spurious accusation such as this. If you desire it, I can call upon numerous eminent acquaintances to testify to my good character.”
“For the time being that will not be necessary, Mr. Pope. I am quite well aware of the high esteem in which you are held. I would not have commissioned you otherwise. But be that as it may, I must ask what have you to say regarding the disappearance.”
“What can I say when I have not the first notion what has happened here? Before I proffer any solutions, you must tell me what took place.”
Herbert seemed willing enough to comply with this request. He told Joshua then that after they had left for London, Violet, accompanied by Caroline, had gone to his room. They had found the box pushed to the farthest corner of the drawer in the writing table and Violet had taken it to her mother’s room. The maid, Marie, had just returned from her expedition, and so she handed the box to her without opening it and watched her put it away.
Sabine Mercier returned from London early the next afternoon. She immediately went to her bedchamber to change out of her traveling garb and took out the box containing her beloved jewel. On opening it she had discovered the necklace gone.
“I tell you, Pope,” said Herbert with great feeling, “you can well imagine her dismay, her disbelief, her distress. She gave a most pitiful cry, then a wail of desolation, then immediately fell into a faint to the floor. So deep was her state of unconsciousness that I feared, when I was called to attend her, she might have died from shock. However, after some time I detected the faintest of pulses and summoned my physician. After several hours of his ministrations, she opened her eyes and sat up. Her first words on regaining consciousness and seeing me at her bedside were, ‘Dear God! Sweet Herbert, tell me I have been dreaming that my jewel was taken. It was a dream, was it not?’
“I suppose my face must have shown what had happened. Before I could say a word in response she hastened to her dressing table, where she found the empty box. She swooned again, and would have fallen to the ground, only this time I caught her, and wafted salts under her nose to revive her. You can imagine, Mr. Pope, how witnessing the distress of one so dear to me has gravely troubled and, indeed, enraged me. I am not by nature a distrustful man, yet you must comprehend why the shadow of suspicion falls upon you. Mrs. Mercier entrusted you with the necklace. As far as we know, you were the last person to see it. Neither Violet nor Caroline opened the box, and nor did the maid.”
“But the necklace is a sizeable jewel. Could they not tell from the weight and feel of the box whether there was something inside?”
“Violet says she cannot recall thinking anything about the weight. Caroline never held the box. The maid says she thought she felt the necklace move inside it. But can we trust the maid? She is such a muddleheaded simpleton—how reliable is her testimony?”
“If the maid remarked nothing wrong when she put the jewel away, that surely indicates all was in order. On your own testimony, the box has been in Mrs. Mercier’s dressing table since then. Anyone in the household—nay, even an intruder—might have taken the necklace. Of course, I comprehend the reason you summoned me and I will comply with your request to look into the matter until Justice Manning’s return. But you must confess the case against me is purely circumstantial.”
Herbert thumped his fist on the desk. “Are you bargaining with me, Mr. Pope?”
“No sir. I am merely putting the matter to you as I see it, in a rational manner.”
“Then as proof of your probity and honest reputation, I trust you will have no objections if I pay a visit to your lodgings and conduct a thorough search of them.”
“You are welcome to look wherever you choose,” he said, eyeing Herbert steadily. His tone was quiet and respectful, but the set of his jaw revealed his refusal to succumb. “For I have absolutely nothing to hide, either there or anywhere else.”
Chapter Seventeen
CLEARING HIS NAME became a matter of the utmost urgency to Joshua Pope. Unless he proved his innocence, his reputation could be irredeemably sullied. He might even lose his livelihood or his life. Herbert might claim to believe in his innocence, but Joshua sensed that he still viewed him with suspicion, and that at any moment Herbert might turn against him. Knowing all this, Joshua had no desire to accompany him to London. Astley was where the necklace had disappeared, where his reputation had been cast into doubt. It was also where Cobb had died. His work was here.
Joshua handed Herbert a letter addressed to Mrs. Quick, telling her to allow Herbert into his rooms and to leave him undisturbed for as long as he wished. He shuddered to think what she would make of such instructions.
Back in his room, he sat down by the window overlooking the garden. It was a fine afternoon, and the sun slipping low had stained the plants and trees and even the pinery with a soft, rosy light. There were no gardeners about, only a few sparrows hopping on the gravel path, and an occasional swallow swooping low for a drink from the fishpond. He recognized the tranquillity of this scene, yet it brought him not one iota of peace. With Herbert gone, he felt exposed to the unpredictable whim of Mrs. Mercier.
On first hearing of the necklace’s disappearance, Joshua had hoped that it was no more than a matter of simple misplacement. But given his suspicion that the necklace was the property at the center of the dispute between Sabine and Cobb, the disappearance so soon after Cobb’s death could hardly be a coincidence. Yet the two events did not fit neatly together. If Cobb had been killed to preserve the necklace, why had the necklace disappeared after he died? Was there more than one person interested in possessing it?
This strenuous exercising of his faculties wore Joshua down. He yearned for a familiar face. He wanted Rachel, his poor dead wife, or if not her, some other friendly companion with whom he might confess frankly and openly his suspicions and fears. He wished he had Meg nearby to console him. And yet he had no one. He tried to shrug off this self-pitying thought. He told himself firmly that despite the shadow into which he had been cast, he should thank God that thus far Herbert seemed willing enough to give him a chance to redeem himself. No sooner had this thought occurred than it was followed by a more sobering one: Herbert’s faith would rapidly dwindle without some tangible progress.
What should he do? His instinct was to press the maidservant, Marie, about what she remembered of the day Violet had returned the necklace to her. Who, strangers or otherwise, had been in Mrs. Mercier’s rooms since then? Had Marie remarked any disturbance? But if he went to find her, there was every chance he would run into Sabine, something he wished to avoid for the time being.
Just then Lizzie Manning fluttered into his mind—he had barely thought of her at all until now—and a desire for her company overcame him. This was not from any romantic inclination. Lizzie held no physical allure for him and her tendency to bossiness was irksome, yet her merits were also clear. She was quick-witted (if somewhat naive in the ways of men) and a doyenne in the art of conversation. More important, she knew better than did Joshua the characters involved in this mysterious affair. She had even struck up an acquaintance with the maid, Marie.
He wrote a brief note to her, describing the necklace’s disappearance and Herbert’s account and declaring his innocence. He requested her aid in speaking to the maid and asked her to come immediately to Astley on whatever pretext she could muster, and gave the note to Peters, the first footman, to dispatch. He then hung his sword about his belt—only a fool ventured out on foot after dark without his weapon of defense—buttoned his coat over it, and set off for the short walk to Richmond, to spend an hour or two at the Star and Garter.
THE LANDLORD, Dunstable, remembered Joshua the minute he set foot through his door. Joshua ordered a jar of stout for himself and another for Dunstable.
“The artist returns, I see,” he said with a deep guffaw. “Have you discovered the whereabouts of your friend Cobb? He still has not been for his belongings.”
Joshua winced. He had forgotten that he had never disclosed that Cobb was dead. “I still follow the trail. But yes, I do believe I draw closer.”
“What do you say, sir? Don’t beat about the bush. Have you found him, yes or no? I see from your face you hold something back. Let me assure you, Mr. Pope, the reason I ask his whereabouts is not to hound him. He has paid his dues right enough. No, all I want is simply to return his belongings. They are naught but a hindrance to me now.”
Joshua reddened. “In truth, Mr. Dunstable, I must tell you—indeed, I should have done before—the reason for my interest in Mr. Cobb. Sir, he is dead. He was found lying in the pinery at Astley not five days ago. His death is most suspicious and my enquiries are prompted by my belief that any man, even a scoundrel, deserves better than to be murdered in a strange place and buried with no more regard than a dead dog.”
The landlord’s eyes opened round as a pair of billiard balls. “Murdered? Are you quite sure of it?”
“There is naught but the smallest of doubts in my mind, and it grows more minuscule with each day.”
Dunstable swallowed a gulp of ale uncomfortably, then licked his lips. “In that case,” said he, “tell me, what should I do with his bag? I have no wish to be held responsible for a murder on account of having his belongings under my roof.”
“Do not trouble yourself about that. Give the bag to me. When I return to London I will hand it to his attorney—the same Mr. Hoare who you told me was here to see him. Hoare was acting for Cobb in a family matter and will surely know the next of kin, to whom these possessions should rightfully be passed.”
Dunstable seemed happy enough to comply with this suggestion. He excused himself to go and retrieve the valise. While Joshua waited he drank another tankard of ale, settling himself by a small window overlooking the back of the inn. It was growing dark. The gardens were all but invisible; the stables quiet, horses bolted inside; vacant stalls had been left with doors ajar and there were no grooms to be seen. He gazed at the deserted yard, wondering vaguely what Cobb’s bag might contain. Curiosity rather than philanthropy had prompted his offer to take Cobb’s bag to Hoare. The bag might yield a clue as to Cobb’s fate. A letter from Hoare perhaps.
At this point he remembered the letters Granger said he had handed to Herbert, the letters he had found in Cobb’s pocket. Perhaps Hoare had written one of them. What had become of them? Joshua remembered Herbert tearing up one letter and stowing the other in the writing desk in the drawing room soon after Cobb was found dead. He had given no explanation for his actions, yet Sabine had treated them as if they were nothing out of the ordinary. Joshua tried to recall Herbert’s expression as he dealt with the letters. Had he seemed furtive? Disconcerted? Angry? He well remembered the dismal set of his face, the slump of his back—he had looked sad, despairing even—yet Joshua’s recollection was that there had been no attempt at all to hide his actions, nor had he seemed enraged. Plainly the letter he had saved must be a communication of some significance. It was surely worth searching the bureau to discover what. And with Herbert now in London searching Joshua’s rooms, what better opportunity could there be?
Dunstable soon returned with the leather travel bag, initialed with the letters JC, and gave Joshua strict instructions to pass it straight to the attorney Hoare, and to mind nothing go astray. Joshua assured him that he would meddle with nothing; upon his honor, he would deliver the bag as soon as he was able. Then, as a joking afterthought, he added that the only thing that might stop him was if he met a highwayman or footpad along the way.
Dunstable’s expression turned grave. “The road’s no safer than any in these parts, and highwaymen are a common scourge. But since you are armed and a strapping fellow, God willing you should have little to fear.”
And so, brimming with ale and courage, Joshua doffed his hat to Dunstable and set out for Astley. It was a fine, clear night with a half-moon to light his way. Cobb’s stout bag was heavier than he had foreseen and very soon his arms felt as if they had been wrenched from their sockets. He longed for a carriage or a cart to pass so he could beg a ride, but he met no one save a solitary carter traveling in the opposite direction.
A quarter of a mile on, he reached Marshgate and the bottom of Richmond Hill. The town was now behind him and he strode past the gateposts to Sir Charles Littleton’s mansion and very soon was out in open country. Now he was on a flat piece of ground and had only the ominous silver band of the Thames for company. He was relieved when the road turned away from the river’s edge. Dense undergrowth now bordered either side of the verge.
Suddenly a man stepped out of the shadows. Joshua nearly jumped out of his skin at the sudden apparition. The man stood no more than ten feet in front of him. His face was partially obscured by the darkness; nonetheless, Joshua could clearly discern his lanky build, his disheveled, unwashed appearance, and the wild look in his eye.
“Halt, if you please, sir,” said the stranger, taking a pace toward Joshua, as if he wanted to see what would happen.
The man’s voice was more genteel than Joshua expected, though there was no mistaking the menace it contained. As the man advanced, Joshua saw that his left foot dragged behind him. He wondered if the man had observed him at the Star and Garter. He could well have spied Dunstable handing over the valise. Perhaps he had followed him all the way, waiting to reach a suitably deserted spot before making his attack. Presumably he hadn’t realized Joshua was armed.
“What do you want?” Joshua replied boldly. His heart fluttered in its rib cage, like a bird desperate for freedom. But his mind was icy calm as his hand reached stealthily for his sword.
“My due.”
There wasn’t a trace of nervousness in his voice. Joshua was incensed by his audacity. “And what might the due of a common footpad be other than to hang until you are dead?”
“I am no footpad. I want the bag in your hand. It belongs to me. Drop it if you please, sir, and continue on your way. I give you my honest word I will do you no harm if you do as I ask.”
“I shall do no such thing. I warn you, man, if you approach me, I will defend myself.”
The man came toward him until he was so close Joshua could smell gin on his breath and see the gleaming whites of his eyes. He swayed slightly but perceptibly. Clearly, Joshua thought, the fellow is drunk. Emboldened by this observation, with a single, swift movement Joshua extracted his sword and thrust it toward the man, holding it so that the tip rested on his scrawny neck.
“I fail to see that this bag is your due. I say again, who are you but a footpad?” Joshua said.
The man gave a barking laugh, which turned abruptly into a coughing fit that doubled him up. Joshua was forced to withdraw his weapon a little or risk slitting the man’s throat. At length, the man brought his spasm under control. He raised himself up, spat a large globule of phlegm to the ground, then looked straight at Joshua.
“My name is John Cobb.”
Chapter Eighteen
NO SOONER HAD this astonishing announcement left his lips than the stranger made a grab for the bag at Joshua’s feet. Joshua was stunned by the man’s claim but managed to grasp his assailant’s wrist and raised his sword. Writhing and jostling, the man bellowed, “Now you give me no choice.” With that, he gave a violent contorted tug and pulled out a pistol from his pocket with his free hand. He cocked the weapon, pointing its muzzle directly at Joshua’s eye. “Leave me be, sir. Have I not told you the bag is mine? I came to fetch it from the inn, only to see you leave with it before I had a chance to speak to the landlord there.”
Joshua dropped his weapon and handed over the bag. “You are a bare-faced ruffian and an impostor,” he said, furious to have been outdone when so clearly he had the advantage. “I do not know how you came to settle upon the name John Cobb. Perhaps you overheard my conversation with the landlord. In any case I will tell you, since you are bold enough to try it, that John Cobb is dead and has been so the past five days.”
The man fixed his gaze on Joshua. In the dark his expression was invisible, though from the gleam on the barrel Joshua could see that he had dropped his pistol a fraction. “Dead, is he? Can you be sure?” he said.
“As certain as if I had seen the corpse with my own eyes.” Using the man’s momentary lapse of concentration, Joshua retrieved his sword and sliced at his arm.
The man gave a shriek. The pistol exploded loudly as he dropped it. “You dare call me a scoundrel! It is you who are the thief!” he cried out, before loping off into the shadows.
For some minutes later, Joshua heard the man rustling in the darkness, stifling a coughing fit. He was wounded. Joshua might now be able to apprehend him. Yet the shock of the encounter combined with his ale with Dunstable made Joshua unusually muddleheaded. It seemed to him there was no purpose in pursuing the man and risking further assault. All he wanted was to return unscathed to the relative safety of Astley with Cobb’s bag and to discover what it might contain.
With no more than a parting glance and prayer that neither his assailant nor any other malefactor would confront him again, Joshua let the bleeding, limping man disappear into the night and hurried on his way to Astley.
It was nearly midnight by the time Joshua arrived. Finding the house securely locked and all the servants abed, he was forced to wake the housekeeper by knocking on her window. He murmured an apology when she came, bleary-eyed, to the door to let him in. Taking the lighted stub she begrudgingly proffered, he thanked her and then hurried upstairs to his chamber.
The clasp on Cobb’s valise was unlocked. Inside Joshua discovered a small leather case containing brushes, combs, pomades, a razor. Beneath lay a dark blue woollen coat, clean but plain and of middling quality; a double-breasted wool waistcoat, vertically striped in blue and brown; two pairs of breeches, one black, one buff; two linen shirts, both worn, though of reasonable quality; a pair of stockings; a muslin cravat; three pairs of linen drawers; a nightshirt. At the very bottom, in another leather case, was a traveling walking stick, divided into three sections and fashionably capped with a carved pineapple finial. How appropriate, thought Joshua.
He could see that nothing here was in the least remarkable. All in all it was a perfectly ordinary traveling case of an ordinary middle-ranking gentleman; not quite as fine as his own luggage, but not so different either.
Joshua next searched the pockets of the coat thoroughly for any letter or paper that might offer some clue as to Cobb’s untimely death. The only thing of any interest was one of Hoare’s visiting cards inscribed with the following message: “Arrive afternoon of 20th inst. Will call on you directly.” Hoare had evidently arrived in Richmond the same day as he had, and later that same evening Cobb had died. Was this significant? Could Hoare’s absence since the meeting with Cobb point to his guilt? But what reason could there be for an attorney to murder a client?
Joshua put Hoare’s card back where he had found it and began to return the clothes to the case. He was halfway through this task when the candle stub gave a final flicker and expired. There was nothing to do but to remove his boots and outer clothes and crawl into bed, whence he fell almost immediately into welcome oblivion.
NEXT MORNING, Joshua turned back to Cobb’s bag. He picked up the coat, put it on, and walked to the looking glass. Joshua’s middling stature and swelling girth were a source of chagrin, a subject on which he tried not to dwell excessively. Now, however, he was forcibly reminded of them. The sleeves of Cobb’s coat dangled three inches below his wrists, the tails swamped him, falling practically to his knees, the buttons wouldn’t meet about his middle. Evidently Cobb was a flagpole of a man.
Joshua was about to remove the jacket to put on his own when he recalled the card in the pocket. Perhaps there was something he had missed in last night’s dwindling candlelight that would stand out in day. But when he groped in the pocket, he discovered to his confusion that the card was no longer there. He fumbled in the pocket on the other side. Still nothing. He looked around the room, then dropped to his knees to scour the floor. It was nowhere to be seen.
Joshua scratched his head and paced about the room, wondering if he had perhaps dreamt he had seen the card, but he was sure he hadn’t, for everything else was exactly where it should have been. He had no alternative but to confront a disturbing possibility. Some nocturnal intruder had come into his room while he slept and taken the card away. What other explanation was there? But what possible interest could a card bearing such a mundane message hold for anyone? The encounter with the footpad returned to his consciousness—and in hindsight it now seemed a hundred times more frightening. The man had demanded Cobb’s valise and had nearly stolen it from him. Had he followed Joshua here, gained entry to the house, and lain in wait for an opportunity to search Cobb’s belongings? Who was his assailant? What had prompted his claim to be Cobb? Was he Cobb’s murderer? Was this Hoare? Furthermore, if the murderer had come to his room in search of Cobb’s bag, and was still determined to recover it, how long would it be before he tried again?
This daunting realization did nothing to diminish Joshua’s resolve. Rather, he felt a strange sense of satisfaction at having gained some advantage. Assuming the bag contained something incriminating, it might serve as bait. Joshua stowed all the clothes and other objects back inside the bag. He cast about for a suitable hiding place. He noticed that in a corner of the room a few feet from the washstand, there was a hinged door set into the wainscoting. On closer examination he discovered that there was a neatly concealed cupboard, probably intended as a linen closet, that contained no more than a few empty boxes and a plentiful supply of cobwebs. Joshua put Cobb’s bag inside and pulled his washstand a few feet to the right. He stood back. The door was now hidden. Unless someone knew the cupboard was there and pulled the washstand away, they would never find it.
Chapter Nineteen
THE CLOCK HAD YET to chime seven. Joshua went to the window, pulled back the curtain and let his melancholic eye survey the scene. The garden was heavy with dew and a morning mist clung to the ground, but the sky was clear. He looked down over the roof of the vast conservatory gleaming in the early morning sun. The only sign of life was on the far side of the conservatory from the pinery, where Granger was working. Accompanied by a couple of men, he was training a vine into a regular serpentine form, and trimming its side shoots.
In Joshua’s mind, Cobb’s death and the disappearance of the necklace were as confused as the stems of the vine. He could see a connection between the two, though what it was precisely remained unclear. The necklace might very well be the disputed property that had drawn Cobb to England from Barbados and had brought about his death. The fact that the necklace had disappeared after Cobb’s death might point to a coconspirator, but might also be proof of his assailant’s declaration that he was Cobb.
If the man had spoken the truth, who was the man in the pinery? Granger was the only person apart from Sabine who had seen the corpse. Joshua finished dressing, choosing a workmanlike blue woollen jacket, a plain blue cravat, and a dark curled wig, and made his way to the conservatory.
By the time Joshua caught up with him, Granger was heading toward the kitchen garden.
“Good day, Granger. What are your men doing?”
Granger stopped walking and turned. “I have instructed them to water the vine to help the fruit swell and to deter insects. You can only do it before the sun reaches the plant, hence it must be done early.”
Joshua was impressed by the subtlety of this operation. Perhaps there was more to gardening than he knew. “How did you learn such matters?”
“I was taught about vines while I was still an apprentice at Beechwood, but I am certain it is not vines you come to discuss.”
“You are right, I have come because I wish to put your memory to the test. How well did you scrutinize Cobb’s body?”
Granger seemed taken aback. “Cobb’s corpse?” he repeated.
“Yes. When Mrs. Mercier asked you to deal with it, did you take time to look closely?”
Granger’s leathery complexion darkened. He shrugged his shoulders. “Not especially, sir.”
“Could you describe him for me?”
“Describe him? There was naught remarkable in him, apart from the fact he was dead.”
“How tall would you say he was? My height? Taller than you?”
Granger looked at Joshua. “About your size maybe. He was lying down, mind, so I can’t be exact.”
“I have Cobb’s bag. His clothes are those of a tall man—someone, I would hazard, who is considerably taller than I am. An inch or two taller than you even.”
Granger walked a little further down the path and squatted to crumble some earth, as if testing the soil for moistness or some other quality. “I told you, sir, I can’t be precise. He was lying down.”
“But you saw Cobb on the previous occasion, when he came to the garden. You said so yourself. How tall was he then?”
“Yes. He was a tall man; I remember now.”
Granger’s obstruction was exasperating. “Are you quite certain, Mr. Granger, that the man you accosted in the gardens and the man lying dead in the pinery were one and the same?”
Granger shrugged his shoulders and fell silent. Though Joshua could not be certain—Granger’s back was turned to him—he thought he seemed a little stiffer than usual. He waited for Granger to speak.
“I assumed it was him on account of the letter,” Granger mumbled at last, conceding defeat by standing up and facing Joshua. “But maybe, now you come to mention it, it wasn’t.”
“What precisely do you mean, Granger? A man is dead, possibly murdered. Was he the same man you met in the garden?”
Granger lowered his voice and furrowed his brow. There was a new urgency in his tone. “In truth, sir, I can’t be certain of anything. I hadn’t seen a dead man before. It disturbed me to see the corpse like that, and the smell—on account of him vomiting—and the heat made it worse. In short, sir, I confess I didn’t look straight at him. Mrs. Mercier had put her handkerchief over his face. I saw no need to remove it. I looked in his pockets, like she asked. Then I called two undergardeners to put him on the cart and take him to the undertaker.”
“Then you never properly inspected the corpse?”
“No sir. I didn’t.”
FRUSTRATED, Joshua returned to the house. He felt hungry and wondered if it was too early for breakfast. As he opened the door to the hall he remembered the letter Herbert had secreted in his writing desk on the morning the corpse was discovered. It now seemed more imperative than ever to find this communication.
To search Herbert’s bureau seemed a most perilous undertaking. The drawing room was at the hub of the house, at the foot of the stairs. During the morning the family passed through it on their way to the morning room. Late afternoons and evenings were always spent there. At other times servants came and went to perform their duties.
Joshua would need to remain there for some time without being observed. Herbert was presumably still in London, sifting through Joshua’s possessions for incriminating evidence. The rest of the household remained at Astley. He was unfamiliar with the servant’s routines. He had missed his opportunity to search the drawing room last night, after everyone went to bed. If he waited until later, the family would be about; this evening Herbert might return and the task would grow even riskier. Thus, he concluded, steeling his wavering resolve, the present hour—it was barely eight o’clock and no one was yet risen—was his best chance.
He paused in the hallway. To his left was the open door to the breakfast room, where he could see the table set for six. Silverdomed dishes had been set out on burners to keep the food warm on the serving table. The bell to summon the servants was in the center of the table. The room was deserted.
The drawing room door on the right was closed. His heart palpitated, but he urged himself to proceed. He went in, closing the door behind him. The curtains were drawn back and the room had already been tidied, with the chairs and tables pushed back to the wall. He hoped that meant there would be little threat of interruption by a zealous housemaid with a duster. He tried to calm himself. He was not yet in any danger. He would be able to hear the family descend the stairs and enter the breakfast room.
The desk had a front flap that opened out by means of a key, and as fortune would have it, the key was in the lock. Joshua drew up a chair and opened the desk. Inside were two rows of small drawers and pigeonholes crammed with all manner of letters and papers. He sighed. No wonder Herbert felt little need to keep his desk locked. Amid such a quantity of papers, how would any prying outsider discover what he wanted?
He took a bundle of papers from the first pigeonhole. They were letters from Sabine to Herbert prior to her arrival in England. The missives were full of affection and excitement, coupled with detailed instructions regarding the preparations for her pineapple house. Joshua felt a disconcerting twang of envy and put them back. In the next compartment were various household bills and accounts and a booklet charting the servants’ wages and other household expenses. He flicked these morosely to one side, thinking he would never find anything of note. Some minutes later he came across something more interesting: a letter sent from London, addressed to Herbert, and dated six days ago—the day the body was found. It was written in large and rather fanciful script, with many twirls and curlicues; by contrast, its message was short and simple.
Mr. Bentnick,
I have done my utmost to exercise my self-control, but you have tested me to the limit. I see now that after all this time you have merely feigned sympathy with my cause, yet never truly listened to a word I said to you. My patience is now at an end, and none but you have driven me to make this ultimatum. Since you have not extracted what is mine, I will come immediately and retrieve it in person.
The letter was signed with an unintelligible monogram. Was “what I asked” the necklace, or did it refer to some other dispute? wondered Joshua. Was the scrawl Cobb’s? This seemed unlikely: the elaborate script looked as if it was a woman’s hand. Joshua put the letter between the pages of his pocket book and secreted it in his pocket. He was about to move to the next pigeonhole when he noticed a slender folder lying in a large horizontal compartment under a pile of fresh writing paper. On the cover was a label, with the word DAYBOOK inscribed upon it. Joshua untied the folder. Here were the most recent correspondence Herbert had received and copies of letters he had sent. The last paper was a mud-stained folded letter. The address was inscribed in heavy black ink: “To Mr. John Cobb, Star and Garter Inn, Richmond.”
Surely this was the letter Granger had taken from the dead man’s coat. Without unfolding the letter, Joshua placed it with the other in his pocket book. As he did so, he heard a light rustle somewhere close. He turned to the door but saw no one.
Briskly he closed the daybook, returned it to its compartment under the papers, and closed the flap. As he was locking the desk he heard the rustle again. He spun round. Standing in the doorway, a look of unmistakable accusation glinting in her eye, was Lizzie Manning.
Chapter Twenty
MISS MANNING,” Joshua said quietly, masking his sinking heart with the flicker of a smile. “I did not hear you enter. Nor did I know you had arrived and were staying in this house.”
“Evidently,” she said with froideur. “I received your letter, in which you told me of the disappearance of Mrs. Mercier’s necklace and requested my assistance to prove your innocence. I came as speedily as I was able, only to find you rifling through the Bentnick family’s private possessions. Tell me, Mr. Pope, what do you think I should make of it all?”
“Why, madam,” he said, drawing himself up, “surely you don’t think I was doing anything wrong? I searched the desk for evidence. I saw Mr. Bentnick place a letter there on the day the body was discovered in the pinery. There is a chance it was one of the letters that Granger, the gardener, handed him, and it might therefore have some bearing on these perplexing matters in which we are embroiled.”
“We? Do you imply I am also fallen under a shadow of suspicion? I think not, sir.”
Joshua’s eyes flashed. Did she, too, doubt his integrity? Could she not see the urgency of his predicament? The answer to both questions was plainly yes. Yet he should not blame her for these shortcomings when it was he who had ignored his own instincts and deluded himself about her usefulness.
“No, madam, I did not mean what you think. What I meant was—”
“Never mind that, Mr. Pope. Just tell me straight, did you find anything?”
“I cannot be certain.” His retort was unusually sharp. He hoped it would remind her who he was.
“Please explain yourself a little more lucidly, Mr. Pope. I confess I cannot follow your drift thus far.”
He took on a tone even more lofty than hers. “Forgive me, Miss Manning, for not making myself clear when it is plain you are in a state of confusion. I have found a letter that may be relevant. It is addressed to Mr. Cobb at the Star and Garter, but I have not yet had a chance to read it. And I found another letter that is certainly most perplexing. But just now, I fancy, is not the moment to linger among Mr. Bentnick’s correspondence.”
“May I see the communications?” Her tone was a shade more conciliatory. Clearly, Joshua thought, the way to manage her was not to attempt to pacify her but to vie with her instead.
“I will gladly show you the letters. But may I suggest we first take some breakfast? Not to join the family might arouse suspicions, which, I am sure you would agree, could be most detrimental to our enquiries. Afterward, we will find somewhere secluded, where we will not be interrupted, to peruse the letters and discuss them at our leisure.”
Lizzie nodded her acquiescence without a trace of ill temper, and thus they adjourned to the breakfast room. Joshua hungrily consumed two poached eggs, a bloater, and a cup of chocolate. Lizzie toyed with a small roll as she regarded Joshua in wary silence.
Soon after they had sat down, Francis and Caroline made their appearances. They were surprised and glad to see Lizzie, for they hadn’t expected her before the ball. To what did they owe this unexpected pleasure?
Lizzie explained herself without a flicker of self-consciousness. She had come on impulse to ask a great favor of Herbert and Sabine and Mr. Pope. She wanted to make a gift to the happy couple to mark their engagement and she thought it would be a fine thing indeed if she could draw a pineapple for them. She wished, therefore, to beg a lesson or two in drawing. This was a hobby of which she had always been excessively fond, but hopelessly inept, unlike her dear friend Caroline. Did they think Herbert or Sabine would have any objection? Would Joshua agree?
Caroline’s face registered her astonishment. “My dear friend, of course I am delighted at this ambition. Though I confess you surprise me—you have always said you thought drawing the most tedious of pursuits.”
Francis intervened. “Caroline, don’t be harsh with poor Lizzie. We are all entitled to a change of heart on occasion. Our father is currently away from Astley. Thus, as far as I know, Mr. Pope is free to instruct Lizzie if he has no objection.”
Joshua hastily assured them he would be honored to tutor so keen a pupil. Botanical art had never been his forte, but he would do his utmost to teach her the rudiments.
In the middle of this discussion Violet arrived, smiling pleasantly at Francis, and bidding a surprised good morning to Lizzie. Joshua’s heart sank at the sight of her. He was sure now that at any moment Sabine would enter. What would her reaction to him be without Herbert to temper her wrath? Mercifully his agitation was short-lived. Violet directed a servant to take a breakfast tray to her mother in her room, where she was occupied with her correspondence.
During the half hour that followed, Violet made polite conversation with Francis and passed one or two desultory remarks to Caroline and Lizzie, but by and large seemed much preoccupied by her own thoughts and spoke not a word to Joshua.
Since Joshua was greatly relieved to know that he was safe from Sabine for the time being, this did not duly concern him. Besides, he had on his plate the last morsels of a particularly succulent bloater to consume. When all that remained was a pile of wispy bones, he rose from the table and addressed Violet. “I do not know if your mother desires to resume her sittings for the portrait. Perhaps, Miss Violet, you would be kind enough to tell her I am at her disposal whenever she wishes, although it might be best to wait for Mr. Bentnick’s return. In the meantime, as you no doubt have gathered, I shall occupy myself with instructing Miss Manning in the art of drawing.”
Violet nodded. Once again he had the feeling she was distracted, and he remembered that her maid had revealed that Violet had been fond of John Cobb. He made a mental note to persuade Lizzie to talk to Violet, and turned then to his would-be pupil. “Miss Manning, I believe the weather is fine this morning. Let us go out into the garden and practice botanical studies. I have yet to see the pineapple house. Shall we meet there in an hour?”
SOME TEN MINUTES before the agreed hour, Joshua, laden with sketchbooks and pencils, was just leaving his rooms when he heard Herbert’s sonorous voice on the half landing below. He peered over the balustrade at the very moment Herbert heard his step and looked up. Herbert’s upturned face crimsoned.
“Mr. Pope,” he said, “the very man I desired most urgently to see. Will you be so kind as to accompany me directly to the library?”
It wasn’t a question, more a summons. Joshua knew it and so did Herbert, for he turned on his heels without waiting for a reply.
Herbert stood with his back to the unlit fire. His head was framed by two large silver candelabra, which Joshua thought resembled the antlers of a gigantic stag. “As you see, Mr. Pope, I have returned from my search of your lodgings.”
“Indeed, sir. And I trust you found nothing to incriminate me in the disappearance of Mrs. Mercier’s necklace.”
“In that respect I found nothing untoward. What I did find, however, has raised new uncertainties in my mind. It concerns a letter I discovered at your rooms—a letter that I haven’t read, although its contents have been outlined to me. That letter has occasioned my acute astonishment, not to mention anger; it reveals that you have been meddling in matters that are no concern of yours.”
Herbert regarded Joshua as if he were waiting for a confession.
“Forgive me, Mr. Bentnick. I have absolutely no idea of the communication to which you refer.”
“Nor could you,” said Herbert. “You haven’t read it yet. Your landlady’s daughter, Miss Quick, asked me to pass it on to you. She thought it might concern a matter of urgency, since it was delivered by hand by a messenger from an attorney in Gray’s Inn. I took it upon myself to call upon the said firm, their address being clearly written on the letter. You will well imagine my consternation, sir, when I found that the letter relates to Mr. Cobb’s death at Astley. Mr. Crackman, the senior partner, was the author of the letter and he told me that the general topic of the letter concerns ‘the sudden and suspicious death of his partner’s associate Mr. John Cobb.’ He refused, however, to tell me more, trusting in my honor as a gentlemen not to pry. So what I desire, sir, is an explanation of your precise involvement in all of this.”
Here Herbert rummaged around in his jacket pocket. He removed a letter, which he then wafted accusingly under Joshua’s nose.
“Mr. Bentnick, sir,” said Joshua helplessly, “I pray that you give me leave to read this letter, in order that I may discover its contents and report them to you.”
“Very well,” said Herbert, “take it. And by the by, Crackman told me to inform you that his partner, a Mr. Bartholomew Hoare, has still not reappeared.”
Joshua broke the seal and unfolded the letter. He scanned the contents and summarized them for Herbert. “The letter says that Cobb was also an attorney-at-law; that he and Mr. Hoare were both engaged upon the same case: a matter of a disputed necklace—currently in the possession of a Mrs. Sabine Mercier—a rare jewel made in medieval times in the form of a serpent.” Joshua was surprised to learn that Cobb was an attorney acting for another. He had assumed him to be pursuing his claim on his own behalf.
“And who is the other claimant?” said Herbert quickly.
“He says only that since she is a woman much concerned for her privacy, he cannot reveal her identity without her permission. Under these exceptional circumstances he has written to obtain it.”
Herbert sighed with evident annoyance. “Well,” he said, stepping closer as if he wanted to snatch the letter from Joshua’s hand, “that is not the point. What I want is an explanation for your meddling. I employed you to paint my portrait. I have since asked you to recover a necklace that has gone missing thanks to your carelessness. Those are your duties; I see no reason for you to be calling on attorneys to discuss matters that are irrelevant.”
Joshua saw that a muscle in Herbert’s neck was twitching visibly. He would have liked to probe Herbert on the reason for his meeting at the Star and Garter, but prudence held him back. “I believe, sir, that the disappearance of the necklace is intertwined with the death in the pinery.”
“You did not know of the necklace’s disappearance when you called on Crackman. Come, Pope, take me for a fool and you will be sorry for it.”
Joshua responded smoothly. “I see I have no alternative but to speak candidly, even though I am breaking a confidence in doing so. It was Mrs. Mercier who asked me to look into Cobb’s death, sir. She requested that I question Granger, as she was anxious to know more about Cobb. Since I found myself in London, I thought I would please her if I pursued the matter a little further.”
Herbert snorted. “Indeed? You should have said so from the beginning, then.”
“She asked me to act in confidence.”
Herbert glared at Joshua, but he did not question Sabine’s order. Nor did he criticize her instruction.
Joshua took advantage of his silence to press his argument. “Of course, Mr. Bentnick, you have every reason to chastise me for meddling, as you see it. But that was not my intention. Furthermore, the missing necklace places a new complexion on this matter. Mr. Crackman clearly states both Hoare and Cobb were acting in a dispute with Mrs. Mercier over the necklace. It cannot be coincidence for the two events to take place so close in time. If you want the jewel found you must let me pursue the matter of the body in the pinery.”
“Why? What is one to do with the other? And why do you persist in calling it ‘the body’? It was John Cobb, as we very well know.”
“We believed it was John Cobb. Now I’m less sure.”
“But the letters in his pocket had the name of Cobb on them.”
Joshua looked inscrutable. “Perhaps they were letters intended for Cobb that had yet to be despatched. Or perhaps they were planted on him. You still do not recall what they said or who wrote them?”
“They were nothing significant.”
“Was one written by Hoare?”
Herbert shook his head as if plagued by a wasp but didn’t answer. “What makes you doubt the body was Cobb’s?”
“Last night on the road I was accosted by a man. He said his name was John Cobb,” said Joshua gravely.
Herbert’s eyes opened wide; he began to sway, a slow revolving movement, like a packet boat rolling in a hefty sea. He reached out an unsteady hand to the back of a chair to support himself.
“Sir, are you ill?” said Joshua—“I see you are taken sick. Allow me to help you to a chair. I shall go directly to call assistance.”
Herbert grunted an unintelligible response, lifted his feet onto a stool, and loosened his cravat. He was muttering, “I can’t credit it. The letters, the letters.”
Joshua summoned the first footman, Peters, and asked him loudly to attend to Herbert, then he took him to one side. “There is one further errand I would ask of you,” he said sotto voce.
“Yes sir,” replied Peters.
“Be so good as to despatch one of your hall boys to the undertakers in Richmond. I would know the size of the coffin made for the dead man that Mrs. Mercier found in the pinery.”
“The size of the coffin?” said Peters, as unruffled as if he had been asked for a hat or a cloak or a glass of brandy.
“Yes, Peters, the size. That is all.”
Then, quietly satisfied that he had discovered the means to circumnavigate Granger’s failure to examine the dead body, he stepped outdoors in search of Lizzie Manning.
Chapter Twenty-one
THE CONSERVATORY, an imposing mound of wood and glass, rose before Joshua. He lifted his eyes to the sparkling cupola, then lowered them to the figure of Lizzie Manning, who paced sentinel-like outside the door. She twirled her parasol in her gloved hand, biting her upper lip with evident impatience at having to wait in the heat for a drawing lesson that should have begun half an hour ago. In her high-necked gown of pale gray she looked, he reflected, like a moth fluttering before an ice sculpture. “Mr. Pope,” she exclaimed crossly, “are you in the habit of keeping your pupils waiting?”
“My dear Miss Manning,” replied Joshua, the faintest glimmer of a smile playing about his lips, “being unused to instructing pupils, I have never formed any habits, either good or bad.” His thoughts raced swiftly on to the pinery, which he was eager to examine. “But tell me,” he said, “why did you choose to wait here and not inside this remarkable edifice?”
“I found the atmosphere within unbearably oppressive. Moreover, Granger is engaged in tending to his pots in the pinery. I thought it better we seek a more private spot.”
Joshua concurred. They walked a short distance, to a place where a stone garden seat was set into a niche of yew. Then with no further delay (they were each as hungry as the other to discover what was contained in the letter Joshua had retrieved from the desk) they set to reading.
20th May 1766
Mr. Cobb
After the encounter in the gardens today I must reiterate what I have already told you. Our association is at an end. It is fruitless to believe that by pursuit of me you might change my mind. Quite the contrary—you succeed only in strengthening my resolve and souring any sympathy I once may have had. How dare you come to Richmond and threaten me in one breath and declare your affection in another? The necklace will remain in my mother’s possession. Your threats to tell her of our association will not alter my determination. I would rather she knew all—indeed, I have half a mind to tell her myself. My only wish is that you would return to Bridgetown and leave me in peace.
Violet
Joshua had begun to doubt that the dead man was Cobb; he assumed that the corpse must be that of Hoare, the attorney who had called upon him and subsequently disappeared. But why would Hoare have a letter from Violet? On further reflection, he realized the letter did nothing to prove or disprove the identity of the corpse.
For the time being, Joshua kept most of his conclusions to himself. He told Lizzie that a man calling himself Cobb had accosted him last night and demanded Cobb’s bag, which Dunstable had given him; and that a letter written by Crackman revealed Cobb was an attorney working on the same disputed claim for the necklace as Mr. Hoare.
“Do you believe Cobb is alive?” said Lizzie, thunderstruck.
“I don’t know. I was hoping this might help us decide,” he said, holding up the letter. “But it only confirms what we already know: that the necklace and the death are linked and that there was a relationship between Violet and Cobb that soured.” He stated the obvious to see what response it might elicit from Lizzie. “Cobb, in his capacity as attorney acting for an unknown claimant, came searching for the necklace. But he had more than one reason for coming: he was still fond of Violet.”
“Perhaps in the beginning Violet agreed to assist Cobb in his attempts to recover the jewel and then changed her mind,” suggested Lizzie.
Joshua recalled that according to the maid, Marie, Sabine had put a halt to the relationship between Cobb and Violet. Clearly the fondness, from Cobb’s side at least, lasted longer than Sabine (and Marie) thought.
“At any rate, whatever was between them appears over now,” he said. Inwardly he cursed Herbert for destroying the second letter Granger had given him; the very fact he had destroyed it surely revealed its significance. Did it follow, then, that the keeping of this communication was intended to mislead?
“Suppose Cobb didn’t take the necklace,” he said. “Suppose someone else did.”
She looked a little crossly at him, as if he were taunting her by his cryptic postulations. “Who?”
“I don’t know yet. But there is another letter that may have a bearing on it. I discovered it in Herbert’s desk. Tell me what you make of it.” Here he took out his pocket book and showed her the other letter.
Mr. Bentnick,
I have done my utmost to exercise my self-control, but you have tested me to the limit. I see now that after all this time you have merely feigned sympathy with my cause, yet never truly listened to a word I said to you. My patience is now at an end, and none but you have driven me to make this ultimatum. Since you have not extracted what is mine, I will come immediately and retrieve it in person.
Joshua couldn’t help thinking how convenient his discovery of both letters was. Would Herbert have left such letters in his unlocked desk if he didn’t intend them to be found? Both were most convenient pieces of evidence to incriminate someone else. There must have been some reason why he kept these and threw away the other. Perhaps the lost letter revealed his or Sabine’s involvement in the intrigue.
“Can you fathom anything from it?” Joshua asked.
Lizzie thought for a short while before she spoke. “The letter is undated, which is irksome, for if we knew when it was written it might have helped us. The writer addresses Herbert as if he or she is quite well acquainted with him and has known him for a considerable time. The tone is definite, threatening, yet at the same time it attempts to draw sympathy.”
“Very good,” he said, impressed by her line of reasoning. “But can you hazard what it is about or, more importantly, who might have written it?”
She looked up. “It must relate to the necklace. But as to the author, the signature is indecipherable. Can you read it?” she asked.
He shook his head, then decided to give her a little assistance to see where it might lead. “If Cobb was acting on behalf of another in trying to retrieve the necklace, then this letter might have been written by that person. Perhaps that person grew tired of waiting for the legal process and has carried out their threat. If that is the case, then Herbert knows perfectly well who has taken it: the writer of this letter. But that poses a further question: why accuse me, and order me to look into the matter?”
“To keep the truth of the matter from Sabine,” postulated Lizzie cautiously.
“But Sabine must know who the claimant is, since the necklace is hers. Or are you suggesting Herbert is involved in some form of conspiracy against Sabine, whom he is shortly to marry?”
Lizzie’s face revealed her annoyance that Joshua could pick holes in her argument almost before she had strung it together. Seeing that her patience was wearing thin, he went on more gently.
“My next action will be to try to seek out the man who accosted me last night. I regret letting him slip away. Meanwhile, there is something you can do that would help me greatly. Ask the maid about what happened with the necklace the day I left. Perhaps she will say something to you she didn’t tell Sabine or Herbert. Then question Violet to see if their accounts tally. Persuade her to confide in you over the matter of Cobb, and ask her how reliable she believes the maid’s testimony to be. Do not under any circumstance divulge to her that Cobb might be alive.”
“Why not?”
“Because to judge from the tone of her letter, she was tired of his pestering—perhaps she was tired enough to wish him dead. We believe she visited Cobb at the inn, perhaps soon after this letter was written. I am no medical man, yet I believe the symptoms of death are consistent with poisoning. If so, Violet might well be the person responsible.”
“Her mother might have had more reason. Remember, Sabine’s father was a physician and taught her a great deal about the medical properties of plants. If Cobb represented the claimant to her necklace, she may have killed him to save it. But in any case you have just said Cobb might not be dead.”
“Someone is, though. Suppose Violet, or Sabine, or Herbert, or the man on the road, whoever he was, tried to kill Cobb and failed—the poison killed the wrong person. There is every possibility that on discovering the error, the guilty party might try again, is there not?”
“But whose was the corpse?”
Joshua hesitated, looking sadly into her gray eyes. He noticed their lustrous gleam and that her pupils were dilated with the excitement of the discussion. There was something attractive in her fervor, although he was aware that for her this was no more than an intriguing diversion, while for him and the poor dead man it was a matter of life, reputation, and death. Nevertheless, without her he would have no ally at all. He had to make her think he trusted her.
“I have yet to prove it categorically, but I suspect it was Hoare’s,” he said quietly.
• • •
THEY PROCEEDED to the pinery with their sketchbooks and pens. Lizzie was adamant about drawing pineapples. And since Joshua was curious to survey the building, he was happy to comply.
Walking into the pinery for the first time overwhelmed him. He was staggered by the scale and height of the roof and the kaleidoscopic shafts of light radiating through the myriad panes. In front of him was the atrium, a circular arena with tables and chairs set out by the fountain, and orange and pomegranate trees positioned like sentinels around the edge. Vast double doors led off to the right and left. On one side was the vine he had seen Granger tending, beyond lemon trees heavy with fruit and melons twisting up trellises. Opposite was the door leading to the pinery.
Deep raised beds, some six feet wide and filled with decaying tan bark, stretched the length of the building. In the center was a tiled path bordered by a pit containing steaming manure—which added to the heat supplied by the tan bark and the stoves and sun. The beds were filled with ranks of silvery leaves and knobbly green fruits rearing up from the centers of the largest specimens like Venus appearing from a shell.
They perched themselves sideways on the low wall of one of the beds with their sketchbooks. Lizzie appeared unperturbed by the discomfort of the mud to her hem and set to with alacrity.
She was an awkward student, quick to put down on paper what she believed lay in front of her, unwilling to examine the way each leaf curled slightly differently or the way the light altered the hue of each plant before she drew it. They chose the largest plants with fruits that, though green, appeared almost fully formed. Joshua drew the same plant as Lizzie and tried to teach her by example. An hour later, his first study of the pineapple was not quite complete and Lizzie had made several execrable attempts; there were blots and smudges all over her page.
“Miss Manning,” he said, anticipating an imminent outburst of ill temper, “I think we have done enough for one day. You have made great progress, but I feel your style would be better suited to the broader sweeps of landscape painting than to the meticulousness of botany. Tomorrow, if you wish, we will try our hand at depicting some scenes in the park. I have no doubt Sabine would welcome such a subject as a gift. Until then I believe we should cease our lesson.”
She agreed willingly and went off in search of Violet and her maid, Marie, leaving him to put the finishing touches to his drawing. He made notes as to the hues of foliage and fruit, which would serve him as an aide-mémoire when he transferred this image to his canvas. All the while he was dimly aware of Granger coming and going. When finally he gathered up his crayons and papers and turned to leave, he nearly fell over Granger halfway along the path.
“Yet again at your labors, Mr. Granger,” Joshua said cordially.
“Forgive me,” said Granger, moving aside.
“Are these new plants you have reared?”
“Why, no sir,” he replied. “They are the latest arrivals from the nursery, to fill up the places in the beds of those that died.”
“Are these any different from the other plants you have growing here?”
If Granger was surprised by Joshua’s sudden interest in horticulture, his face betrayed none of it. He answered solemnly. “Several varieties grow in this country. In the beds there are already Black Antigua, Cayenne, Enville, and Jamaica Queen. These are Providence; they make fruits that weigh fourteen pounds or more. Mrs. Mercier has requested they be the centerpiece at her wedding breakfast.”
“Then it will indeed be an occasion of providence. This is my first visit, and the whole place strikes me as a remarkable achievement. I congratulate you on it.”
Granger looked uncomfortably at the plants in his hand. “In truth, sir, I’ve done what I was asked to do. Nor more or less. The building was all here before my arrival. When all’s said and done, the pineapple is not so difficult a fruit to grow. Once you balance the water with the correct light and heat, it flourishes. Modulating the heat is the only aspect that can be difficult.” He paused, looking at his mud-logged boots. “But you have no need to be asking me about pineapples. You could ask your drawing pupil, Miss Manning. She is another enthusiast.”
“Does Miss Manning know about the cultivation of pineapple plants?”
“She’s as knowledgeable as Mr. Bentnick on most aspects of horticulture—that’s why he’s so fond of her. They used to spend hours discussing their prized plants. The gardens at Barlow Court are said to rival Astley’s, or they used to, at any rate. Sir Lancelot Brown, who had much to do here, was also, I believe, employed at Barlow Court and at my previous estate after I left it. He lives in Kew, just a mile from here—I hazard that’s why he is so popular in this vicinity.”
“His preeminent reputation may also have something to do with it,” said Joshua, not unkindly.
“Of course, his reputation is unrivaled. In any event, under his direction Miss Manning took charge of much of the planting. I know she tried to grow pineapples there. She asked me for advice, though whether Mr. Brown had anything to do with it, and whether she succeeded, I couldn’t say.”
How peculiar, thought Joshua, that when he had marveled aloud about the pinery, Lizzie had not uttered a single remark—had said nothing to imply she had any interest in horticulture whatsoever.
“You say the garden at Barlow Court used to outshine Astley’s. Has something happened there?”
Granger surveyed him closely. “Ask her about her brother, Arthur. What I know’s only gossip.”
Joshua dimly recalled Herbert mentioning Lizzie’s brother, though she had never spoken of him. “What do they say?”
“That he always loses when he plays. He has played unceasingly for the past four years, and lost a veritable fortune at quadrille. His father, William Manning, is the local justice in these parts and has all but ruined himself to pay off his son’s debts. He only keeps Barlow Court by the skin of his teeth and the goodwill of moneylenders. The place is falling down; there is not the wherewithal to maintain the house, let alone the gardens that were once one of the wonders of these parts.”
“I had no idea.”
“Aye, well, you might have noted Arthur Manning doesn’t show his face around here—there is talk of him being in Italy and suchlike. That’s all hokum.”
“How do you know?”
“I have seen him skulking about the grounds and in the vicinity.”
“Then why do they say he’s abroad?”
“To save face. He recently borrowed a large sum from Miss Caroline; money left to her by her mother, I believe.”
“Was she not foolish to hand it to him if she knew his reputation?”
“She was fond of him and his family, and was taken in. You can’t blame the girl. He told her he wanted the money to pay back his father for part of the debt; he took the money and never repaid a penny to his father.”
“Is Mr. Bentnick aware of this?”
“How should I know? If he is, he wouldn’t bring it up with William Manning or his daughter. To do so would bankrupt the one and shame the other to no purpose.”
“And what of the contemptible Arthur?”
“Still at Barlow, I presume. He has no money to go elsewhere.” Granger knelt down and began to embed the two pots in his hand in the steaming soil.
As Joshua took his leave, something struck him. “I thought you had saved the other damaged plants by your repotting,” he said.
“Some of the others overheated.”
“How did that come about?”
Granger frowned. Joshua sensed his reluctance to answer and thus paid careful attention to his reply. “As I told you before, it’s controlling the heat that’s the most essential part of rearing pineapples. This house is so large the temperature must be watched both day and night. There’s a boy by the name of Joe Carlton whose duty is to guard the place at night and make sure the heat’s neither too great nor too low. I doubt you know, but new bark can get so hot it bursts into flames.”
“What of this boy?” said Joshua.
“He fell asleep at his post. The pinery overheated. Some of the plants near the door survived; the rest perished.”
“When did this happen?”
“Five nights ago, or thereabouts.”
“The night before the man was found dead?”
Granger scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Yes, now you mention it, it was that night. Funny thing, if he hadn’t fallen asleep he might have seen what happened, mightn’t he?”
“Mr. Granger,” said Joshua, speaking quickly, “what might happen if a man lay comatose in this greenhouse while it overheated?”
Granger looked over his shoulder at Joshua. “I hazard the heat might be sufficient to kill a man. Ask anyone who knows and they’ll tell you the same. I have heard greenhouses with similar methods of heating can burst into flames.”
“In other words, Granger, you are saying the corpse might have cooked to death?”
“Yes sir, that’s about it.”
Chapter Twenty-two
IN HIS ROOMS, Joshua turned his attentions to the portrait. If Herbert turned against him, and he couldn’t recover the necklace, he might never be paid for the Bentnick portrait, yet he could not restrain himself from tinkering with it, adding highlights and details and refining the background.
As he worked he considered Granger’s suspicions. All the descriptions he had heard of the corpse’s condition mentioned the stench, and until now he had assumed this was due to the man having vomited prior to death, which pointed to death from poisoning. But had the sweet smell also been caused by the effect of the heat on the flesh? He had reached no conclusion, nor had he fathomed a way to prove or disprove the theory, when a knocking on his door interrupted his musing.
“Come,” Joshua said at last.
A maidservant brought in a letter on a silver tray.
28th May 1766
Mr. Pope,
Perceiving you to be a man of reticence, I will take matters in hand in order to make headway. Before you left for Richmond you invited me to where you are staying, though in your embarrassment you never told me when or where to come. Today Mr. Bentnick came to look through your rooms and tells he sees no reason we cannot meet for an excursion on the river, or what about a stroll on the hill? Indeed, he could hardly believe me when I said I had heard of Richmond but never visited. He described the place most pleasantly and said I would enjoy a promenade in the gardens at Astley. So, Mr. Pope, I’ll be arriving on the midday stage at the Star and Garter, next Sunday. Will you meet me there, or will I walk to the house? Mr. Bentnick says it is only a short distance. If you’re not there I will ask directions and come for you.
Yours in expectation,
Bridget Quick
Joshua’s spirits surged and then plummeted almost as quickly. Bridget was the flower he had determined not to pick. How could she tempt him thus? Today was Friday; she would arrive the day after tomorrow and it was too late to stop her. If he wasn’t at the Star and Garter, she would arrive at Astley. With so much to occupy him, he had no time for diversion, and in any case taking her boating on the river was something he would never contemplate. Nor did he feel inclined to take her for an excursion on the hill. Furthermore, he had no desire to explain why. The only thing he could think of was to meet her, then fashion some excuse—a make-believe malady, perhaps—to curtail their outing.
“Sir, I’ve two other messages for you. The first is from Peters, the first footman, who bade me tell you that the hall boy has run the errand you asked. The measurement you wanted was ‘five foot nine.’ That was all. He said you’d know what it meant.”
Five foot nine referred to the dimensions of the coffin. Joshua considered the other circumstantial evidence. The clothes in Cobb’s bag were those of a man well over six foot. Hoare’s appointment with Cobb on the afternoon of the death, his subsequent disappearance—Joshua’s theory that the body was Hoare’s now seemed highly likely. If so, an obvious suspect for Hoare’s murder was Cobb himself. Was he indeed the lanky assailant on the road, living as a vagabond, attacking passersby? But where was his motive?
“And the other message?”
“The mistress, that is, Mrs. Mercier, she bade me ask you if you would meet her at the pavilion on the northern border of the lake—I can point it out to you if you wish. She’ll be waiting for you.”
Hearing this, Joshua’s usual composure deserted him. He forgot Cobb, he forgot Hoare, he even forgot Bridget’s letter. He feared that Sabine had called him to this secluded spot to perpetrate some evil act of vengeance for the loss of her necklace. If only he had some information pertaining to the jewel that might deflect her wrath. And yet, apart from Violet’s letter, which he couldn’t show her—how would he explain his discovery of it?—how could he appease her? Could he express a vague inkling that the body she found was in some way linked to the necklace’s disappearance? That might lead to a discussion of Cobb’s and Hoare’s activities. She had a clear motive for wishing both Cobb and Hoare dead. They had threatened to take the jewel away from her. If Sabine had killed once to protect her jewel, to what lengths might she now go to avenge its loss?
Yet he had to face Sabine sooner or later. If they were alone, she might speak more freely than in company. And so he donned his buff coat braided with corn-colored silk, arranged his lace cuffs and cravat, and made his way to the pavilion with a heavy heart but his sights clearly set. He would do his utmost to placate Sabine while eliciting as much as possible. If his scheme failed, he would give himself up to whatever fate held in store for him.
JOSHUA had seen the lake from the drawing room windows and had heard that Mr. Lancelot “Capability” Brown had exerted himself most brilliantly in this portion of the garden. On reaching the shore he fully appreciated the reason for Astley’s sublime reputation. Brown had formed a gentle slope leading to a serpentine stretch of water fed by a stream at one end and with a small island disguising the limits at the other. Neat mown lawns studded with single trees and shrubs ran down to the shore. On the far side of the lake, clumps of beech and thicker woodland met the water’s edge, their reflections gleaming in splashes of dark and light on the still surface. A path meandered along the borders of the lake and led to the pavilion.
The building was set on a rocky escarpment overlooking the water and its fringe of trees. It was designed in the form of a rotunda—with a colonnade supporting a domed roof, and a circular seat in the middle—open to the landscape on all sides. Joshua climbed the slope, trying to ignore the anxiety that gripped his insides. To his surprise, Sabine, far from lying in malevolent wait, was nowhere to be seen.
Joshua paced, sat, then paced some more. As his eye skirted a small copse some twenty yards away, he thought he caught sight of the shadow of a figure skulking in the trees. Instantly he thought that perhaps this was Cobb. He focused intently, uncertain if in the glancing shadows and light he had merely seen a branch moving in the wind. He thought he caught another flash of movement and was on the point of careering down the slope toward it, but at that very second there was a rustle close behind. He wheeled round. “Mrs. Mercier!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t hear you come.”
“Good morning, Mr. Pope,” she answered softly. “My apologies for keeping you. I had something to discuss with Granger.”
“It is no matter, madam. I have been enjoying the view.” Her eyes were expressionless, unblinking, her mouth even, her brow smooth. Was this the face of a dangerous murderess? Or someone about to accuse him of theft? He detected no trace of menace.
“I daresay you have guessed why I summoned you here: the necklace is uppermost in my mind, Mr. Pope. I gather you have protested your innocence and that Mr. Bentnick has given you leave to try to recover it. You must think yourself very fortunate.”
Fortunate was the last thing he considered himself at this instant, but he refrained from saying so. “I assure you, madam, I am doing my utmost to find the jewel. God willing, it is just a matter of time.”
“Granger tells me you gave Miss Manning some instruction in drawing in the pinery this morning. Tell me, do you believe that tutoring her might aid the recovery of my jewel?”
Joshua felt the blood rush to his cheeks but he refused to capitulate. “Miss Manning requested it. I thought an hour in her company might be useful in other ways. She is intimately acquainted with the workings of the Astley household. Moreover, the drawings I made while instructing her will serve for the portrait.”
“To my mind, spending the morning in the company of a young woman implies you are shirking your duty to find my necklace. And to me that only points to your guilt. Tell me, what did the morning’s endeavors yield?”
“It enabled me to learn something from Granger, which may be most significant.”
“What?”
“A detail of which you are doubtless aware—something concerning the temperature needed for pineapples to grow.”
She looked slightly surprised, but not for long.
“I presume you refer to the night the boy fell asleep and several plants perished? I don’t see what that has to do with my jewel. What intrigues me more is something Granger mentioned just now apropos his conversation with you: Miss Manning’s interest in gardening, and pineapples in particular. She has never said a word to me on the subject. And Granger says he instructed her about how to grow pineapples at Barlow Court some years ago, and she even gave fruit to Mr. Bentnick for his table. Her reticence is most peculiar, is it not? Do you think it points to a darker purpose? You know her family is lately impoverished. Perhaps she stole my jewel.”
Joshua’s instinct was to deflect Sabine’s attention from Lizzie—heaven forbid he should lead her into danger. He shrugged his shoulders as if Lizzie and pineapples were matters of equal unimportance. “God may know the workings of Miss Manning’s mind, but I am not privy to them. You are right. I consider her a possible suspect, but then I view everyone in the same manner.”
“Answer me this, then, Mr. Pope. Do you truly believe that the dead man was not Cobb?”
“What makes you ask?”
“Mr. Bentnick told me you believed as much. He said you were accosted last night by a man claiming to be Cobb. Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“What did the man want?”
“Money, I presume.” He held her gaze, revealing not a flicker of guilt.
“Did he take it?”
“No. I kept hold of my purse.”
“Then if it wasn’t Cobb’s, whose was the body I found?”
“I believe it may have belonged to an attorney called Hoare, who was pursuing the dispute over the ownership of your necklace and chanced to be visiting Cobb the day before you found the corpse. And on that subject, may I ask you, madam, have you ever met John Cobb?”
“No, or I would have known it wasn’t him when I found him, would I not?”
He nodded, acknowledging to himself that even if she were lying, she would not readily ensnare herself. Nevertheless, she was answering his questions more candidly than he had dared hope. Now was the moment for his most crucial question. “Madam, I must ask, who is the other claimant for your necklace?”
Joshua had the impression that she was weighing whether to answer him or tell him to go to the devil. She raised her chin and caught his eye. “I could ask you how you know anything about this private matter, but Mr. Bentnick has already told me. I understand that you traveled to London to make enquiries on my behalf and that you visited the premises of the attorney who is pressing the claim against me. I presume that is why you ask me this?”
He nodded wordlessly. He felt the icy blast of her disapproval but braved it, knowing that she offered him an opportunity to learn something he needed desperately to discover. “It is for this reason I would like to ask who—”
“It isn’t true that I asked you to enquire into any of this.”
“Not in so many words. But you revealed your noble sentiments when you asked me to look into the death and question Granger on your behalf. I forbore to mention it then, but I too felt outrage at the way his death was glossed over without further inquiry—and so I felt assured of your concurrence, and took it upon myself to explore the matter further when the opportunity presented itself.”
She looked mollified by his manipulation of the truth. “Perhaps you are right, it is this business that lies behind the jewel’s loss. But I would not have you waste more time than necessary on Hoare now that my necklace is gone. Moreover, I must emphasize, the claim he pursued for his client was an utterly spurious one.”
“That may well be. But unless I learn the details, how can I be expected to judge? And how can I find the necklace? Cobb was pursuing the same claim. Moreover, he was interested in your daughter. It is lunacy to pretend that this may not have some bearing—”
“Very well, since you insist, I will tell you briefly all I know. The jewel was left to me by my second husband, Charles Mercier. He had a child out of wedlock before we were married. It is she who is behind this ridiculous claim.”
“And her name?”
Sabine laughed as if the question were one only an imbecile would ask. “If I knew that, the difficulty would be solved. She is intent upon retaining her respectability and wishes no one to know of her sordid birth; thus she wishes to remain incognito.”
Joshua recalled that Crackman’s letter made reference to the claimant’s desire for privacy. He judged she was telling the truth and was as frustrated as he by her lack of knowledge. He considered raising the matter of the letter in Herbert’s desk, which he was sure had been sent by the claimant, but suspected it would only incur her wrath. Having reached this impasse, he took a different track. “Then may I ask, ma’am, the purpose of your recent trip to London?”
She blushed and her lips twitched with annoyance. “It was private—nothing to do with this matter.”
Though he sensed she was holding back, he let the matter drop. “One last favor I would ask of you, madam. May I question your maid about what happened during that interval?”
“I cannot for the life of me think what you would learn from a servant, but if you wish, you might call on Marie early this evening. We will resume our usual routine of sittings from tomorrow, Mr. Pope—that will give you the opportunity to apprise me of your advances. Remember, finding my necklace must take precedence over your enquiries into Hoare.”
Then, without waiting for his response, she left.
Joshua watched her sweep down the path and head back to the house, her pale blue skirts billowing out behind her like a windblown sail. All things considered, she had behaved far better than he had dared hope. He had, after all, survived the encounter.
Chapter Twenty-three
AFTER Sabine had gone, Joshua remained in the pavilion. The woods about him were motionless, tinged with golden evening light, as tranquil as a landscape by Claude Lorraine. Then suddenly a beam of light flashed out from the shadows—a blinding flare, as if for an instant someone had held a mirror and magnified the sun. Joshua peered at the spot where he thought the light had originated. It was now past five o’clock in the evening. The shadows were long and purple. Had he been distracted by the setting sun reflecting off the water? He thought not, but it was impossible to be sure. He remembered the shadow of movement he thought he had glimpsed. Was this Cobb?
Joshua began to make for the copse. He was determined to track Cobb down, to put to him the questions he should have posed the night before and settle the matter of the corpse’s identity.
At the edge of the wood he slowed his pace and scoured the dark undergrowth for any sign of the person he knew was concealed there. Nothing he saw or heard alarmed him until, just as he approached an open grassy glade surrounded by a clump of ancient beech trees, something stirred.
Was it a cracking twig, or the rustle of leaves, or a squirrel jumping from one tree to another? The sound brought shivers of disquiet. He half made up his mind to retreat to the house and call for a glass of Hollands gin, but some instinct drove him a little to the right.
Behind the beech trees were dense thickets of hazel. The only way forward was to cross the open expanse. His steps now were short and hesitant, like a reluctant child’s. His breath was heavy and he was conscious of blood pounding his veins and an uncomfortable tingling at the roots of his hair.
He had almost reached the heart of the glade when he saw him. A tall man, wearing a dark costume and a black hat, lay slumped in a pool of sun against one of the beeches. An empty bottle lay next to him. The man’s face was invisible beneath the brim of his hat. Was it Cobb? It was hard to tell; the previous night when they had met it had been dark. The stature seemed about right, though it was difficult to judge when the fellow was sitting down.
Before Joshua tried to wake the man his right hand jolted and began to claw for some invisible object. His head jerked up. Joshua could now see a narrow, pallid face, eyes as dark as mahogany, cavernous cheeks, an unshaven complexion. Not Cobb, Joshua was fairly certain. The man was now awake and aware that he was being watched. They eyed each other, like two foxes stopped in their tracks.
Suddenly the man sprang to his feet; his face was purple with fury. He grasped Joshua by the scruff of the neck. “Damn you!” he shouted out. “How dare you come creeping up on me? Where’s the bottle you snatched from my hand?”
“I took nothing,” Joshua replied flatly. He could smell the brandy on the man’s breath and guessed that he was scarcely conscious of what he was saying. “The bottle is lying there, and by the look of it and you, it’s empty.”
“You impertinent devil. I’ll teach you to steal from me. I saw you with my own eyes, sir. Felt you too. D’you take me for a fool?” With that, he shoved Joshua away, and unsheathed his sword and brandished it under Joshua’s nose.
“Sir,” Joshua said, raising his hands to show he was unarmed and intended no harm. “I beg you, listen to me a minute. When I came upon you, you were fast asleep. Your notion that I robbed you was simply a dream. Search me if you will. You will find nothing on me.”
The man appeared confused, but still no less dangerous. Joshua pressed confidently on. “In any case, if it’s merely brandy you are after, you have only to come with me and I will procure you some.” Joshua reasoned that if the man could be persuaded into the house, he could have him apprehended.
The man squinted through the trees at the distant silhouette of Astley House. “Who are you? For I know everyone in that place and you are a stranger to me.”
“Why, sir,” Joshua said, more intrigued now than ever, “I had no idea you were a family friend. Allow me to present myself. I am Joshua Pope. Perhaps you have heard of me? I am an artist by profession, commissioned by Mr. Bentnick to paint his marriage portrait. Whom do I have the honor of addressing?”
The man stepped forward. His eyes were bloodshot, his complexion as white as his shirt; when his mouth lolled open, the smell of alcohol was overpowering.
“Since you promise me brandy, I suppose you must be a decent fellow. I will tell you, then—my name is Arthur Manning.”
“I was with your sister this morning,” Joshua said coldly. “She asked me to teach her drawing. She never told me her brother was coming to call.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “She and I rarely speak.”
“Come, sir,” Joshua pressed. “Let us go to the house, and on the way, you shall tell me why you and she have quarreled. Whatever it is, it will easily be forgotten. Such a delightful girl as she would not harbor a grudge for long.”
Arthur Manning now abandoned his earlier hostility. Perhaps the effort of maintaining it was too much in his inebriated state. He draped his arm about Joshua’s back as if they were old friends reunited. “I cannot go with you, Pope,” said Arthur Manning, shaking his head with exaggerated solemnity. “Best thing to do is this. You go back to the house. Bring some brandy and some food—I have eaten nothing all day, and by God I am famished. It’s a fine evening for a little supper outdoors, is it not?”
Joshua recoiled at this familiarity. It struck him nonetheless that Manning’s face might have looked quite pleasant had he shaved and were it not for a wolfish gleam in his eye. Feigning ignorance, he said, “Why cannot you accompany me into the house? As Miss Manning’s brother you would surely be most welcome.”
“It’s a long story—won’t go into it now. Be a good fellow, get the brandy, come back, then we’ll discuss it.”
Joshua conceded. He returned to the dining room via the garden door, helped himself to a cut-glass decanter of brandy and a pair of glasses, and draped his coat over this contraband in case he ran into Herbert. But there was no one about in the dining room, nor did he spy any servants. He was back at the glade in less than half an hour.
Arthur Manning was sitting against a beech tree, smoking a long clay pipe. “Ah,” he said, snatching the brandy decanter and pouring a considerable quantity directly into his mouth, “I knew I could rely on you. Good man. What did you say your name was?”
To judge by the speed he was gulping from the decanter, the fog of brandy would soon be impenetrable. However, his present condition, uninhibited, garrulous—though admittedly not entirely lucid—provided Joshua with a valuable opportunity.
With a little prompting Arthur confided his misfortunes. In the past twelve months he had been tricked by a charlatan (who he was sure now had used weighted dice and marked cards), in a room at the Swan in Water Lane in Richmond, into gambling more than he should. Had he known he didn’t stand a cat’s chance of winning he would never have stayed in the game. Guilt over his losses had spurred him to accept Caroline Bentnick’s offer of a loan. She had pressed the money on him; he never petitioned her for it. He intended to repay his father directly, but further misfortune befell him. Passing through the neighboring town of Sheen, on his way to meet his father, he had been held up by a highwayman. Incensed, he put up a struggle and only narrowly escaped with his life. Furthermore—iniquity of iniquities—no one believed him! His father had treated him as a veritable outcast; his sister sulked. So furious had he been at them he had left Barlow Court for a fortnight to stay with friends in Bath. Since his return he could not bear to speak to his father or Lizzie. Joshua had only to speak to the watch in Richmond and they would back up his account. He had every intention of repaying the money somehow, though as yet he was unsure how.
Joshua listened, nodding and making sympathetic noises, but he was far from taken in. Arthur Manning, to judge from all he had seen of him, was a drunken reprobate, a liar, and a thief. He had stolen from his family and from their close friends the Bentnicks; he had taken advantage of Caroline Bentnick’s fondness.
Nonetheless, when his story of woes came to an end, Joshua put on a friendly expression. “I am sorry to hear all this. No one should have to endure such misfortune. By the by, what have you heard of Mrs. Mercier and her daughter?”
Arthur laughed, a trifle grimly. “Caused quite a stir, them coming to Astley so soon after Jane Bentnick’s death. Handsome woman, though—can’t say I blame old Herbert. And as for the daughter, Violet—a dainty dish, very dainty. Can’t think what old Francis is waiting for. Surely not my sister!”
“Are you acquainted with the Merciers, then? I thought your disgrace took place before their arrival.”
Arthur pushed out his chin. “My most recent troubles happened only a fortnight ago. Told you, Pope, it’s impossible for me to enter the house openly. But that doesn’t mean I cannot go there at all.”
“What are you saying, Mr. Manning? That you have been in the house clandestinely?”
He laughed, spluttering half-swallowed brandy down his shirtfront in the process. “In a manner of speaking.”
“How, then? Tell me what you saw.”
He looked bleary-eyed into the middle distance. He was dribbling a little and slurring his words quite heavily. “I go in, sometimes, at night. I swear, Pope, if you let this be known I will kill you.”
“For what purpose?
He shrugged his shoulders. “Idle curiosity, I suppose.”
Joshua didn’t believe this for a minute. “Did you enter my rooms two nights ago?
“Possibly.”
“You removed a card from my pocket. Why?”
Arthur blinked slowly, licking his lips as if he was parched. “I was looking for something. I thought it might be there. You stirred in your sleep and I feared you would waken. I left with the card by mistake.”
“You were looking for something? What, precisely?”
Arthur looked mulish. “I caught sight of your return. You were clutching something. I thought I would see what it was.”
He was lying, Joshua was certain of it. Had he witnessed the encounter on the road? “Did you know a man named Cobb?”
Manning’s eyes opened so wide that Joshua could see the tracery of veins crisscrossing the jaundiced whites; then he began to guffaw with such resonating rowdiness that Joshua feared they might be heard. In between his paroxysms of laughter he looked down at his brandy-stained front, as if mulling over the tremendous joke. His pauses gradually became longer and longer, until at last he fell entirely silent.
“Mr. Manning,” Joshua said, “I beg you, did you see me meet Cobb? Did you ever know a man named Cobb?”
But in place of the answer he so urgently wanted came a loud and protracted snore.
Chapter Twenty-four
NEXT MORNING Joshua waited at the breakfast table over an hour for Lizzie Manning to appear. When she still hadn’t descended by nine and all the other members of the household apart from Herbert had arrived, he ventured to ask where she was. Caroline was on her way out of the room, her progress hastened by the arrival of Sabine, Joshua presumed. She turned back from the doorway to answer.
“Miss Manning left yesterday afternoon. She is not expected back before the ball in a week’s time. Good morning to you, Mr. Pope.”
Joshua maintained a look of disinterest; he didn’t wish to arouse suspicions, but the news frustrated and perplexed him. Had she found the opportunity to speak to Violet or her maid? What had she discovered? Why had she concealed her knowledge of horticulture? Above all, why had she left when she could easily have stayed on the pretext of continuing their drawing lessons?
Joshua put down his coffee cup. He would tackle Violet Mercier himself. Perhaps, if she was amenable, he could arrange an opportunity to talk to her in private and find out directly what he needed to know. He began cautiously. “I wonder, Miss Mercier, whether Miss Manning showed you any of her drawings yesterday. She made sterling progress.”
Violet raised a perfectly arched brow. Her lips gathered in a pout. “Drawings, Mr. Pope? I don’t recall seeing any. Was there some reason I should take an interest in them?”
Joshua persisted. “But, Miss Mercier, you did see Miss Manning yesterday before she left?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Because I am puzzled by her sudden departure. I thought we had agreed to continue our tuition today.”
“Evidently you were mistaken, Mr. Pope. And since you ask, we did have a brief conversation, but she said nothing whatsoever of you or your drawing lesson.” With this, she set down her porcelain tea bowl carefully in its saucer, bowed her head, then left the table.
Joshua was ready to follow her but Sabine thwarted his departure. “More drawing lessons, Mr. Pope? What did you hope to garner from them today, may I ask?”
“As I told you before, madam, Miss Manning can provide insignts that are most beneficial. In any case it seems I shall have to manage without them, for she isn’t here.”
“Mr. Pope, may I remind you of our appointment for a sitting this afternoon?”
“I had not forgotten, madam.”
“I am glad to hear it, Mr. Pope, for I must take you to task over your bad manners in neglecting another appointment. You asked my permission to question my maid yesterday afternoon. On my instruction Marie waited for you, yet you never went to speak to her. Tell me, Mr. Pope, are you in the habit of making arrangements and then ignoring them whenever it suits you? Or is this merely occasional treatment you have accorded me and my staff, along with frequent tardiness and losing my necklace?”
Joshua had forgotten the appointment because he had become caught up with Arthur Manning, thus succeeding in doing the very thing he wanted to avoid: further annoying Sabine and heaping more disapproval upon his own shoulders. He had to appease her but there was no reason to reveal his meeting with Manning. He shook his head as if ashamed of his error. “My profound apologies, madam, to you and your maid. I was waylaid yesterday evening by my painting. By the time I put down my brush, I thought it too late to trouble her.”
“Then I shall expect to see great progress in the work when I come for my sitting today,” said Sabine.
“As I am sure you shall, my dear,” said Herbert, as he entered the room.
“You may rest assured on it,” answered Joshua smoothly.
Herbert sat down with a heavy sigh to two coddled eggs and a slice of toast. “Well, Pope, any progress to report? Have you discovered the thief yet, or had any more nocturnal encounters, or caught the hapless killer of Mr. Hoare?”
Joshua didn’t know whether to resent his whimsical tone or be glad of it. “No, sir,” he replied solemnly, “though as I told Mrs. Mercier, I believe both matters are wrapped up with the dispute over the jewel. May I ask, sir, did you ever meet either Mr. Hoare or Mr. Cobb?”
Herbert raised his eyes from his egg-laden toast. “No, I never did.”
Recalling the evidence of the landlord Dunstable that he had seen Herbert embroiled in a quarrel with Cobb, Joshua recognized this for a barefaced lie, but nonetheless he kept quiet. If Herbert had something to hide, he would pursue another tack to discover it.
“I told Mr. Pope yesterday that I am not convinced the dispute has anything to do with the necklace’s disappearance and that he should not waste more time than necessary on Hoare’s death,” interrupted Sabine.
“Quite so,” said Herbert soothingly, “but if Mr. Pope believes the matters are connected, we must allow him a certain freedom to investigate. After all, I am sure he has not forgotten, his reputation depends upon it.”
Joshua was not so troubled by this implicit threat that he failed to notice the silent communication that passed between the couple. Sabine met Herbert’s gaze. He sensed from the set of her chin and the quizzical raising of her brow that she wanted to respond to Herbert, but Joshua’s presence impeded her.
• • •
AFTER BREAKFAST Joshua lost no time in seeking out Sabine’s maid. Marie was a small, dark-skinned, dark-eyed woman, aged about thirty, with purple circles about her eyes and a disgruntled, downturned mouth. Having listened to him explain his business, Marie gave a hefty sigh. “How many times more must I go over it all?” she exclaimed petulantly.
“Who else has been to ask you?”
“Mrs. Mercier, Mr. Bentnick, then yesterday Miss Manning came. Is that not enough?”
“Come, come,” said Joshua, puffing himself out. “A valuable jewel has been lost. You can’t expect it to be treated like losing a button.”
“So long as I don’t get the blame,” she said, “when you were the last to have it.”
Joshua surveyed the flowers woven into the Aubusson carpet. Why was it everyone in this house seemed so reluctant to speak openly to him? Was there no one without some secret grievance? A man of less composure might have taken Marie by the shoulders and shaken her for her impudence. But Joshua mastered the impulse. “No one is accusing you of anything,” he said gently. “Just show me first where the necklace box was kept when Mrs. Mercier was away.”
Marie moved toward the dressing table, where Sabine had fingered the necklace so lovingly. She opened the top drawer on the right-hand side. Marie took out the shagreen box, opened the lid, and held it out to him.
“This is where the necklace was kept. And this is what madam found when she opened the box. No necklace.”
Joshua closed the box and held it in his hand. “Tell me what happened when Miss Violet brought the box to you on the day I left for London.”
She answered readily, as well she might, for the story was one she had related several times before. “I took the box from Miss Violet, put it inside the drawer, where it is always kept, and locked the drawer.”
“What happened to the key?”
“I put it where madam always keeps it.” She pointed to a small silver box on the dressing table.
“Was anyone else present when you did all this?”
“Why, yes, sir. Miss Violet was here and so was Miss Caroline.”
“Tell me,” Joshua said, “and please think carefully before you reply, do you believe that the box you put away on that day was empty?”
She answered with scarcely a moment’s pause. There was an expressionless tone in her voice that suggested she was repeating her response, rather than thinking carefully about it. “I can’t be certain. But I have held the necklace in the box so often I am sure I would have noticed if it was as light as this.” Here she waved her hand at the object in Joshua’s hand.
“Between the time of Mrs. Mercier’s departure and her return two days later, did anyone enter this room, apart from yourself ?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “The room wasn’t locked. Anyone might have come in. I can’t be expected to stay here every minute of the day.”
“What was the purpose of Mrs. Mercier’s trip?”
Marie looked puzzled. At last, thought Joshua, a question she hasn’t answered before. “I don’t know.”
“Whom did she visit?”
Marie shrugged.
“Come,” said Joshua, smiling winningly, “you must have some idea. I can see how bright and observant you are. Did she let nothing slip?”
Marie blushed coquettishly. “There was a note …” Her voice trailed away.
“A note,” said Joshua, trying to conceal his excitement. “Do you have it?”
“I’m not certain if the mistress …”
“She needn’t know,” said Joshua, smiling persuasively again, “and if it helps retrieve her jewel, I will ensure you benefit handsomely.”
Marie looked at him and then turned to a small bonheur du jour at the side of the room. She opened the flap and extracted a folded paper from one of the compartments. Clearly, thought Joshua, there was not much that escaped Marie’s eye.
Joshua took the paper and unfolded it. The hand was curlicued and curvaceous, unmistakably the same as that on the note with the illegible signature he had found in Herbert’s desk. There were but two lines written on it.
Come at 6 o’clock.
Your offer is much overdue.
“Who sent this? Do you know?”
Marie shook her head.
“And when Mrs. Mercier returned from London, she gave no indication of where she had been?”
“None. She seemed at first greatly relieved when she came back. But of course that didn’t last. She went to put on the necklace; but when she opened the box she saw that it was gone.”
“And what was her reaction?”
“She was incredulous at first. Shook her head as if she didn’t believe it. Then she became very distressed. She sent for Mr. Bentnick, but before he came she had fainted. We laid her on the bed and summoned a physician; but even after he arrived it was some hours before she regained consciousness.”
Chapter Twenty-five
JOSHUA adjusted the easel and turned his attentions to his mahogany carrying box of pigments. The powders had been ready ground and he began to mix them with linseed and spirit. He was preparing for Sabine’s arrival, which he expected in an hour or two, and worked with the unhurried confidence of someone who knew precisely what he was about.
While he performed these routine tasks, his mind wandered over what he had learned thus far. The note the maid had showed him suggested that the purpose of Sabine’s recent journey was to meet the claimant for whom Cobb and Hoare had acted, and resolve the dispute. And yet both she and Herbert pretended not to know who the claimant was. Was this why the disappearance of the necklace had come as such a shock? She had believed the matter settled, only to return and find the necklace gone. Perhaps she spoke the truth when she said the dispute had nothing to do with the necklace’s loss.
But since there was no evidence of disturbance, it appeared the theft of the necklace was not the work of a casual intruder. The thief had known where to look. This suggested someone inside the household, or at the very least someone familiar with the house.
Sabine had raised Lizzie Manning’s name, citing her family’s poverty as a possible motive. Joshua had disregarded this, but having discovered Arthur Manning, who was well acquainted with the house, he could not avoid the conclusion that he might easily stoop to theft. But was he a murderer? Before he could ponder further on this, the timepiece in the corridor chimed the hour, and Sabine, dressed in her finery, swept in for her sitting.
She immediately began to examine the canvas. As she sat down, plumped her skirts around her, and waited for Joshua to arrange the finer details of her pose, she complimented him on the fine manner in which the light reflected off her skirt and gave it such richness and volume. “It is still incomplete,” said Joshua modestly. “When it is finished it will have still greater luster.”
Joshua was burning to ask her more about the visit to London. And yet he had questioned her once on the matter and feared that if he did so again, she might suspect he had read the note. But once he picked up his palette and brushes and began to scrutinize his subject, he forgot his other preoccupations, his wariness of Sabine, the danger she represented. He was struck by her luminous complexion; her eyes had a depth he hadn’t remarked before. He comprehended what it was that had so smitten Herbert. She was mesmerizing, sirenlike; a man might drown in her embrace, forget everything that he was or would be—or go to any lengths to keep her.
During the following hour Sabine spoke not a word. Joshua began with her face. He worked on the structure of the lips, painting them slightly parted, using glazes of vermilion and red lake to emphasize their voluptuousness, the way they came forward from the rest of the face and the corners tipped upward a trifle, as if she were half smiling. He concentrated then on the eyes, on their relation to her nose, on the way the eyelids hung heavy and sensual, on the deep iridescent hue of the iris and the light reflected in it.
Sometimes when he painted, Joshua thought he would never end. He worked day after day adding highlights, deepening shadows, touching up details such as locks of hair and the smallest nuance of brows and lashes. At worst, even when he forced himself to declare a picture complete, it was no more than a sum of its parts—a nose, two eyes, a mouth—soundly delineated, a good likeness, but lacking some intangible soul. But at best, a mysterious alchemy took place. Canvas and paint imbued a composition with its own life, its own spark. In the Bentnick painting, the transformation took place in that hour on that day.
When the clock chimed five and the sitting was over, Sabine swept from the room as grandiosely as she had entered. Joshua surveyed his handiwork. He knew it was his best work thus far—perhaps the best he would ever paint. The realization made him feel two things. On the one hand it seemed quite miraculous that he was the creator of such a work. On the other, he felt a curious detachment, as if by its brilliance it was too good to be his. Some other hand had made it; Joshua Pope was a spectator at the exhibition of a stranger.
Chapter Twenty-six
BARLOW COURT lay off the Sheen Road, some three miles distant by road from Astley House, on a wide stretch of land fronting the river Thames. The house was all but invisible from the road, set low down a long drive behind a dense screen of willow trees and reeds that flourished in the swampy ground.
Joshua had sent Lizzie Manning a note the previous evening saying he would call on her first thing, and having donned a smart but simple blue coat, clean breeches, a black silk cravat, and a dove gray waistcoat, he left Astley alive with expectation. His eagerness was thwarted, however, when at the Astley stables he was told by the lugubrious head groom that one spare horse was lame, a pair of bays were needed to pull the chaise, Mr. Bentnick’s mare was never ridden by anyone without his permission, and the same went for Francis’s chestnut. The only mount available was a barrel-bellied old piebald that used to pull wagons round the park.
Nevertheless, when this lowly beast, with its handsome cargo, had plodded the short distance to Barlow Court, Joshua was told by a manservant, “I regret, sir, Miss Manning is not at home.”
“Not at home? Where has she gone?” he cried, infuriated that once again she had eluded him.
“I’m not certain, sir,” said the manservant. “I’ll search out the housekeeper. Perhaps she will know.”
Left alone in the drawing room to wait, he morosely surveyed his surroundings. The room he was standing in was of moderate proportions, with sage green painted wainscoting and a large wooden chimneypiece positioned opposite two long sash windows. There were no ornaments on the mantel shelf; the walls were without a single adornment, though from the faded marks on the paintwork Joshua judged that numerous pictures had lately been removed. The furniture was sparse and simple: a single settee, two armchairs upholstered in brocade that must once have been sumptuous but was now threadbare and torn, a plain walnut cabinet, a small round tea table. Nothing more. The furniture needed polishing, cobwebs hung from the wall sconces, motes of dust clung to the bare oak boards. The whole place had a run-down air suggestive of owners in straitened circumstance.
Somewhat depressed by the gloomy interior, and still feeling ill-tempered on account of Lizzie’s absence, Joshua turned to consider the gardens, of which Granger had spoken so highly. The windows looked south across a small raised terrace, with steps leading to lawns bordered by parterres. Columbines, marguerites, lavender, periwinkles, pinks of various kinds, as well as a multitude of roses of every possible hue, bloomed in lush profusion, though most were overgrown, poorly staked, and infested with weeds. Between the parterres was a winding pathway, which, like the flower beds, seemed poorly tended, for grass had encroached upon its borders and docks sprouted along it like candlesticks set out on a dining table. Beyond lay sweeping parkland, punctuated with copses of trees, that led down toward the river, where a small summerhouse nestled among a bed of reeds.
After some minutes had passed, the housekeeper, a girl of no more than twenty, appeared. “Have I the pleasure of addressing Mr. Pope, sir?” she said.
“I thought Miss Manning expected me,” said Joshua, crossly brushing a speck of dust from his perfectly pressed lapel.
“I believe you sent her a message. She told me to make apologies and to say she had an urgent call that wouldn’t wait. She went out first thing this morning. She said to let you know she would be back later this afternoon if you care to call back.”
“Assuming I have nothing better to do,” said Joshua. But no sooner had he made this petulant retort than a shrewder thought occurred to him. Lizzie’s actions suggested whatever had taken her out this morning had some relevance to him. Why else would she ignore their rendezvous, depart so early, yet leave word for him to call back? “Did she mention where she was going?” he asked casually.
“I believe it was to visit a nurseryman at Chertsey.”
Joshua’s eyebrows knotted. “A nurseryman?”
“Aye, sir, I believe that was it.”
“But today is Sunday. Did she say why she was calling on him on this of all days?”
“No sir, she did not.”
Joshua was now consumed by a spirit of inquiry. He considered following her, but on his ancient mount he had no time to get to Chertsey and back in time to meet the midday stage with Bridget on it. In any case, if she discovered anything, he would learn of it in due course. In the meantime he might as well pass the hours before Bridget’s arrival by pursuing another equally pressing avenue.
“Tell me, then, is her brother, Mr. Arthur Manning, at home?”
The girl shook her head, uncomfortably. “No sir, he’s not been seen here for some time.”
“Since when precisely?”
“Two or three weeks. I thought he had gone abroad. That was what Miss Manning said, at any rate.”
“So you have no idea where I might find him?”
“No sir, I haven’t.”
Doubly thwarted, Joshua headed back toward Richmond and the Star and Garter, where he intended to drink an ale or two with the landlord while waiting for Bridget’s arrival. A drink or two might spur Dunstable to remember something more of relevance pertaining to Cobb and Hoare. Above all, Joshua longed to trace Cobb’s whereabouts. Perhaps here too Dunstable might help.
As he passed by the spot where Cobb had apprehended him, Joshua drew in his reins and surveyed the scene. He knew it was too much to expect that Cobb might be waiting for him. The spot was, not surprisingly, deserted. How different it looked by day. The bracken that had seemed to loom so menacingly was only harmless fronds in a delicate shade of yellowish green; the thickets of elder, hawthorn, and bramble that had impeded his way were not as impenetrable as he recalled. To his left the terrain rose quite steeply toward the hill. To his right it shelved away equally precipitously, revealing the river snaking ominously through the town of Richmond below.
He began to move slowly on when his eye was caught by a mound of stones and a lichen-covered wooden beam lying among a patch of brambles. He stopped and forced his mount to back up; he looked more closely and glimpsed, further down the slope, crouched between a cluster of boulders and some straggling hawthorn trees, the corner of a stone wall.
Was this wall a boundary, or did it form part of an old building? From his present vantage point the undergrowth obscured his view. There was no pathway leading to it, which seemed to suggest it was not a building. And yet it occurred to Joshua that if Cobb was living rough in the vicinity, this might be the type of shelter he would choose. Like a hound who catches a faint scent of its quarry, Joshua’s enquiring spirit was thus fired into action. Ablaze with energy and heedless of danger, he dismounted and led his horse to the verge, where he tethered it to the sturdy branch of a hazel. He began to make his way impatiently down the slope toward the wall, but he had traveled barely five yards before realizing that the hill was steeper and the ground softer than he had anticipated. His breeches caught on brambles, his coat was spattered with mud; but his craving for truth propelled him on.
By the time he approached the wall near enough to see it was not just a boundary, but formed part of a tumbledown building, his boots were laden with clay, his hands scratched by and bleeding from brambles, and his clothes all but ruined by the mud. He was panting heavily. Sweat clung to his brow; his eyes had darkened with concentration and a hawkish, predatory expression. There was only one thing on his mind, to find Cobb.
The building had no windows to the rear or on the side he could see. The thatched roof was rotten and had fallen in. The stone walls were in a similar state of disrepair, with crumbling mortar and missing sections. Now that he had drawn close, Joshua became aware of the scent of wood smoke. He looked again at the broken roof and thought he saw a wisp of smoke rising through. But then the wind blew and he was uncertain whether he had imagined it.
Presuming that the door and any windows faced the river, Joshua rounded the corner, forcing his way through chest-high brambles to do so. As he approached this side of the building he felt the first prickle of apprehension. To recover his breath he stood for a moment with his back pressed against the solid wall of the building. The smell of smoke suggested this was some form of human habitation. If it was Cobb’s hideout and he was inside, he could hardly fail to have heard Joshua’s approach. Would he be lying in wait as he rounded the corner, making for the door? But then Joshua remembered Cobb’s feeble health: his cough, his limp, the wound to his arm. He wouldn’t escape a second time.
He came to the point where the side of the building met the front wall. He edged forward on all fours, arming himself with a large stone. Turning the corner, Joshua saw that the building was a dilapidated barn. There were no windows and the only way in was through a wide doorway. The door stood ajar, blocking his view of the interior.
There was a wide crack in the doorjamb, between the wall and the gaping door. Joshua pressed his eye against it. The interior was gloomy but the hole in the roof gave enough light for him to make out sheaves of hay and straw heaped up against the back wall and a broken ladder leading to an open loft above, where more sheaves were stacked up. In the center of the floor was a mound of ashes and charred remains of logs—the source of the smoke he had seen. As far as he could tell, the barn was deserted. Joshua stood up and went in.
He kicked about in the ashes; those underneath still glowed red. There were numerous footprints visible in the soft mud of the floor and a couple of bones, as if someone had recently consumed a meal here. The sight of them made him nervous. He heard a faint rustle overhead and jerked his head. As he did so he had the curious impression of a large black silhouette, resembling a gargantuan bat or monster eagle, looming over him. He felt a heavy thud and his skull seemed to crumble like a blackbird’s egg; then came a dull throb of pain as his legs gave way beneath him. A hot trickle of blood oozed from the wound to his head. Too dazed and shocked to feel fear, he was aware only of being furious at having been caught out, of rough hands taking a grip of him, of being trussed with rope and gagged and hauled, feetfirst, into the sky. He could see the blood form a luminous pool in the dark earth beneath him. And then there was nothing.
Chapter Twenty-seven
WHEN JOSHUA came to, his arms and legs were tightly bound. His tongue was swollen and tender, as if he had bitten it, and a gag in his mouth salty with the taste of blood. He lay on his side in a bed of damp straw. His skin felt as if it were made from parchment. Even the smallest movement made his head spin. From the corner of his eye he could see the floor of the barn and a pulley attached to a long rope net dangling overhead. Presumably the contraption was used to lift hay and straw to the loft, but Joshua realized that it was how he had himself been hauled up to the loft.
Despite his pounding head, his recollections of what had happened until the moment he was struck were clear as candlelight. He had entered the barn and been aware of something looming over him. He had never seen his attacker’s face.
Who was he? If it was John Cobb, it posed more questions than it answered. Why had he bound and tied him? Was Cobb intent on killing him? If it wasn’t Cobb, who else could it be?
He forced himself into a sitting position. As he did so his brain seemed to lurch about, like a weathercock in a tempest. He felt sick with dizziness, but by biting hard on the gag, imagining it was his captor’s arm, he managed to steady himself.
He searched for some means to release himself. He needed only a scythe or a plow, or even a nail, to work his bindings free. But there was nothing save straw and hay and the embers of the fire below and a ladder leading to the floor.
After a minute’s reflection he shuffled forward to the top of the ladder. The instant he looked down his head began to swim again and he had to grip the ledge. The ladder wasn’t secured at the top. The gradient at which it descended seemed almost vertical; the floor lay some fifteen feet below; too high to jump without risk of serious injury. To add to his woes, the first two rungs of the ladder were broken.
Without dwelling on the risk, he took hold of the broken rung with his bound hands, propelled himself forward. He felt the wood sag under his weight, but he managed to get his boots on the lower rung before the wood came away in his hands. Letting it fall to the ground, Joshua pressed his body forward and grabbed at the side supports. The ladder juddered alarmingly from side to side under the sudden shift of weight. But it remained upright.
With his chin jutting forward to keep himself from overbalancing backward on the ladder, Joshua moved his legs caterpillar-like down a rung, then slid his hands down and began the whole looping process again. He had managed three or four of these arduous moves before he turned to look over his shoulder to see how far he was from the floor. As soon as he did so his weight was thrown back and the ladder pulled away from its resting place above his head. He threw himself forward again—but too late. For a long moment the ladder seemed suspended in midair and Joshua felt like some circus clown performing a balancing act for the amusement of spectators. The ladder teetered then lurched backward. Joshua lost his hold and pitched to the floor.
The ladder fell across the embers of the fire. He picked himself up, bruised, shaken, but triumphantly alive. His head wound had begun to bleed again, a copious flow that coursed down his cheek and neck. As he took stock of his injuries, he realized that, with his hands still bound, he would be unable to defend himself if his attacker should return.
He shuffled over where the broken rung had fallen to the ground and made his way back to the fire with it. In no time the fire took hold. He held up the flaming wood, and then moved some distance from the fire and sat down. With legs stretched out, he jammed the torch between his feet. Then he held his manacled wrists toward the flame. There was an acrid stench of burning jute and tar as he felt the heat searing his wrists. He pulled his hands away. The rope had burned through. His hands were free.
He untied his feet, wincing with pain. He rose unsteadily to his feet. Every step was agony, but with all the speed he could muster, he dragged himself out the door and began to heave himself toward the road. The distance was only fifty yards, yet it might have been fifty miles for the effort it cost him. He was feeble as an old woman, and negotiating the nettles and brambles had him panting and sweating and forced him to stop to regain his breath every few yards.
He was nearly at the roadside when he heard a rasping cough, followed by a gasping sound, as if someone was fighting for breath. He saw a man standing beneath a tree at the verge on the far side of the road. Between his spasms of coughing he was attempting to untie Joshua’s horse. His figure was lanky, his hair unkempt, his dark cloak spattered with mud. Joshua recognized him instantly, even though the last time he had seen him was in the dark. The cough gave him away. It was the man who called himself John Cobb.
In that instant Joshua forgot his injuries. Rage, unadulterated and sweet, brought him strength.
“You miserable, villainous devil!” he bellowed. “I’ll thank you to leave the beast alone, for he belongs to me.”
As Joshua lurched onto the verge and hobbled across the road, the man’s eyes widened in horror at the apparition caked in mud and blood, careering wildly toward him.
“Yes, villain,” Joshua said. “Your handiwork makes a fearsome spectacle, does it not? And I intend to see you brought to justice for it.”
“What do you mean?” said the man, taking a step back. “I have not encountered you since the other night, when I tried to retrieve my bag and you would not let me have it. And as my scars testify, it was you who injured me.”
“Then you confess you are John Cobb.”
“I told you so the other night, did I not? It was you who chose not to believe me.”
“Well, now I do believe you. And I will have some explanation.”
“Explanation for what? For being who I told you I was, or not being who you believed me to be?”
“Don’t try your tomfoolery with me. Tell me first, what is your purpose in skulking about the countryside assaulting innocent men such as I? And what were you about to do with my horse?”
Cobb looked guarded, but Joshua discerned none of the guilt he expected. His breast heaved, as if it pained him to speak. “I do not understand you, sir. My only interest was in my possessions. The bag you took—I must have it, for it contains something of great value. As you see, I am in dire need of a change of clothes and the little money I had is all gone. Everything I have left is in that bag.”
He looked at Joshua’s incredulous face, then sighed again and continued. “I don’t believe you are the type of man to withhold something from its rightful owner, but that is what you are doing. I cannot say I blame you for not believing me the other night. How were you to know I was not a footpad? I may as well confess to you that the reason I was standing by your horse was because I have come in search of you. I wanted to beg you again to return my bag to me.”
“How did you know the horse was mine?”
“I waited by the entrance gate to Astley and saw you go out. I didn’t want to apprehend you within sight of the house, where those who threaten me might see me, so I decided I would wait here for your return. I suppose I must have fallen asleep while I waited, for I never saw you pass by. But as good fortune would have it, when I came to, I saw your horse. I guessed you would return before long.”
Cobb’s candor didn’t convince Joshua one jot. Indeed, with all the fuss the rogue made over his bag, Joshua now began to wonder if the necklace might be contained inside. Yet he had searched it and found nothing.
“If you are willing to admit all that, why won’t you tell me honestly for what purpose you just now leapt on me, struck me on the head, and tied me up?”
“I swear to you I did no such thing.”
“Is not that shelter down the slope where you have been sleeping?”
“Yes. But I go there only at night. I am fearful that if I stay there during the day the owner might apprehend me.”
“Then if it wasn’t you, who was it that attacked me just now?”
Cobb looked toward the building, where smoke from the burning ladder rose in a plume from the roof. “I regret I cannot say. It may be that your assailant mistook you for me. My own life has recently been threatened. It wouldn’t be the first time another man had suffered in my stead.”
Joshua still suspected Cobb had attacked him—his mere presence seemed evidence of that—yet Cobb’s face and manner betrayed no sign of guile. In fact, he appeared genuinely confused by Joshua’s condition. Moreover, seeing Cobb again reminded Joshua how feeble he was. He looked barely capable of supporting his own weight, let alone leaping from a hayloft, beating him about the head, and hauling him twenty feet in the air.
“What do you mean when you say your life has been threatened?”
“Hoare was killed. I should have gone to that rendezvous.”
“How can you be certain the dead man was Hoare?”
“I will explain properly on one condition.”
“Name it.”
“As I said before, I am in the direst need. Without my bag, I have no money for the basic necessities of life. Give me your word you will return my belongings to me immediately and I will tell you everything you ask.”
There was a note of desperation in this plea that Joshua sensed was genuine. Moreover, Cobb was the key to this entire business, and without his cooperation it might be impossible to unravel. Joshua thought of his endangered reputation; the dead Hoare; the missing necklace. He needed Cobb as much as Cobb needed his bag. More, probably. He would be a fool if he didn’t appease him, for the time being at least.
“Very well,” said Joshua. “I will return your bag as soon as I am able. But you must answer me now about Hoare.”
“How do I know I can trust you?”
“I might ask the same of you. How do I know it wasn’t you who attacked me just now?”
“You have only to look at me,” replied Cobb. “I am not accustomed to this climate and contracted a cough from the day I arrived here. The last days have had an even more drastic effect on my health. I have been subjected to physical attack by you and others. In short, I am no match for you. Do you honestly believe such a thing would be possible?”
Joshua had little option but to give Cobb the benefit of the doubt and agree to his terms. What had he to lose? More if he didn’t risk it than if he did.
“Very well,” said Joshua, “These are my terms. I will give you sufficient money to make your way to London and have a good meal …”
“London?”
“Yes, London. Until I return the bag, you must stay at my lodgings off Saint Martin’s Lane. Saint Peter’s Court. Here’s the key. I will send word to the landlady. No one will trace you there and I want to keep you safe in a place where I can contact you when I need to. I will bring the bag to you as soon as I am able. But before you leave you must tell me what you know. Do you agree?”
It seemed ironic to Joshua that Cobb pondered this proposal every bit as warily as he had offered it. Neither of them trusted each other, yet both were forced to cooperate. Nevertheless, having shaken hands on it, Cobb needed little further prompting. He spoke in a rush, as though he feared being apprehended before he had finished.
“I arrived in this country three months ago. A London solicitor by the name of Bartholomew Hoare engaged me. He was pursuing a claim relating to a dispute over the will of a man by the name of Charles Mercier, who had lived all his life in Bridgetown, Barbados. Charles Mercier had left most of his possessions to his wife, who also resided on the island. But he had a daughter by an earlier relationship who lived in London. On his death she was bequeathed an important piece of jewelry—an emerald necklace. But Mrs. Mercier, being particularly fond of this jewel, resolved to ignore the bequest and keep it for herself.”
“But who is the daughter?” Joshua asked impatiently.
Cobb signed and shook his head. “I regret that is something I have never discovered. Hoare knew, but in the interests of his client’s reputation he never divulged it. In any case, that has nothing to do with it. Hoare was killed in error. I was the intended victim.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“Hoare attended a rendezvous at Astley in my place and died as a result. A message was sent to me. I should have gone that night.”
“And the motive for wishing you dead?”
Cobb’s gaze shifted uneasily. “I don’t know. I presume it is my involvement in the dispute over the necklace. What other reason is there? I am only lately arrived in this country. I have no friends here, no family, and none but the most casual of acquaintances outside my profession.”
“Come, come, Mr. Cobb!” Joshua said, annoyed by his guile. “Your professional dealings are all very fine, but let us not beat about the bush more than necessary. I have read a certain letter from Violet to you which speaks of an association and implies you have been pursuing her.”
Cobb winced. “How did you find it? Hoare took it from me.”
“That is no concern of yours. Explain yourself.”
He looked down at his feet and sighed. “Since you know, there’s no reason for me to pretend otherwise. My involvement with Violet began some time ago, soon after the death of her stepfather, when I was first commissioned to reclaim the necklace. At that stage Mrs. Mercier said that she was keeping the necklace to hand it on to her daughter. My intention was, therefore, to inform Violet of the facts of the dispute, trusting her integrity would prevail and that she would persuade her mother of the folly of her ways. I explained that not only had her mother refused to abide by Mr. Mercier’s will and relinquish the necklace, but that she had also curtailed all payments to Charles Mercier’s daughter. I think Violet saw reason and felt pity for the girl. But Mrs. Mercier refused to discuss the matter with her. By then, having met Violet several times, I had fallen for her charms. Why, sir, tell me, as an artist, is she not quite the most beautiful creature you ever saw?”
“My opinion of Violet’s beauty is neither here nor there, Mr. Cobb,” Joshua said firmly. “What interests me more is whether or not you took the necklace. For I will tell you frankly I have been accused of the crime and unless I recover it soon, I may expect to be hanged and very probably dissected by some devilish surgeon.”
Cobb’s face dissolved into a picture of confusion. “What are you saying? The necklace is gone? I cannot credit it! Why did you not tell me so at once?”
“I fancied you knew. I assumed you had taken it. The thought even crossed my mind it might be in your bag and that you killed Hoare on account of it.”
“For what reason would I take it clandestinely? Have I not told you I am a solicitor, an officer of justice? It would be contrary to professional ethics to do so. And why would I kill Hoare? He didn’t own the necklace any more than I did.”
“And do not professional ethics preclude attempted robbery and clandestine meetings with the daughters of interested parties?”
Cobb waved an airy hand, as if the argument was too pathetic to warrant serious response. “That is different. I told you the reason for it. I love Violet. And I accosted you to retrieve my own property. It is quite another thing to purloin a priceless necklace and kill a man. In all honesty, I have not the faintest idea who took it, nor who killed Hoare.”
Chapter Twenty-eight
JOSHUA WAS POISED to broach the subject of Arthur Manning when he heard the slow clopping of hooves and creaking of wheels behind him.
A gig driven by a scruffy urchin wearing no shoes and clothed in the grimiest rags approached from the direction of the town. The vehicle was drawn by a moth-eaten bay, its shaggy coat clogged with dust, and myriad flies causing it to twitch with annoyance. What struck Joshua most about the vehicle, however, was not its sorry horse nor its pathetic driver, but the single passenger.
It was Bridget Quick, his landlady’s daughter. She was clad in a muslin-sprigged gown; her hair was nicely curled beneath a straw bonnet trimmed with roses and forget-me-nots; her cheeks were pink as carnations and her eyes shone. She looked more enticing than ever—as sweet and wholesome as a ripe plum.
“Why, Bridget, how well you look!” Joshua stammered.
“Joshua Pope! Is it you? What a fright you gave me!” she exclaimed. He knew he looked more hideous than the most revolting ruffian she had ever seen in the gutter of a London street.
“Yes, Bridget, it is I.”
“Then you must be expecting me. I sent a letter to you soon after Mr. Bentnick’s visit. Since you weren’t there to meet me, I did what I said and decided to make my way to the house. Perhaps I should not have come without waiting to hear from you. What a state you are in. What on earth have you done to yourself ?”
He was relieved that Bridget expressed concern rather than revulsion. “Forgive me, Bridget. I have met with a misadventure. I have been knocked unconscious and tied up, and I only narrowly escaped with my life.” Why not embellish a little? he thought. “And with all this drama I quite forgot that I had intended to be at the Star and Garter to meet you.”
“I see,” she said. “Then perhaps I can assist in some way? Otherwise I should turn back to London immediately.”
A flood of disappointment enveloped Joshua. He had intended the catalogue of woes to elicit sympathy, not make her run away. After all he had endured, how pleasant it would be to have an hour or two in Bridget’s company without fear of apprehension from her gorgon of a mother. Suddenly none of the pressing matters of Sabine’s necklace, Hoare’s death, and his own reputation seemed so urgent.
“No, Bridget, forgive me for greeting you like this. But the wounds are superficial, and you cannot leave when you have only just arrived. Let us proceed to Astley. I will attend to myself and then we will take a stroll on the hill.”
The temptation of seeing Astley seemed to tip the balance. “I have heard Astley’s gardens are most remarkable. Certainly it would interest me to see them.” Thus she agreed.
With the appearance of Bridget, Joshua speedily determined to alter the plan. He would make an excuse and send Cobb to a lodging house to wait for him. But when he turned to do so, he found Cobb had melted away and was limping at a surprising speed two hundred yards down the road, in the direction of the Star and Garter and the London stage.
“Who was that man you were with?” demanded Bridget, spotting Cobb’s retreating figure.
“That,” said Joshua with a sinking heart, “was John Cobb.” There would be time enough later to work out how to break the news gently to her that he had just invited a man who might or might not be a dangerous malefactor to stay in her mother’s house.
SINCE Joshua was incapable of riding in his present condition, they tethered his nag to the back of the cart and he took a seat behind. Herbert was reading a book in the garden when their bedraggled procession arrived at Astley. He looked astonished at the sight of Joshua, disheveled and bloody, and Bridget, winsome and pink, driven in an oxcart by a ragged urchin.
Throwing down his volume, he bustled toward them. He recognized Bridget from his recent visit to search Joshua’s rooms, and seemed pleased to see her, but words failed him when he regarded Joshua. He turned chalk white, as he considered every cut and bruise and blemish. And yet when Joshua briefly told him what had happened, he offered no word of sympathy.
Racked with pain and craving a bath and clean clothes, it was all Joshua could do to ask Herbert to show Bridget the gardens and stagger indoors. Herbert took the request in his stride. The last thing Joshua heard as he unsteadily scaled the steps to the door was, “Now, you will recall I told you of my damask and musk roses. If you would care to come this way, Miss Quick, I will show you some that are particularly splendid …”
ONCE in his room, Joshua called for Peters, the first footman, to send for a servant to fill the bathtub and bring bandages and ointment. An old manservant by the name of Henderson, with a wizened face and a humped back, arrived with pails of steaming water. After filling the copper tub, Henderson helped Joshua to discard his filthy clothes and step in. Joshua steeped himself in the hot water—though his wrists were so painful he couldn’t submerge them and had to lay them on the rim of the tub. He demanded a cloth and gingerly washed the blood from his face. Only then did he dare ask Henderson for a looking glass.
Joshua hardly recognized himself. His left eye was livid and swollen, and there was a deep cut beneath it. The wound to his forehead, white skin gaping open to reveal a cavern of red, was some four inches long.
He dried and dressed laboriously with the assistance of the hunched servant, flinching whenever the towel touched a bruise or a graze, which was often. But when he asked Henderson to tend to his wounds, the old man frowned and shook his head. “You must excuse me, sir. I will send immediately for someone better fitted to such a task.” Then he bowed and left.
While Joshua waited for one of the housemaids, he examined his burns. The skin was heavily blistered; there were pouches of skin full of watery liquid; in places the skin had burst, and the raw red flesh was so excruciatingly tender that the thought of anything touching his wrists, let alone wearing his shirtsleeves buttoned, was unbearable.
Strangely, for one who had always been much preoccupied by imaginary maladies, Joshua felt surprisingly calm when faced with real injury. The burns were severe. If they didn’t heal, the repercussions on his career might be grave, yet he didn’t fret. What would be would be; there was nothing much he could do about it.
Not long after the old servant left he heard a gentle knock and his door opened.
“I gather you have been hurt and require assistance, Mr. Pope?”
His eyebrows shot up and his cheeks reddened. To his astonishment, there stood Caroline Bentnick carrying a tray of ointments and bottles.
“Miss Bentnick. Forgive me for troubling you. I would not have done so, only Henderson said he couldn’t dress my wounds but would send someone better suited.”
“And will I not do, Mr. Pope?” she said, pursing her lips as she came closer to peer at the gash on his head. She gently inspected first one wrist, then the other. “He was right to do so. I have a little medical knowledge, taught to me by my mother. I will do what I can, but if there is no improvement soon, you should see a physician.”
With that, Caroline Bentnick unstoppered a small brown bottle and poured a draft into a glass. “Take this, Mr. Pope.”
“What is it?”
“Something to alleviate your discomfort.”
“Laudanum?”
“No. If you must know, a mixture of ingredients closer to hand. Honey and water and wine and powdered rush. Drink it and you will feel better.”
Joshua drank the bittersweet liquid. Almost immediately, his pain diminished. Then Caroline applied a preparation made from trefoil and sweet oil and treacle with a feather, and then wrapped his wrists in wadding.
“I won’t be able to paint if you wrap the bandages so tight,” he protested.
“Then you must find some alternative occupation for a day or two. Perhaps you could continue your instruction with Lizzie Manning?”
“Miss Manning’s application was wanting. Besides, she is too busy to see me. When I called on her today she had gone out.”
Caroline Bentnick smiled and met his eyes. “Lizzie Manning is the most charming girl. From hearing her speak to you, I sense in what high opinion she holds you. She would not mean to slight you. If she missed your visit, there must have been a pressing reason.” Joshua nodded. “That is all very well, Miss Bentnick. But what was the reason?”
Chapter Twenty-nine
AFTER Caroline Bentnick left him, Joshua meant to go in search of Bridget, but the potion he had taken was stronger than he knew. Loath though he was to yield to sleep, his head began to swim, his eyes grew heavier than a handful of sovereigns, and minutes later he lost consciousness.
He awoke, bathed in perspiration and filled with a longing for Rachel he hadn’t experienced for many months. For a time he tried to console himself with thoughts of Meg and their last encounter, but that only increased his sense of loneliness. It was morning. His father’s timepiece read just after seven o’clock. Outside, a chorus of birdsong echoed; inside, the house was silent. At some stage during the hours of his unconsciousness someone had undressed him. He was clad in his nightshirt and nightcap; his clothes were neatly folded on the chair. He had no recollection at all of being undressed but prayed it was the footman Peters or one of the other manservants and not Caroline Bentnick.
The cup with the dregs of the draft she had given him still stood on the night table. Propped against the cup was a bulky letter.
His first thought was that it must be a message from Bridget, whom he had abandoned to Herbert Bentnick. Fearing the letter would contain a reprimand for having left her after urging her to stay, he now began to fret. He was already in an awkward predicament, having sent Cobb to his lodgings, the wisdom of which now seemed undeniably flawed. He relied upon Bridget’s goodwill toward him to pacify her mother. He reached for the letter, full of dread at what it might contain.
Then he saw from the hand that the letter wasn’t from Bridget—it was from Lizzie Manning.
30th May 1766
Barlow Court, Richmond
Mr. Pope,
I gather from my housekeeper that you came to Barlow this morning and were somewhat put out to find me absent and unable to greet you. Forgive me for missing you. I went to question a nurseryman on the subject of pineapples. Forgive me also for quitting Astley without first apprising you of my conversation with Violet. The minute I finished with her I received a message from my father that made it imperative for me to leave.
That apart, let me recount my most interesting conversation. I took Violet for a stroll on her return from another trip to London for fitting her dress—has any garment in Christendom required such an excess of attention?
In any event, to the matter in hand. I told Violet we believed Mr. Cobb might still be alive and that he might be responsible for the disappearance of the necklace. You may rest assured I made no mention of the letters we discovered—how would I do so without incriminating you?
On hearing it wasn’t Cobb who had died but, we surmised, Hoare, her face seemed to brighten. Seeing this, I asked whether she was still fond of him, to which she replied rather sharply that there was nothing between them and, on the contrary, I should know there was someone else who now held sway over her feelings. I presume this “someone else” was Francis and that she did not say so for fear of incurring my wrath.
When I questioned her about the necklace’s disappearance, she declared I must have been recruited by Cobb to pursue her, for he had pestered her interminably for assistance in persuading her mother to hand over the jewel, but that despite all her efforts her mother was determined to keep it. I assured her I was entirely openminded on the subject of Cobb and the necklace, and that it was in her mother’s interest that we recover the jewel. With these reassurances she became calmer and told me a little of the history behind the necklace. The story was an intriguing one.
Charles Mercier, Violet’s stepfather, was a shipping clerk, a kindly, prudent soul, with a great antipathy to risk taking and gambling of any sort. His strange aversion resulted from an incident that took place when he was a young man, and he often spoke of the episode as a way of keeping Violet from the perils of gaming.
When he was aged no more than three and twenty he attended an assembly at the governor’s residence, where he was introduced to a newly widowed countess, a woman of substantial means who was lately arrived in Bridgetown to inspect her estates on the island. During the evening Charles Mercier engaged the countess in conversation, upon which she cajoled him to join her in a round of ombre. By some extraordinary quirk of fate, Charles, who as far as anyone knew could scarcely tell a jack from an ace, won every hand. His winnings included a promissory note from the countess for a valuable emerald necklace that had belonged to her family for centuries. Next morning she sent her maid round with the necklace—hoping perhaps that in due course she would have the opportunity to win it back.
The maid, whose name was Emma Baynes, was by all accounts a titian-haired beauty, and Charles Mercier, still heady with his successes of the previous night, was much struck by her. He asked her to try on the necklace so he could see it well displayed. When Emma opened the case and took out a necklace fashioned as a serpent, he was more than a little shocked. But then he laughed and proclaimed it most fitting, since the serpent of temptation had surely led the countess astray the previous night.
The meeting led to a romantic liaison in which Charles Mercier fell deeply in love with Emma Baynes. Meanwhile, much to the chagrin of the countess, he refused all invitations to play her at ombre—or any other game, for that matter. Three months later, by which time the disgruntled countess had virtually ruined herself with losses, she decided to return to London.
At about this time Emma Baynes discovered she was expecting a child. Charles Mercier immediately offered to marry her, but Emma—a foolish, headstrong girl—had other ideas. She detested the climate in Barbados and missed her homeland. Moreover, she had a sweetheart in London whom she believed to be so besotted with her beauty he would marry her despite her condition. Thus, she turned down Mercier’s proposal.
While he was greatly saddened by her refusal, Charles stood by his responsibilities. He promised to make arrangements to support the child and her mother, who would not be able to continue in service once the child was born. Emma never divulged anything of her hopes of marriage in London and agreed eagerly to accept his financial assistance.
All this took place fifteen years before Sabine married Charles Mercier. He was always scrupulously honest about the daughter he had never met. He told Sabine frankly of her existence and warned her that he intended to do as much for this child as for any legitimate offspring he might father with her. In the event, Sabine and Charles’s union was childless; and while Charles grew fond of Violet, and often called her his daughter, his pledge to remember his natural child was never forgotten.
Soon after their marriage, Charles showed Sabine the emerald serpent and told her the history behind it. Sabine, much taken with the unique beauty of the jewel, asked if she might wear it from time to time—a request to which Charles Mercier agreed. For the next ten years Sabine proudly wore the emerald necklace whenever the opportunity arose. As far as anyone knew, Charles never actually told Sabine the jewel was hers, but neither did he give her any inkling of his intentions to bequeath it elsewhere.
It was only a year ago, after Charles’s death, when the will was read, that Sabine discovered his decision to leave this most precious object to his illegitimate daughter. The reason he gave was simple. The necklace had been brought to him in the hands of Emma Baynes. Were it not for that jewel, his daughter would never have been born. In his eyes it was only fitting that she should have it.
It is not hard to imagine Sabine’s feelings of outrage and resentment. She had no qualms about flouting the will, arguing that it had been written many years ago, in the early days of her marriage, and that Charles had in the meantime changed his mind. Why else would he have allowed her to wear the necklace so frequently? Moreover, Violet had been more of a daughter to him than a child he had never seen. And she, Sabine, had been more of a wife than Emma Baynes. What claimant could possibly oppose her?
Soon after Sabine expressed her determination to hold on to the necklace, a Bridgetown attorney by the name of John Cobb contacted Violet and asked her to meet him, “over a matter in which you might be able to give someone less fortunate than yourself some assistance.” Violet, who knew only the bare rudiments of the dispute, agreed, perhaps a little naively, to Cobb’s request, never suspecting that he was acting on behalf of her mother’s adversary.
Cobb told Violet that Charles Mercier’s daughter in London was of similar age to herself; that Emma Baynes had recently died, and unless her daughter received her rightful inheritance, she would be forced to scratch out a living in the streets as best she could—an outcome that Charles Mercier had expressly intended to prevent. Did she not feel a sense of duty to do right by this poor girl whom she knew her stepfather had wanted to protect?
Violet listened carefully. Cobb was a tall, handsome fellow—being the focus of his persuasive charms was agreeable. Remembering how good her stepfather had been toward her, she felt a twinge of conscience. She went so far as to mention the matter to her mother, but Sabine was unbending. Her only compromise was to promise to make alternative financial arrangements if Emma Baynes’s daughter agreed to give up her claim to the necklace.
So Violet seesawed between the two camps, continually pursued by Cobb, whose every argument was refuted by her mother. How was she to know which of them was telling the truth? Before long, Cobb professed his romantic interest in her, promising that if she reciprocated his affection, he would do his utmost to work in her best interests with regard to the necklace. Perhaps the claimant would accept a financial settlement rather than the jewel itself.
At this point, Violet became visibly distressed. Tears coursed her cheeks as she declared that although she found him pleasant and handsome, she had no romantic inclinations in that quarter. She did everything possible to discourage Cobb’s attentions, writing to him and telling him to his face that she wanted nothing to do with him and nothing to do with the necklace if he was part of the bargain.
She had thought herself rid of the wretched man when she and Sabine left Bridgetown and moved to Astley. Thus you will understand how on the day she went for a stroll with Francis Bentnick and met Cobb wandering the gardens, she could hardly believe her eyes. In a turmoil of disbelief she told her mother of her encounter and begged her to give him the necklace so that she could live her life in peace—after all, why did she need the wretched necklace when Herbert could buy her a dozen more?
Sabine was unmoved and seemed hardly surprised at the news of Cobb’s appearance. She told Violet not to concern herself about the necklace. Herbert knew the details of the matter; he intended to call on Cobb and would advise her how to proceed.
I think it was at this juncture that Violet seemed to realize the ambiguity of her words. “Miss Manning,” she said, “the reason I said nothing of all this to you before was because I feared if I admitted to knowing Cobb, I might in some way incriminate my mother of some involvement in his death. The necklace has inordinate significance in her eyes; who knows to what lengths she would go to keep it? However, now you have told me Cobb is alive, and someone else is dead, there is no reason whatsoever not to tell you the truth, is there?”
I didn’t point out the obvious—that Hoare may have been killed because he was mistaken for Cobb; and that if this was the case, her mother might well be guilty. I did ask, however, if her mother had ever met Cobb. “No,” said Violet without hesitation. “Cobb knew my mother’s animosity toward him and kept out of her sight. To my knowledge she never did meet him.”
Surely, my friend, this is further corroboration of our most promising theory. If Sabine didn’t know what Cobb looked like, she could easily have killed Hoare by mistake. What do you think?
Yours,
Lizzie Manning
Joshua was as intrigued by the motives of Lizzie Manning as the content of her letter. She had written cordially, but there were questions left unanswered, instructions ignored, which spoke volumes about her true character. What had her father said to cause her to leave Astley so precipitously? What was so pressing about pineapples to make her go to a nursery the morning he arrived, and yet neglect to mention it? Why had she deliberately ignored his warning not to tell Violet that Cobb might be alive? The lengthy history of the jewel was all very intriguing, but much of it he had already learned from Cobb, and she had entirely ignored his request to question Violet closely about the day Joshua had left Astley. He wanted to know the details of how she had given the necklace to the maid, to see whether this agreed with the maid’s account. He wanted to know how reliable Violet thought the maid, how long she had been in their service, and would she be capable of theft? What had made her ignore these crucial instructions, forget there was a noose hanging over his head?
He shook his head. In a sense he had only himself to blame for not realizing much sooner that she acted carelessly, not from malice. Lizzie’s central concern was Francis. Her family predicament could only add to her anxiety that no one threaten her marriage to Francis. Compared with her own future, what would his downfall matter?
But it was surely most significant that Lizzie had never mentioned her brother to Joshua; neither had she mentioned the family’s straitened circumstances, nor her interest in horticulture. Why had she pressed so insistently to involve herself in his enquiries? Was there more than innocent fondness for Francis?
Joshua sprang up from his bed, only to be wrenched by aches and throbs. A bulky dressing was wrapped around his forehead. Bandages were bound around his wrists and palms, leaving only the tips of his fingers free. It was a good half hour before he accomplished the feat of pulling on buff breeches, buttoning a brown coat with ocher frogging, and tying a yellow cravat. Then, having tied his dark hair back—a wig was out of the question with the bandage—and maneuvered himself into his boots, he glanced at himself in the mirror. All things considered, he looked not too bad. With this consoling thought he hobbled downstairs.
HE FOUND Bridget seated in the breakfast room with Herbert and Caroline. The trio looked perfectly at ease. “Mr. Pope,” said Caroline, “are you quite well and recovered? I had expected you to sleep until late and said as much to Miss Quick. You look better, though still a little peaky, if truth be told.”
“I am very well,” Joshua replied, rubbing his head, which was pounding uncomfortably. “And as you see, I am perfectly recovered.”
Joshua turned to Bridget. “Miss Quick, you are still here. My apologies for abandoning you. I feared you would have lost patience and returned to London.”
“Not at all, Mr. Pope,” replied Bridget, replacing her cup lightly in its saucer. “Miss Bentnick was kind enough to apprise me of your condition and to offer me a bed for the night. And I have enjoyed a promenade in the gardens with Mr. Bentnick as a guide. All in all, I have been most hospitably treated.”
Joshua was struck by her easy manner. She held her head high; her neck was longer and more slender than he remembered; her bosom swelled enticingly within her bodice; her hair was attractively arranged—was that a rose in it? Most important, she seemed not at all put out by his absence the evening before. After the antics of Lizzie Manning, this was welcome relief.
In a more optimistic frame of mind, he turned to Caroline Bentnick. When she had come to attend to his wounds the previous day he had perceived a certain softening in her manner; and now she met his gaze with a friendly directness. What had effected this transformation?
“Miss Quick is a most welcome guest,” said Caroline, as if she had read his thoughts. “She has been most practical in her advice regarding preparations for dinner and is welcome to stay longer, if she chooses. Why, Mr. Pope, after all the help she has given, you should bring her to the ball on Friday.”
Bridget glowed with delight at Caroline’s offer. Joshua thought she would accept. But remembering her mother, he swiftly intervened.
“Your offer is most generous, but Bridget—Miss Quick, I mean—has to return to London or her mother will be anxious. And she is kept very busy in town. I doubt she has time to socialize …”
You can hardly remain here another three days. Think of yourBridget frowned. “Not at all,” she interposed. “I told my mother I might stay the night with my aunt at Twickenham. If I don’t return, she will presume I am there.”
“You can hardly remain here another three days. Think of your duties to your poor mother … her rheumatism.”
“Then if she must go, she shall return tomorrow. London is no more than a couple of hours from Richmond, after all,” cut in Herbert, in a voice that countenanced no refusal. “Meanwhile, Mr. Pope, since you are unable to paint, you might turn your thoughts urgently to recovering Mrs. Mercier’s necklace. I hear Sir William Manning, the justice, is due to return any day now. As soon as he does, if you have made no progress, I intend to put the matter in his hands. I don’t say I think you are guilty, Pope. If I did I would hardly invite you to my table. Nonetheless you must see things might look different from other perspectives. As I told you before, Mrs. Mercier believes I have shown you excessive leniency.”
With this chilling announcement, Herbert discarded a crust of toast on his plate, dropped his napkin on the table, and stalked from the room.
“It’s settled, then,” said Caroline, as if her father’s outburst and Joshua’s imminent doom were no more than a trifle. “You will spend the morning taking Miss Quick on a drive to see a little of the local region, Mr. Pope. That will give you something to do—and I wager you have yet to take a stroll on the hill, or in the gardens at Kew. Your bandages should stay on your hands for at least two days. I have told my father you will be unable to paint until Wednesday at the soonest. And since today is only Monday, you have plenty of time to fill. Miss Quick is extremely sensible and will make sure you don’t overexert yourself after your recent ordeal.”
“But the necklace … You heard what your father said. I really should do something more,” Joshua objected.
“Do not worry yourself about that odious object,” said Caroline, wafting a hand as if whisking away a bluebottle. “I warrant my father’s threats have no substance whatsoever. In my opinion we are all better off without the wretched thing.”
Chapter Thirty
THUS IT WAS AGREED that Bridget Quick was to be his constant companion for that day and, unless he could muster some plausible excuse, his partner at the forthcoming ball as well. Joshua accepted the situation with outward good grace—Bridget was undeniably appealing—but inwardly, frustration raged. A clutch of evils was gathering against him like waves on the horizon. If he didn’t act, they would wash him away. He was threatened with the loss of all he had accomplished. In this turbulent sea Bridget Quick, however attractive, represented a further peril, one that, had he only made some glib excuse, he could have easily escaped. But he had been so flabbergasted by Herbert’s menacing manner he had said nothing. The tracing of a murderer, the discovery of a lost heirloom, and the avoidance of his imminent disgrace were his priorities. Amusing a lady, however pretty, did not feature in his plans. How could he be expected to make any form of progress when he was thus hampered? Herbert might as well manacle his feet, tether him to a tree, and demand he run a hundred yards.
WHEN BRIDGET left the breakfast room to prepare for their outing, Joshua turned to Caroline Bentnick. Avoiding the subject of Bridget, he sought to salvage something from her amenable mood. “I am most grateful for your kindness in dressing my wounds yesterday. Indeed, I hardly know how to thank you. I was in the most intolerable discomfort and you soothed it miraculously.”
Caroline looked slightly taken aback and dabbed her lips with her napkin several times. “It was no more than I would have done for anyone. But your burns are severe and you must take care of them.”
“Where did you acquire your medical knowledge?”
She smiled, a mite oddly, he thought. “I have no great knowledge, Mr. Pope. The little I know is from my mother, who was well versed in the medicinal properties of herbs, as are most housewives. I have her book of receipts, which I believe she inherited from her mother. I have some success in preventing the first occasion of sickness. I do not pretend to be capable of any more.”
“Then tell me,” Joshua said, to test her, “I am often bedeviled by agonizing aches of the head. I have one now that feels as if a monster fist has wrapped itself about my skull and would wring my brains from it. What do you recommend?”
“Have you a cold when the headaches come?”
“Not necessarily. They are brought on by extremes of humor. If I am anxious, or when I become agitated, I am in danger of starting one.”
She nodded and thought for a minute. “According to my mother’s Culpeper, lettuce cools and moistens, and the juice mixed or boiled with oil of roses and applied to the forehead and temples procures sleep and eases the head. I will make some for you to try if you wish.”
“You are most kind,” he said. “Perhaps, in return, I can offer you something.”
“What have you in mind?”
“Some instruction in drawing. I know from your father you are an enthusiast—I fancy you will have more application and diligence than your friend Miss Manning.”
Caroline smiled. “I would be honored to have such an eminent tutor. You implied last night that Lizzie had annoyed you. Let me remind you of what I firmly believe. Lizzie can be headstrong and she is frequently outspoken. Yet she has an extraordinary capacity for life. You cannot deny it.”
Joshua gritted his teeth and managed a smile and a nod, even though her attempts at deceiving him were still a source of annoyance. “Without doubt she is a remarkable person. I understand there is some romantic attachment between Miss Manning and your brother?”
“More than an attachment: an unofficial engagement. It has been known to both the families for some time. The wedding date is not yet set, nor is it likely to be under the present circumstances.”
“What do you mean?”
“My father’s impending marriage,” she said flatly. “Lizzie would not dream of stealing his glory. That’s why her engagement to Francis has not been discussed, even though it was as good as settled before Sabine arrived.”
Joshua winced as he reached forward for the butter and felt his muscles complain. “I gather the Mannings’ fortunes have lately been unhappy.”
“Arthur Manning has been the cause of a great deal of unhappiness. He has disappointed me and his family. I would prefer not to discuss him.”
“Miss Bentnick, may I speak frankly to you?”
“What about?”
“You have made no secret of your dislike of Mrs. Mercier. A moment ago when you spoke of your father’s marriage, your disapproval was plain. What is it about her you find so objectionable?”
She pursed her lips and twirled her spoon on her saucer. Her eyes had a mournful look; her long face looked more elongated and gaunt than usual. “Why should I discuss this with you? What business of yours are my feelings toward my future stepmother?”
Joshua held up his hand. “I do not pry willingly. You heard your father’s demand that I find the missing necklace. I am unjustly accused. My reputation—indeed, my life itself—has been cast under a shadow. I may add I have no allegiances, to your father or anyone else. I am utterly objective. My only aim is to clear my name and discover the truth.”
Caroline leaned back in her chair and tilted her head to one side. “Very well, Mr. Pope. I trust that if I speak, you will listen with a sympathetic ear. You won’t think me fanciful, and what I say will go no further than this room?”
“You have my word on it.”
“I cannot rid myself of the feeling there is something unwholesome about Sabine Mercier. I know she is beguiling in her looks and manners; I know my father is entirely taken in by her. Perhaps you think I am swamped by jealousy, a grown daughter who should have a lover of her own and feels excluded from their happiness. But I give you my word that has nothing to do with it. Sabine deserves my doubts. There is something that makes me distrust her. I hate to say these words, but why should I not, since I have thought them often enough? It would not surprise me in the least to learn that she had a hand in Hoare’s death, or in her previous husband’s, or my mother’s.”
A heavy silence hung between them. Joshua was taken aback. The matter of the earlier deaths was something he had considered briefly but dismissed, since there was little chance of learning more about them. “Do you have any grounds for your suspicions?”
“I know that a few moments ago you were testing me on my knowledge of plants. I presume you believe that Hoare was poisoned?”
Joshua nodded.
“Sabine has a wide knowledge of the medicinal properties of plants. Her father was a physician and taught her much; she has studied the subject and learned a great deal more. She makes no secret of the matter—indeed, I would say she revels in her expertise. The little I know of my mother’s death is also compatible with poisoning. To slip something in my mother’s food that made her fall ill was well within her capabilities. My father would have been easily duped. He would have thought Sabine was doing all she could to help.”
This statement was uttered in such a calm, unapologetic tone that Joshua was quite disturbed. There was no vestige of doubt in her voice. She might have been reading an account from a newspaper.
“That is a grave accusation. Do you really believe her capable of such a thing?”
“Without a shadow of doubt. Even the pineapples in which she takes such pride may be poisonous.”
Joshua smiled. “Come, come. A pineapple is an edible fruit, much lauded for its perfume and sweetness.”
“The ripe fruit is just as you say. But perhaps you are not aware of the harmful effects of the unripe fruit. Violet mentioned the subject once when we went on a tour of the pinery. And how would she know such a fact if not from her mother? Unripe fruits are a powerful purgative. I know this not only from Violet but from family acquaintances who lived on an estate where pineapples were grown. I heard that a sailor who returned to the village from a voyage to the Indies and found his wife expecting another man’s child stole an unripe fruit and forced her to eat it to cause a miscarriage.”
“But are unripe fruits fatal?”
“Not usually, but by all accounts Hoare vomited prior to death. That is a symptom of eating unripe pineapple.”
Joshua held his neutral expression, though he thought to himself that there were countless other concoctions that might have had the same effect. “Let us put the earlier deaths of your mother and Charles Mercier to one side, for how could we properly prove such a thing? Do you honestly believe Mrs. Mercier had a hand in killing Hoare?”
Caroline flushed uneasily, lowering her gaze. “Of course. If it was not Sabine, who else could it have been? As for why she did it, I didn’t comprehend the motive before, but now, having heard a little of the dispute surrounding it, I see it must be the necklace that she was so eager to preserve for herself. I will wager, moreover, he was poisoned by pineapple—have you thought of that, Mr. Pope?”
Joshua remembered that an unripe fruit had gone missing. He remembered too that Lizzie Manning had visited a nurseryman who, by her own admission, was an expert in pineapples.
“Did you mention this theory to your friend Miss Manning?”
“Yes.”
“One final question, Miss Bentnick. On the night Miss Manning came for dinner and met the Merciers for the first time—the day after the body had been found, if you recall … We were seated in the drawing room. I was playing cards with your brother and father. I saw Mrs. Mercier engage you in conversation. And all at once you seemed most powerfully affected: a complete change came over you. If I had to describe it I would say you looked frightened, nay, terrified. What did she say to cause such a reaction?”
It was as if he had pressed an invisible trigger and caused a wall to descend between them. Joshua’s perceptive eye took in the shift in Caroline’s entire demeanor. Her voice became wary; she blinked rapidly and twined her fingers together.
“Were my feelings so transparent?”
“I doubt anyone else noticed anything at all, Miss Bentnick. It is my business to look at faces.”
She raised her eyes to meet his. Her expression was half trusting, half wary, as if she was judging whether he was a savior or a snake. “Very well, I will tell you. In any case, you must have heard part of what she said. She asked me if I would care to wear her necklace at the ball.”
“Why did that distress you?”
“It did not to begin with. It merely struck me as strange that she should offer me something that I knew to be so precious to her.” She halted, and clenched her hands, which trembled as they had on the night they were discussing.
“I cannot help you, Miss Bentnick, if you do not tell me what it is that frightens you.”
“Well, then I remembered what Violet had said earlier concerning the superstitions associated with the necklace. And that made me wonder why she was offering me her necklace, when she knew I disliked her and regarded my mother’s death as being …”
“Suspicious,” Joshua hazarded.
“Quite so.” Caroline swallowed hard. “I realized that there was evidently more to the offer of the necklace than first appeared. You must remember, I was sitting on that settee, under her gaze. I could feel her looking at me and it seemed also that the emerald serpent around her neck was fixing me with its ruby eye. For some reason the wretched necklace seemed to draw me, as though it were magnetically charged. I could not tear my eyes from it. Nor could I stop thinking of the malevolent power it was supposed to have. I promise you it was a most frightening sensation.
“And all this while I was aware that she kept on at me. ‘What have you to say, Caroline? I take it you accept?’ Of course I did not want to accept. It seemed to me that the serpent embodied her murderous tendencies. I opened my mouth to say no, but just at that moment she interrupted. Her voice was no more than a whisper—no one else could have heard it, yet at the same time it was peculiarly penetrating.”
“What did she say?”
“She said that my silence was a great affront to her in view of the efforts she had made. I was naught but an ungrateful girl. And—this was what struck me most vividly—that the necklace had a potency of its own. I should remember that serpents have long been forceful symbols, and if I had any sense, I would treat her offer with greater respect.” Caroline searched his face for some sign he comprehended her meaning. The anguish in her eyes was plain. “So now you see why I said we are all better off without it.”
Chapter Thirty-one
CAROLINE BENTNICK’S revelations and the presence of Bridget Quick brought Joshua an unanticipated advantage. Caroline was so relieved to have voiced her suspicions to someone outside the family, and so taken with Bridget Quick, she insisted they borrow a chaise and two lively chestnuts from the stables for their tour. The moth-eaten piebald that Joshua had been obliged to ride the previous day was thus put out to graze. A vehicle that Joshua was proud to drive was delivered to his charge and Bridget’s traveling bag stowed in it. Though he knew he should find some excuse to rid himself of Bridget at the earliest opportunity, the prospect of an hour in her company was not entirely unwelcome. A quick tour of Richmond Park would do him good; the air might help clarify his thoughts.
Some few minutes after they had set out on their drive, they were on high ground and the road looked down over the expanse of the river. “Tell me, Mr. Pope,” Bridget said abruptly, “why is it that whenever the road closely skirts the river, you look in the opposite direction? Yet the river makes such a charming picture. Being an artist, I would have thought you might appreciate it …”
Joshua was dumbfounded. This phobia of his had never been remarked on by any other acquaintance. “If I do,” he stuttered, trying to muster a plausible answer, “it is involuntary.”
“Are you afraid of water?”
“I cannot swim.”
She raised an eyebrow and made a purse of her lips. “Few people swim, yet they do not cringe at the sight of a river.”
Joshua pondered in silence for something to say that would make her quit this painful subject. After a long pause, adopting an air of lofty composure, he declared, “This is a matter of the greatest delicacy, Miss Quick. Something I never discuss with anyone.”
He underestimated her persistence. The pause allowed her to glimpse the weakness in his carapace and the point of her sword was in.
“What exactly do you never discuss? Your fear of water, or the cause of it?”
He shook his head and gave her a rueful smile. “The water makes me desolate and lowers my spirits whenever I look at it. There, does that satisfy you?”
“No,” said Bridget, “for you still have not told me why.”
Suddenly he felt too tired to parry with her. He could deflect her with a half truth but she would no doubt return to the subject before long. Once he said what he had to say, the matter would be over. There would be no more discussion. And—this thought above all propelled him—she might leave him in peace.
“You know my wife died recently. She drowned on the river. Our child was with her. He perished too. They were swept away in a boat. It happened one year ago, almost exactly. That is why I took the commission and came away. I detest the sight of the river, or any stretch of water for that matter, because of the memories it awakens.”
The vehemence in his voice must have been obvious, and he expected her to look awkward or ashamed at having forced such a painful admission. Yet, to his amazement, she was forthright in her solicitude, revealing no hint of shame. Nor did she waste time with platitudes.
“I am sorry for your dreadful loss, but it is a mistake to spend so much time worrying about death that you never live. Water was the source of your tragedy, but it is also the source of life,” she said, and patted his arm.
Until this moment Joshua had always pointedly avoided the subject of Rachel and Benjamin’s deaths, expecting it to resurrect his feelings of loss. Moreover, he detested the idea that anyone might feel sorry for him. Successful, well established, highly esteemed, he had no need of anyone’s pity. Thus it surprised him to discover that after this conversation he felt curiously lightened, as if a breeze had blown a gap in a heavy cloud that had shadowed him for the past year. He was surprised too that Bridget showed no sign of pity. Nor did she wish to dwell on the matter. Her attention moved rapidly to other, more immediate subjects.
She had heard from Caroline how Mrs. Mercier had found the corpse of a man recently arrived from Bridgetown, Barbados, believed to be called John Cobb. Caroline had explained that the corpse was not Cobb’s but that of a man called Hoare, an attorney whose practice was in London, and that both men were acting for an anonymous claimant in a dispute over a necklace. She had witnessed Herbert’s threats about the necklace. But how did all this fit with what had happened to Joshua yesterday?
Under different circumstances Joshua might have been reticent to discuss matters that were none of her concern. But after the admission she had just elicited from him, he felt more mellow and more open than usual. He explained that he had gone in search of Cobb, and had been brutally assaulted, tied up, and left for dead. After managing to escape, he had discovered Cobb standing by his horse, just before Bridget came upon him.
“And what did this Mr. Cobb say when you apprehended him?” asked Bridget.
“He denied he was responsible for attacking me and declared he did not know who my attacker was. He said that he dared not return to the Star and Garter, for fear of being attacked himself. And that since I had taken his bag and possessions, he had been forced to use the barn as a shelter. He suggested that my attacker had mistaken me for him. No doubt seeing the state I was in made him even more fearful for his safety, and that was why he ran off at the earliest opportunity when you arrived.”
Joshua remembered with a twinge of anxiety that he had sent Cobb to his lodgings—her mother’s home. He knew he would have to choose an opportune moment to break this news, but he wasn’t ready just yet. He moved to a subject that he knew would interest her: Lizzie Manning. Explaining that she was the daughter of the local justice and a close friend of Caroline and Francis Bentnick, he said, “There is more to her than I first realized. She is unofficially engaged to Francis Bentnick, for whom Violet has also formed an attachment. Lizzie concealed her interest in gardens and the existence of her brother. She went to visit a nursery yesterday when I had told her I would call on her, and I am determined to discover why. She is undeniably flighty and capricious; and I cannot decide whether the inconsistencies in her behavior are part of the usual female psyche or something to do with her distrust of Violet, or whether they have deeper significance.”
“You have a great deal to say on the subject of Miss Manning. She sounds a most fascinating character,” observed Bridget dryly.
“I assure you she is nothing of the kind. Far from fascination, I feel annoyance when I think of her. She disappears whenever I want to see her.”
“Have you heard anything from her since your escapade with Cobb?”
“She sent me a letter with details of what she had learned from Violet.”
“And that did not satisfy you?”
Joshua reflected for a moment. “Most of what she told me I had learned from Cobb already. There was much she could have said that she did not. She was decidedly vague on the reason for her departure and said nothing at all of why she wanted to visit a nursery.”
“What do you think her reasons were?”
“Lizzie Manning has a scoundrel for a brother. I met him the other night. If it wasn’t Cobb who attacked me yesterday, it was most likely Arthur Manning. He has ruined his family as a result of gambling losses and has apparently taken it upon himself to leave the family house for shame. As I said before, Lizzie has never mentioned him to me, which shows, I suppose, she is ashamed of him. It would not surprise me to learn a misadventure of some sort had befallen him and that was why she left.”
“And the visit to the nursery?”
“The reason for that is easier to divine. Her friend Caroline Bentnick has a theory that Hoare was murdered by being poisoned by unripe pineapple. I think Lizzie went to consult an expert in the subject to see if such a thing might be possible.”
At this point they arrived at Richmond Gate and entered the park. The road passed through plantations of ancient oak and beech and ranked saplings of various size and form. Herds of deer grazed on long tussocks of sun-bleached grass. Bridget had never imagined there were so many tints of green, and enthralled by all she saw, she fell temporarily silent.
Joshua could not pretend any great knowledge of or interest in horticulture. Nature was all very fine when viewed through the frame of a window, or on a promenade through a park, but he had never comprehended the urge to meddle with it. Nevertheless, the view was prettier than he thought it would be, and the ancient oaks particularly impressed him. But he was soon musing on Caroline’s theory.
How likely was it that pineapples had anything to do with Hoare’s death? From Caroline’s account, pineapples brought about miscarriage and were used as a purgative, but they weren’t fatal. And yet scores of plants that grew readily in the garden certainly were fatal; Joshua was no expert, yet even he knew certain narcissus, nightshade, yew, reeds, and aconites were all capable of killing Hoare very effectively. Why, then, would anyone bent on murder bother to use a plant that might or might not kill his or her victim? Why not use something that was definitely lethal? Or was the answer perfectly obvious? Pineapple had been used precisely because it was not lethal.
Assuming the fruit had been used to poison Hoare, who might have done such a thing? Granger had said he believed Cobb had cut an unripe pineapple, although he did not see him do so. Having just sent Cobb to his lodgings, and feeling far from happy about the decision, Joshua was anxious to convince himself of Cobb’s innocence. Both Sabine and Violet knew pineapples were poisonous, though it was Sabine who was constantly coming and going in the pinery.
Just as he came to this conclusion the carriage turned a sharp bend. Joshua found himself jolted against Bridget, and he caught the scent of rose water behind her ears. Bridget was no longer an encumbrance; even her questions did not irk him as Lizzie Manning’s did. On the contrary, she aroused feelings of warmth. Perhaps he would put her on the second stage to London, not the first.
It was then that he remembered the piece of news he had still to tell her concerning Cobb. But before he had time to broach the subject, a further bout of questions from Bridget tumbled forth.
“What attempts have you made to discover the claimant to the necklace?”
His guilty feelings regarding Cobb being at the forefront of his mind, Joshua answered with as much candor as he could muster. “Hoare must have known, but since he is dead I cannot ask him. Cobb could not tell me. Mr. Hoare’s senior partner, Enoch Crackman, knows but so far refuses to say until he has permission of the person concerned. When I return to London I will call on him again.”
“Doesn’t Herbert know?”
“He claims not. But I believe that despite her claim to the contrary, Sabine knows, and that she recently visited her in London to reach some sort of compromise.”
Bridget leaned toward him and put her hand on his arm. The gesture felt curiously natural. “Can you be sure Cobb was telling the truth?”
“He had every appearance of doing so.”
“But Cobb has been engaged in this case for some time—months, if not years. The client must have paid him during that time. He must know who she is.”
“Not necessarily. I wager it was Crackman who engaged Cobb, and who paid him too. Such arrangements are far from uncommon,” said Joshua, in a voice of authority. “Cobb probably never knew who was behind the claim. He told me Charles Mercier’s mistress, Emma Baynes, married on her return to this country. Her child probably took the stepfather’s name. Their identity has doubtless been closely guarded to avoid embarrassment to the daughter, who after all must now be of marriageable age.”
Bridget looked pensive. “Cobb said he came to pursue the case, but Hoare had been employed here to take care of the London side of things. Cobb did not have much of a reason to come to England, did he?”
Joshua swallowed uneasily. He had to admit that on the surface things looked black against Cobb. “He implied it was his affection for Violet that brought him. That aside, Cobb’s true motive may have been pecuniary gain. As well as being beautiful, Violet is an eligible young woman. Once her mother marries Herbert Bentnick, she will be well provided for, with or without the necklace.”
He fell silent as he drew the threads of his argument to its inevitable, unwelcome conclusion. Cobb had several motives to want Hoare dead. Hoare knew but refused to name the claimant of the necklace, and furthermore, he stood between Violet and Cobb. With another lawyer watching him, Cobb hadn’t the earlier freedom he had enjoyed in Barbados to persuade Violet to respond to his attentions. Or perhaps he did not need to persuade Violet. Perhaps she was a willing conspirator. She might have told Cobb that unripe pineapple was harmful but that it wouldn’t kill; they could use it as a means of making Hoare ill so that he would be forced to retire back to London. Hoare arrived at the inn and Cobb persuaded him to eat the fruit. When Hoare was taken ill, Cobb transported him to the pinery to disguise his involvement. Hoare was sick enough to lose consciousness. He might not have died but for a further misfortune. Joshua recalled Granger’s confession. The boy in charge of regulating the temperature in the pinery had fallen asleep that night. The ground grew hotter than it should have, and the heat had been sufficient to kill Hoare.
No sooner had he reached this unpalatable conclusion than Joshua dismissed it. His hypothesis was obviously flawed. Why would Cobb need to take Hoare to the pinery if he didn’t expect him to die? Some other person must have been involved whom Hoare expected to meet at the pinery. Joshua recalled Cobb’s assertion that Hoare had gone to a rendezvous in his place. Assuming that much was true, who was the rendezvous with? Violet might have arranged a nocturnal rendezvous with Cobb, perhaps intending to kill him to prevent him pestering her. But she would not have confused Cobb with Hoare.
Joshua shook his head.
“What is it?” Bridget asked.
He released the reins a little. He had to tell her sooner or later. “I have a confession to make that you may not take kindly. When I met Cobb by the side of the road yesterday, I was not myself. I believed at first that he had attacked me, but he persuaded me otherwise, saying he lived in fear for his life and that everything he possessed was in his bag, which I had taken. I was muddleheaded and gave him the benefit of the doubt. On reflection I am now less certain of his innocence. Although it still seems unlikely that he killed Hoare, he nevertheless had plenty of reasons to wish him out of the way and I cannot be sure he didn’t have a hand in it. But my confession is this: I gave Cobb a key to my rooms and insisted he make himself at home there until I returned with his bag. I have several more matters to ask of him. I wanted to have him where I could interrogate him whenever I needed to. Furthermore, his health is fast deteriorating. I confess I felt sorry for him.”
Joshua naturally expected to see Bridget grow hysterical at this information. In letting Cobb, a possible murderer, have entry to his rooms, he had permitted him entry to her home too.
But Bridget did not cry or reprimand him. Any terrors she felt were carefully controlled. Her voice was quietly determined. “In that case,” she said, “should you not return to London to question him?”
“I cannot, Bridget. If I run away back to London now, Sabine and Herbert will read it as a sure signal of my guilt.”
“But assuming you are correct in thinking Cobb is innocent, you may be in grave danger here. You have been attacked once. Next time you may not escape so lightly. Tell Herbert you believe the answers lie in London and he will let you go.”
“I will come directly. But first I have matters to attend here.”
She furrowed her brow. “Then, for my mother’s sake, I must return straightaway.”
As he turned the chaise to head for the Star and Garter, Bridget sat erect, looking off into the distance. She looked unusually pale and serious, and although Joshua guessed the nature of her preoccupation was her concern for her mother, she said not a word.
Chapter Thirty-two
SINCE THERE WAS half an hour before the London stage was due to depart, they decided to leave the chaise and stroll across the grassy slopes of Richmond Hill to the stage post at the Star and Garter. The sky was ultramarine, with only a few strands of white cloud suspended low over the horizon. The town, with its red roofs and chimney pots and thoroughfares and dense clumps of trees, spread out like a map beneath them. The Thames, a great serpent of silver, cut its way between the habitations.
About fifty yards from the inn’s gate Joshua caught sight of two figures—a man and a woman—walking ahead in the same direction. Unthinkingly, he found himself gathering pace, and as he drew closer to the two figures, his suspicions were confirmed. The woman was small and slender, dressed in a drab gray cloak and plain straw bonnet; russet curls whipped about its brim, and the gentleman whose arm she held was unusually tall and handsomely clad, in a blue coat and breeches and a black tricorn hat.
“What has got into you, Mr. Pope? Are you determined to lose me?” said Bridget indignantly when she caught up with him. “Why do you stare so at that couple? Are you acquainted with them?”
“Forgive me,” Joshua said. “The suddenness of seeing those two scattered my senses. Unless I am very much mistaken that is Elizabeth Manning out walking with Francis Bentnick.”
“Am I to infer that you are offended because you entertained hopes in that direction yourself ?” said Bridget curtly.
“Certainly not,” Joshua said emphatically. “If I seem annoyed it is only because she must know I have things to say to her, and she certainly has matters to discuss with me, yet for the past three days she has avoided me—deliberately, I believe. Would you excuse me for one moment?”
Before she could remonstrate, Joshua had run ahead until he caught up with Lizzie and Francis. “Good day to you, Miss Manning and Mr. Bentnick,” he said, in mock gentility. “A thousand pardons for disturbing you. I trust you are enjoying your quiet promenade? What a delightful surprise to run into you.”
“Mr. Pope!” said Lizzie Manning, withdrawing her arm from Francis’s without a flicker of awkwardness. “The very man we wanted to find! I came to speak to you this morning on the subject of our drawing lessons. I was disappointed to find you absent. Caroline said you had gone out with Miss Bridget Quick, your landlady’s daughter. We were heading in the direction of the Star and Garter to look for you. Where is your companion? Is that her coming now?”
Bridget was red-faced and puffing with exertion. Mud had splattered the hem of her dress. After making brisk introductions, Joshua turned to Lizzie. “I haven’t time to talk now. Miss Quick has the stage to catch and I want to see her safely on it. However, I would be most grateful for a little of your precious time at the earliest convenience. Shall we say later this afternoon? I have something to tell you that concerns your brother.”
Lizzie’s sudden flush of astonishment, anger even, wasn’t missed by Joshua’s observant eye, and it brought him unmistakable satisfaction.
“My brother! What do you know of Arthur? Have you seen him?” she stammered.
He raised a quizzical brow and gave her an enigmatic half smile. “That, Miss Manning, is what I wish to discuss. But for now the subject must wait. Enjoy your promenade. Good day to you both.”
He could sense her fury but he ignored it. He raised his hat, took Bridget by the arm, and they walked briskly away toward the London stage.
Chapter Thirty-three
WILDERNESS HOUSE, the home of Lancelot Brown, was an inappropriately named yet pleasant-looking redbrick building, situated a few hundred yards west of the Lion Gate to Hampton Court. The house was of modest dimensions and unremarkable style, with little in its outward appearance to suggest it was the home of a legend of landscape design. Were the wisteria and ivy clambering about its façade more cleverly pruned than others in the street? Were the topiaries of yew and box better shaped? Joshua’s untrained eye discerned nothing notable about them.
He had come here after a sudden burst of inspiration had struck him as soon as Bridget had stepped onto the London stage. Lizzie’s reaction to his comment about her brother had been most revealing. Joshua knew Arthur Manning was somehow embroiled in this business. The sound of his laughter at the mention of Cobb’s name still reverberated in his memory. He had a niggling feeling that one person alone could not have been responsible for recent events. Even if Cobb had killed Hoare, his feeble condition made it unlikely that he was responsible for the attack on Joshua at the barn. Nor did it seem probable he had stolen into Astley unobserved and removed the necklace. He was not familiar with the layout of the house. How would he have known where Sabine’s room was, let alone where she secreted her jewels? Arthur Manning, on the other hand, though he had no reason to wish Hoare dead, was strong, violent of temper, knew the house well, and had admitted he had entered Joshua’s room while he was asleep. And having ruined his family, Arthur was desperate for money. Since Joshua’s reputation rested on the necklace, finding Arthur was his first priority.
According to the housekeeper at Barlow Court, Arthur was not living at home. Was he hiding somewhere in the grounds of Barlow Court? Or was he lurking in the grounds at Astley? Joshua was in no mood to contemplate a search, which might take hours and expose him to another vicious attack. He had no wish to involve Granger, for that might cause gossip that would reach Sabine and Herbert. And in any case Granger had no knowledge of Barlow Court. But after pondering the matter for a few minutes more, a way to avoid all these obstacles came to him.
He recalled Granger telling him the gardens at Barlow Court and Astley had both been designed by Lancelot Brown and that the great man lived nearby at Kew. Who better than Brown to suggest plausible hiding places? Quite apart from helping him locate Arthur Manning, there was a chance Brown might remember some other relevant facts. And since Brown no longer had anything to do with either household, there was no danger that word of his visit would reach any of the other involved parties.
JOSHUA KNOCKED on the door to Wilderness House and was shown into a small hallway with four doors leading off and a wide flight of stairs rising to the floor above. A servant ushered him to a small library at the rear. The room was simple but comfortably furnished with a large desk, a folio chest filled with papers, and a pair of leather-upholstered armchairs. One wall was lined from floor to ceiling with books; the others were paneled in oak. Prints of sublime landscapes—parsley trees, craggy rocks, and mountains, with the occasional lake or coastal view for relief—were scattered about the wall. A portrait of the great man himself hung over the chimneypiece, and showed a bright-eyed, florid face with a nose of disproportionate grandeur and a smallish receding chin.
Having surveyed his surroundings, Joshua moved to the window, which gave onto a small walled garden consisting of a lawn, an apple tree, and a couple of rosebushes. In a niche at the end stood a life-size marble statue of a nymph holding a sheaf of flowers, with more flowers emerging from her lips.
Joshua knew Brown’s reputation was every bit as elevated as his own. Like him, Brown sat down at the table of every lord in the land. He had the ear of kings and queens and princesses. And how had he accomplished this feat? Not by painting with sublime inspiration, not by sculpting or architecture, or any form of artistic genius Joshua recognized. He had designed the gardens of palaces at Kew and Kensington and Windsor. He had gone farther than London—to Stowe, Petworth, Burghley, Warwick, Blenheim, and Alnwick. In each of these estates—and countless others, great and small, besides—his brilliant contribution came down to this: softening straight lines and formality with arbors and Elysian Fields and lakes and gentle green vistas, which resembled nothing so much as what was there before the formality was introduced. Thus as Joshua peered from the window the question that he asked himself was: can this be art?
“Behold the nymph Chloris transformed to goddess Flora!” said a booming voice that interrupted Joshua’s unresolved contemplation.
Joshua spun round to see a man, aged about fifty, jowly-faced, with bright boot-button eyes set at a soulful slant, offering him his hand.
Brown gripped Joshua with a firmness that made him wince. “Good morning, Mr. Pope. I have heard of you by reputation. I am honored to make your acquaintance.”
“The honor is all mine,” said Joshua decorously. “And to return to your charming statue, I take it that Zephyr, who transformed the nymph into the goddess of flowers, is you!”
Brown laughed at Joshua’s wit and clapped him on the back. “What a delightful notion! The figure was given to me by one of my patrons. No one else has interpreted it thus. If only I could transform all my patrons to Flora I would indeed be the happiest man alive. As it is, I content myself with their gardens. Now, tell me, Mr. Pope, what brings you here?”
Joshua recited the story he had prepared. He was staying at Astley, to paint Herbert Bentnick’s marriage portrait, and had grown friendly with Lizzie Manning, who had recently done him a great favor. Since he had learned of her interest in horticulture, and pineapples in particular, he had thought to buy her two dozen pineapple plants. Would Mr. Brown object to advising Joshua where he thought it best to position the frames for this purpose?
“Pineapples, that most redoubtable of fruits!” Brown exclaimed. “The holy grail of every gardener in the civilized world. What would you say, Pope, if I indiscreetly let slip that in addition to my handsome salary as His Majesty’s master gardener, I am paid a fee of a hundred pounds for raising those luscious plants?”
“I should say it reflects the fact that you are held in the highest regard by His Majesty. And I should repeat what I have learned from Mrs. Mercier and Mr. Granger, the head gardener at Astley. Pineapples are the most fragrant and delicious of fruits. In form they are pleasing to artists and craftsmen of every medium. To grow the fruit in this climate challenges any gardener’s skill. Can we wonder that they are so coveted, or that anyone able to produce one for the table is held in the highest regard?”
Brown snorted. “That is hokum and we both know it. Fashion, Pope—frivolous fashion—that is what has put a hundred pounds into my purse this year and last year, and the one before that, and will do so in the future, I daresay. Please don’t imagine I believe it worth this elevated price. And what is the impetus behind this fashion, when there are cherries and apricots and peaches and grapes and apples and plums and pears galore that will grow with the minimum of fuss and taste equally delicious?”
“Man’s desire for novelty? Human curiosity?” answered Joshua. He was drawn by Brown’s jovial candor.
“No sir. It is the desire for the unattainable. Consider this, Mr. Pope. I give them lakes and copses as beautiful as any that existed in the kingdom of Flora. They applaud me for my achievements. Yet give them the choice and before we know it they’ll be demanding palm trees and bananas in place of oaks and elms and ash.” Brown burst into a gale of laughter, partly occasioned, Joshua suspected, by the astonishment on his own face.
“I never thought you would disapprove of the fashion for pineapples. Forgive me, I had no intention of giving offence. If that is how you feel I can’t expect you to assist me.”
“Stay awhile,” said Brown. “My private views don’t mean I won’t help you. I have yet to fall out with a single one of my employers, Pope, but that doesn’t mean I agree with them. I will confess to you, while I grow pineapples for His Majesty, I see them as an embodiment of much that is foolish in society today. Simplicity in nature, as in most aspects of life, is infinitely preferable to conspicuous display. I am most successful where I am invisible.”
“Is not civilization built upon advance, whether artistic, scientific, or in the landscape? Can you say that foreign plants and trees have not enlivened our gardens?”
“They are all very well in their place, Mr. Pope. But I prefer to improve the natural beauties, rather than import foreign ones. To continue your allusion, I believe, since my work is set in England, it is best read in English too. Phrases in other languages, whether from the Indies or Africa, are unnecessary and incomprehensible. But as I said before, I always keep my patrons happy. Why shouldn’t Miss Manning have a pineapple pit at Barlow Court if she so desires one? I believe I have copies of the drawings for her gardens somewhere here. Let us consult them.”
Brown stood up and went to a mahogany folio chest and began to rummage about in the drawers. Soon he extracted a large clothbound folio and brought it to a library table that stood in the center of the room. Inside was a large drawing folded into three, and several smaller sheets on which were details such as a planting of trees around the shore of a lake.
One smaller page showed the Manning’s kitchen garden placed at the rear boundary of the house, on the eastern corner. “I confess, Pope, this situation for a pine pit is not ideal. It would be best set to the south, so it gains maximum benefit from the sun. But here the only wall facing south is taken with a vine, upon which Miss Manning insisted, having heard of the plan to plant one at Hampton Court.”
“I gather Miss Manning is something of an enthusiast in horticulture?”
“Miss Manning? I agree, she was remarkable—someone of enthusiasm, imagination, intellect, and ambition.” He replied with the same goodwill in his voice as earlier in their conversation.
Emboldened, Joshua pressed further. “Was?”
“Her circumstances changed, and inevitably, that altered her.”
“Do I gather, then, you know about her brother, Arthur?”
A wistful expression came to Brown’s eyes as he looked at the ceiling and considered before replying. “Not all my employers are the owners of great estates. I have worked most satisfactorily for some who possessed less than half an acre. Anyone may have the misfortune to find themselves in financial difficulties. I tell you in confidence that at present the earl of Northampton finds himself in an awkward predicament. Work under way at his estate Castle Ashby has recently been suspended. To return to Miss Manning—I designed this scheme for Barlow Court several years ago and told the dear girl she could execute as much of it as she chose each year. We were proceeding quite happily, until some months ago I received a most poignant note from her.”
He stopped and looked at Joshua for a moment. “I still have the note in my possession. Perhaps it would not be indiscreet of me to tell you what it said.”
“As God is my witness, it will go no further,” Joshua said, raising his palm as if taking the oath at the King’s Bench.
Brown shifted papers on his desk, and at length removed a small folded letter from a bundle tied with a green ribbon. He took up an eyeglass, perused the paper, then looked up at Joshua.
“Very well, then, I won’t read it to you, it’s too personal for that, but I’ll tell you broadly what it says. The letter is dated in April this year. It declares she is much obliged for the favor I did her in coming and making such inspired suggestions for improvements to the gardens at Barlow Court. But owing to an unfortunate encounter between her dear brother and a stranger of dubious integrity, regrettably she can no longer continue; our schemes must wait. She does not blame her dear brother—she remains fond of him as ever—she only rues the dreadful fate that led him to take the actions he did. Touching, is it not?” said Brown, looking up, having reached the end of the page.
“Very affecting. I had no idea she was so devoted to her brother. She has barely mentioned him to me. Indeed, he seems to have entirely disappeared from the scene.”
Brown shook his head. “Her loyalty and devotion to Arthur cannot be called into question.”
“Did you ever meet him?”
“Once or twice, but only to pass the time of day. We never engaged in conversation. His interests lay some distance from the parterre and potting shed, I hazard.”
Joshua’s eyes gleamed brightly. His brain was now cantering ahead. Lizzie’s letter surprised him. Her relationship with her brother surprised him. He wanted to speak candidly to Brown. But could he trust him? What had he to lose, apart from possibly riling this amiable man and leaving his house with a flea in his ear?
“Mr. Brown, I am going to speak to you with the same openness you have shown to me. If what I have to say offends you, forgive me. I speak from the highest of motives, I assure you.”
Brown sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers beneath his chin. He indicated that Joshua should proceed.
“In the past week, while I have been staying at Astley, there has been a suspicious death in the pinery. I met Arthur Manning in the grounds of Astley a few nights ago. He struck me as something of a scoundrel. I don’t believe he was involved in the death, but he may have taken a valuable necklace. I have been implicated in its disappearance, and the only way to prove my innocence is by recovering it. In truth, the purpose of my visit is not to discuss pineapples, but to see if I might persuade you to help me clear my name and discover the truth. What I want to know is this: is there a place on the grounds of Barlow Court or Astley where Arthur Manning could conceal himself and quite possibly the necklace as well?”
Brown scratched his head. A bemused smile slowly stretched over his face, though behind it Joshua detected his astonishment at what he had just heard. “I can scarce credit a member of the Manning family would comport himself in such a way. But who am I to judge a man after two cursory meetings with him? If all you want is to reach the truth, and save your skin, I see no reason why I should not help you. A hiding place you’re after, is it? Well, then, let me see.”
He turned back to the large plan and unfolded it. “Here is the river; there’s a summerhouse, but that’s of no consequence since it floods every high tide. Over here is a small folly—but again, it would make a poor hiding place: there are no windows or doors. No, in short, there is nowhere I can think of in the grounds of Barlow Court where a man might conceal himself. If it was Astley, on the other hand, I might suggest a few.”
“But why do you think it more likely?”
“For one thing, the park is ten times the size. Let me show you, my friend.” He went back to his folio chest and withdrew a folder with ASTLEY PARK emblazoned upon it. He unfolded the plan; the sheet was far larger than that for Barlow Court, measuring perhaps eight feet across. It flopped over the sides of the desk and fell to the floor. The lake formed a long, gently meandering strand across a half of the surface; in places where it widened there was a sliver of green to denote an island. Carefully marked around its borders were clumps of trees and shrubs. Elsewhere were marked paths, fishponds, enclosures for fowl, bridges, gateways, temples, fountains, the cascade, and further splashes of green of varied form and size denoting plantings. In one of these, Joshua reflected, he had met Arthur Manning.
Brown took up a ruler and pointed it to the eastern corner of the lake, where a series of blue steps was marked. “Now, over here is the temple of Neptune, but it is a local beauty spot where ramblers often walk. I doubt he would hide there, for fear of being noticed.”
“And this?” Joshua said, indicating a craggy outline halfway along the cascade and separated from it by a faint line.
“The grotto. It is a series of tunnels and underground chambers, some natural, some enlarged under my direction. Herbert lost interest in it halfway through and it was never finished. I daresay since then it has scarcely been used. The entrance resembles the mouth of a cave, concealed behind rocks. There are iron gates, which I assume are kept locked to prevent anyone inadvertently wandering in there and becoming lost. The light inside is poor: it would be a gloomy place to hide, and dangerous, too, if he got lost. But if he had been able to gain access to it, a man might live there unnoticed.”
“What are the dangers?”
“Apart from losing himself in the maze of tunnels, there is a risk of drowning. The grotto is indirectly linked to the cascade through this building here, which is also a possible hiding place.” He pointed to an outline at the lake end of the cascade labeled “Octagon.”
“It was built to disguise the overflow for the lake. It is conceivable, I suppose, for a man to hide in the basement, though that too would be precarious.”
“Why so?”
“Because of the constant changes in the water level of the lake. Assuming the level remains low, as at present—you will recall there has been no significant rain for several weeks—the basement would be dry. But when the level in the lake rises, that changes very swiftly. The overflow system is designed to reroute the water to the river to prevent the ground around the lake becoming flooded. In winter or in prolonged spells of wet weather, the basement is flooded more often than not. Even now, if the weather breaks, only the most foolhardy of men would pass the night there. And if the water rose, it could seep into the grotto. So in either event he would put himself in peril.”
“Do you think Arthur Manning recognizes the dangers of these places?”
Brown looked dubious. “I don’t know, Mr. Pope. As I said before, to my knowledge he took little interest in such matters. In any case all this is no more than speculation. Who knows, Arthur Manning may be hiding somewhere else entirely. But if he is in one or other spot and he isn’t warned, I fear that before long there may be another death at Astley.”
Chapter Thirty-four
AS JOSHUA rounded the corner to leave his carriage at the stables, he saw that Francis Bentnick and Lizzie Manning were on the rose terrace outside the drawing room. He felt a flicker of interest seeing the pair seated in companionable silence, reading. This was the second time in recent days he had found them alone engrossed together. Surely this was a sign that so far Lizzie’s fears regarding Violet were unfounded; Francis remained true.
Having learned of Arthur’s likely hiding places, Joshua reasoned that the way to avoid further attack (assuming Arthur was his attacker) was to persuade Lizzie Manning to accompany him. Arthur could hardly attempt an assault with his devoted sister present. But Joshua knew it was crucial to put the proposal to Lizzie alone. If Francis discovered the scheme he might grow protective, insist he come too, which would only make it harder to lure Arthur out of hiding. “Good afternoon, Miss Manning, Mr. Bentnick.”
Francis looked up and greeted him in a polite but distant manner. Lizzie said not a word. She remained frozen with her book in her hand, her chin set firm, her knuckles white. Joshua presumed that she felt he had offended her when they had met on Richmond Hill. At the time he had felt a sense of satisfaction at having ruffled her. After all, she had irked him by disappearing when he needed her. Now, having learned of her affection for her brother, and having formulated his plan, he felt differently. Without her cooperation, Arthur would be harder to find.
He set about thawing her frostiness, but bearing in mind Francis’s presence, he took a circuitous route.
“I am just returned from a visit to Mr. Lancelot Brown.”
“Is that so?” said Francis. “He once was employed here, you know.”
“So I gather,” responded Joshua. “And at Barlow Court too, I believe?”
“I believe so, yes,” said Francis levelly.
Joshua ignored him and stepped toward Lizzie. He spoke softly, in a voice intended to convey sympathy. “Miss Manning, the reason I raise this subject is because Mr. Brown gave me a message for you. I wonder if I may ask you for a moment in private to deliver it?”
Silence again. She pointedly turned her page, making a show of reading, as though oblivious to Joshua’s presence. Francis coughed and stood up. Holding out his right arm, he beckoned like a convivial host who wishes to welcome a late-coming guest. “I think, Pope, it might be best if you and I take a turn together.”
And so Joshua followed Francis back down the steps to the path leading from the terrace to the flower gardens. They walked along a wide strip of lawn flanked on either side by trellised roses planted under with clumps of columbine and lavender.
As soon as they were a safe distance from Lizzie, Francis spoke without preamble. “Mr. Pope, you can see that Miss Manning has no desire to speak to you. If you want to know why, I will tell you. It is because you wounded her deeply this morning by your tactless reference to her brother. She is devoted to him, but as you know he has brought much shame on her family and she hardly ever speaks of him. Take my advice, Pope: leave the poor girl alone for the time being; and keep off the subject of Arthur. She has enough to endure without you adding to her burdens.”
“It is for that very reason I came,” Joshua said, regarding Francis’s handsome, troubled face with measured caution. “I sensed I spoke out of turn and wanted to apologize. Moreover, as I said, I have a most urgent message to give her.”
“What is the message? Give it to me if it is so important—and I will pass it on to her.”
Joshua hesitated. He didn’t think there was any side to Francis, but he had encountered treachery where he least expected it several times in recent days. Besides, he was determined Francis should not spoil his scheme. “I know, sir, you are as good as affianced to Miss Manning, but I gave Mr. Brown my word I would deliver the message to her and no one else. I will tell you in confidence my message concerns her brother; thus, despite your advice to avoid the subject, I think I am right that she would be eager to hear it.”
The heat was suddenly bothersome to Francis. “Concerns her wretched brother, does it?” he said, mopping his shiny forehead with a lace-trimmed handkerchief and looking suddenly plum red with the heat.
It was no surprise to see evidence of ill feeling between Arthur and Francis. Arthur had, after all, relieved Caroline of part of her inheritance. While the opportunity presented itself he decided to press the subject further. “Has Miss Manning said anything about her brother to you?”
Francis frowned. “No, but that does not surprise me. You know, I suppose, what he did to my sister—borrowed a sizable sum with the aim of paying back some of his debts and then lost the lot.”
“He said he was accosted on the road by a highwayman.”
“A very convenient encounter, I would say.”
“D’you have proof the story was a fabrication?”
“He reported nothing to the beadle or the constable, though both were on duty in the town when the assault was supposed to have taken place. Manning is notorious for his love of play. He’s the mainstay of half a dozen gambling houses in Richmond. You have only to walk down Brewers Lane and ask anyone in the Magpie or Lilliput, or go to George Street and visit the Black Boy or the Flying Horse, to learn the truth of it.”
“Do you believe him capable of theft?”
“Was not that what he did to my sister?”
“In a sense, I suppose—but might he have taken the necklace?”
Francis shook his head impatiently, as if the subject were a beggar who followed him wherever he went. “I tell you this, Pope—but not a word to Miss Manning. Arthur was fair enough when sober, but for as long as I have known him he has always been a man of dubious character when in drink. It was a bottle of Hollands gin that did for Barlow Court—that and a couple of aces in his opponent’s hand, I daresay.”
“Nevertheless, sir, you would do me a great favor if you would tell Miss Manning I wish to tender my apologies, and that I have a message concerning her brother.”
Francis seemed irked that Joshua wasn’t more forthcoming. He nodded curtly and returned to the terrace. Joshua strolled the gardens, wondering what, if anything, Francis would tell Lizzie, and what his next move should be. Half an hour later he had resolved that his best course was to assume Francis had said nothing. He would apologize profusely to her, while hinting that he knew where her brother was. This, with any luck, would win her round and they could arrange a rendezvous in private to discuss Arthur.
Joshua returned to the house and found Francis, Violet and Sabine Mercier, and Caroline Bentnick on the terrace, seated beneath their parasols. Granger had brought a basket of strawberries and was currently engaged in conversation with Sabine. There was no sign of Lizzie.
It was most strange to find Francis and Caroline conversing together with the Merciers as if they were old friends, when Caroline believed Sabine was responsible for the death of her mother, and possibly the death of Hoare as well. Thus, when Caroline Bentnick began to question him on the whereabouts of Bridget Quick, and how his wounds progressed, he was unable to resist the opportunity to probe.
“Miss Quick returned to London this morning, after we spent a most enjoyable time touring the region. My wrists are not troubling me, though I am impatient to remove the bandages. I daresay you are all busy with final preparations for the ball?”
A shadow darkened Caroline’s face. Her eyes flitted in the direction of Sabine and Violet. Then she lowered her gaze to her teacup and stirred it so roughly the whirling liquid spilled into the saucer. “There’s something I have remembered that I wanted to tell you,” said Caroline. “It concerns Mr. Hoare. I will come to you at ten tomorrow morning and examine your bandages. Wait until then before removing them,” she said.
Joshua turned then to Violet, who looked as enchanting as a bird of paradise, in a robe of azure blue that matched her eyes. “Miss Mercier, how well you look in that particular shade. You are a treat for any artist to behold.”
Violet immediately looked toward her mother, blushed, and said, “Thank you,” in a small voice that suggested she would prefer it if he didn’t compliment her in future.
Sabine dropped her teacup into its saucer and shot a pointed look in Joshua’s direction. “I wonder you have time for frivolous compliments, Mr. Pope, when there are so many pressing matters to concern you. Need I remind you that you still have a portrait to paint and, more importantly, my necklace to recover? As far as I am concerned, until you accomplish the latter you remain under a cloud of suspicion. I had hoped to have the jewel for Caroline to wear.” She cast a brisk sideways glance in the direction of Caroline Bentnick, who flushed and regarded her hands. “Apropos of that, I would like a word with you, in private, if you please.”
Sabine rose and led the way to the drawing room. After the warmth of the sunny terrace the interior seemed dark and forbidding. She walked to the chimneypiece, above which hung the Gainsborough portrait of Jane Bentnick, and turned to face him. Joshua looked bleakly from the canvas face of the late Mrs. Bentnick to the flesh-and-blood visage of the future one. He couldn’t help thinking there was some deficiency in Sabine’s beauty—was it a lack of warmth, an absence of animation or indeed any expression? He wasn’t sure, but neither was he able to contemplate how Herbert could share his bed with this woman. He would prefer to sleep with a statue.
“You are no closer to finding my necklace?” said Sabine.
“I have not forgotten it. But you know, I believe, the matter is wrapped up with the claimant, and until I trace her I can do little more.” Mindful of the letter Marie had shown him from the claimant to Sabine agreeing to a meeting, he hoped this might elicit some useful response. A name perhaps.
He was disappointed.
“I told you before that is naught to do with it,” said Sabine crossly. “The answer to the disappearance lies here, in this house. Yet you have been gadding about all morning and drawn no conclusions. If you cannot tell me something, or at least where you have been, I will assume you are wasting time and not doing all you might. In which case, I will summon Justice Manning, with or without Herbert’s say-so. He is due to return late tomorrow. I want my necklace returned in time for the ball.”
Anger at his predicament began to smolder within him. Should he confront her over the letter? It was on the tip of his tongue, but at the last minute something restrained him. How could he mention the letter without revealing how he had found it? He had no desire to lose Marie her position. Yet he must say something. “I have been to call on Lancelot Brown.”
“Lancelot Brown, the landscape gardener? Whatever for?”
“I have only one suspect: Arthur Manning, Miss Manning’s brother … I believe he may be concealed somewhere in the vicinity. Brown knows every nook and cranny of the grounds.”
“What makes you think it was Manning and not Cobb?”
“I was attacked yesterday. That is how I sustained these injuries.”
“Cobb attacked you before.”
“Yes,” said Joshua, “but this man was powerful. Cobb is in poor health. I don’t believe it was him.”
She didn’t appear in the least surprised, although her gaze seemed to flash over his shoulder when he said the name. “And what do you propose to do next?”
“I intend to go in search of Manning.”
Again she glanced over his shoulder. “What delays you?”
“Nothing. I intend to leave at the first opportunity. Tomorrow morning at first light I think would be best.”
Sabine thought for a while before she nodded curtly, signaling that their interview was over. Her onslaught had begun so swiftly after they entered the drawing room that Joshua had assumed they were alone, but as she turned to leave, he heard a faint rustle of papers behind him and spun round.
At the far end of the room, Lizzie Manning was seated at Herbert’s writing desk. She was scribbling a note. Sabine must have seen her, but had done nothing to warn him; but then, Sabine cared little for the feelings of others. Lizzie finished her note, put down her pen, sanded her paper, then stood up and came toward them. She was dressed in her customary gray, though Joshua noticed that the shade was paler and more becoming than usual, and it seemed to bring out the warmth in her hair and the lustrous depths of her eyes.
“Mr. Pope, how fortuitous you should find me here,” she said, with the slightest of tremors in her bell-like voice. “I have this note to give you.”
He looked down at his name inscribed upon the thick paper in Lizzie’s elegant hand and felt uncharacteristically flustered. Lizzie was probably the only one who could help him find Arthur, yet knowing how deeply she cared for him, he recognized his gaffe. He had wanted to keep his suspicions concerning Arthur Manning silent for the time being. It was cruel coincidence that Sabine had forced him to speak out just when she was in the room. Every endeavor seemed doomed, foiled by Sabine.
Chapter Thirty-five
Astley House
Sir,
I understand from Francis that you wish to tender your apologies and that your message from Mr. Brown concerns my brother. I, too, am anxious that we discuss these matters in private. In order that we may be sure we will not be overheard or interrupted, I will come to your rooms this evening at ten o’clock.
Until then I am, sir, yr obedient servant,
Elizabeth Manning
Joshua had opened the note with trepidation. But on reading these words, his spirits soared.
Throughout the evening, anxious to avoid giving further offence, he concentrated on what he would say, and thus immersed, joined in little of the conversation. As soon as was decent after supper Joshua left the assembled party and went to his rooms to compose himself. To pass the time until the appointed hour he began to write a letter explaining his actions as honestly as he thought wise. This was no easy matter due to the bandages, and after a short time he gave up and poured himself a glass of claret.
He sipped the wine and watched the hands of his father’s timepiece move close to ten. His heart began to race. When ten chimes rang, he listened for every creak of the floorboard. But the corridor was silent. There was no sound of approaching footsteps, no rustle of skirts or petticoats. Another half hour came and went; the clock sounded eleven; a further half hour passed. Still there was nothing: no knock, no muffled footsteps, no sound at all apart from the thunderous roar of blood in his ears.
By now, feelings of despair overwhelmed those of hope. A cloud descended. The heat in the room seemed stifling. He threw open the window and gulped the air, but this didn’t satisfy him—the air outside was too warm. Instead it brought a great thirst upon him. He poured himself a second glass of claret and gulped it down, then another and another.
By the time his timepiece sounded twelve, the decanter was drained and Joshua was numb with drink and disappointment. He staggered to his feet and discarded his shoes, his velvet breeches, his silk coat, his stockings, cursing the bandages and dropping each article carelessly on the floor before he unbuttoned or untied the next. Dressed only in his shirt, he kicked the heap of clothes out of his way, extinguished the candle, and fell in a stupor on his bed.
Joshua thought that he would never sleep, and yet he must have quickly lost consciousness. Some hours later he became dimly aware of the sound of footsteps, the door catch opening, the floorboards creaking, the soft sounds of someone walking about his room disturbing things in it. He rose slowly to consciousness, opened his eyes, and thought he was still dreaming. By the paltry flame of a night-light he saw that Lizzie Manning had at last arrived. She was walking about his room, holding the candlestick, dressed only in her nightgown.
“Miss Manning,” he murmured, “is it you? You kept me waiting half the night.”
She seemed to start at the sound of his voice. “I didn’t mean to anger you. Violet kept me talking for hours, and then, when I went upstairs and saw the hour, I did not dare call for fear you were already abed. I went to bed myself but then the thought of the message you had concerning my brother kept me from sleeping. So here I am. You may save yourself the trouble of expressing your apology, for I have already read what you wrote and left on the table. I took the liberty of looking at it in case it was sent for me from Mr. Brown.”
The night-light illuminated the underside of her chin and face, leaving much in shadow. Feeling profoundly uncomfortable at her proximity and state of undress, he lowered his eyes. It crossed his mind that the contours of her body would have been visible were it not for the dimness of the night-light. He could scarcely believe she was there, but he did his best to muster his reasoning faculties and conceal his surprise with a yawn.
She came toward him, placed her hand on top of his, and shook him. “Mr. Pope, did you hear what I said? Rouse yourself. I want you to tell me what you know about my brother.”
“I heard you,” said Joshua. The oddity of her visit struck him with the force of a fist in the belly. He knew enough of Lizzie Manning to comprehend this nocturnal visit had been carefully orchestrated. Even her flimsy gown was calculated to distract him. The question was: what precisely was her motive?
“I will tell you what I know if you tell me why you have come here at such an uncommonly late hour.”
“Why does that matter?” she said softly. Now that she saw he was fully awake she straightened and began walking about the room. “Is it not enough that I am here and read what you wrote?”
“But you could have waited till tomorrow morning. That would have been a more proper hour to come calling, surely?”
“I have not seen my brother for two weeks. He said he was going abroad and would send word of where he was, but no letter has come. He is younger than I, and all I have, Mr. Pope, apart from my father, who is often called away on business. I know he has his faults, but I feel responsible for him. Moreover, I cannot believe him guilty of theft or murder, which is what you have suggested.”
As Joshua regained proper command of his faculties he observed that as she continued her perambulations, she appeared to be scanning the walls and furniture, albeit surreptitiously. Was she looking for something? Why did she not say what she wanted? It wasn’t hard to guess what it was.
“It seems to me,” said Joshua sternly, “that quite apart from your anxieties for Arthur, you are here for another reason. Why else would you come to my bedchamber in the dead of night? I hazard you are searching for something.”
“What?” said Lizzie, looking at him as if he were suggesting something quite preposterous. “I have not the faintest notion what you mean.”
“I presume the object of your interest is the bag belonging to Cobb?”
She shrugged, half smiling. “Very well. If you want to know why, I will tell you. It occurs to me there may be more contained in Cobb’s bag than we realized. If the necklace is inside, it would prove my brother’s innocence.”
“Do you think I haven’t looked? What a fool you must consider me, Miss Manning.”
She stood over him and met his gaze. Joshua caught a gleam of something in her eye before she turned her head away. What was it? Shame? Concealment? Whatever it was, it seemed she too had her doubts about Arthur.
She positioned herself on a chair not far from the bed. “Please tell me all you know concerning my brother, and what you have done with Cobb’s bag.”
Joshua sensed that unless he told her what she wanted to know she might leave, and then he would lose his best chance of finding Arthur and surviving the encounter. “I gave the bag back to Cobb,” he lied, “but not before I searched it thoroughly. And so, I believe, did your brother. I met him three days ago in the grounds by the lake. He told me he had come to my room one night. Neither of us found anything in it.”
“You saw Arthur here?”
“Yes, as I said, in the grounds.”
“And was he well? Where is he staying?” The relief in her voice was unmistakable.
“He seemed quite well, though perhaps a little inebriated. He didn’t say where he was staying. That was why I called on Brown.”
“I do not understand. What was the message you had from Brown?”
“It’s not a message in a straightforward sense, it is something I learned from him. I went to visit him because I believed your brother might have stolen the necklace and be hiding with it at Barlow Court.”
“Impossible. He may be misguided, but he is not a thief. And if he had the necklace, why did he search your room?”
“Perhaps he was looking for something else of value to him.”
Joshua waited for some furious reaction or denial, but when there was none, he assumed he was correct and wondered what it might be. “Brown’s conclusion was that it would be impossible for him to conceal himself for any length of time at Barlow Court. However, he also pointed out there were two suitable places a man might conceal himself at Astley. Considering my recent conversation with your brother took place in these grounds, I think it is a possibility worth investigating.”
“What places did he suggest?”
“The grotto and the basement beneath the octagon tower that houses the overflow chamber for the lake, according to Brown, in a storm. That is why I believe we should go together to find him and warn him.”
Joshua heard her sharp intake of breath. “Of course I will come; you need have no fear of that. Shall we go now? Will you get dressed?”
“No,” Joshua said firmly. “It is out of the question. We will see nothing in the dark and only endanger ourselves. And in any case the weather tonight is fine. Even if he is there he will come to no harm. We will wait till first light. I will knock at your bedchamber door.”
Lizzie concurred with this arrangement, and so with no further discussion, she left his room. Joshua tossed and turned, pondering the motive for her nocturnal visit. Did she really believe the necklace was in Cobb’s bag? Or was there something else it contained? He had thoroughly examined every object in it twice and there seemed nothing untoward. Nevertheless, the thought that he might have overlooked something bothered him. It was some time before he slept.
AS SOON AS the first light began to illuminate the room, Joshua opened his eyes and saw that several things were not as they had been the night before. The clothes that he recalled kicking under the bed now lay piled on a chair. The papers on his writing table were disarranged. Several of his possessions—his father’s timepiece, his pocket book, and a brush and comb left on the dressing chest—had been moved. The bottom drawer was slightly open. The door to the linen press in which his clothes were stored stood ajar.
Lizzie had not been taken in by his lie that the bag wasn’t here. She must have returned while he slept and searched the room. Neither of them trusted the other. He looked at the washstand that hid the closet wherein he had secreted Cobb’s bag. With relief, and a surge of triumph too, he saw that the washstand remained exactly where he had left it.
He leapt from his bed, resolving to ignore the ache in his temples. What had possessed him to drink so much wine? After he poured cold water in the bowl in the washstand and performed his toilette, he felt somewhat revived. He dressed as speedily as his injuries allowed, choosing plain black breeches, a white linen shirt (leaving the cuffs unbuttoned), and his blue everyday topcoat, then went to rouse Lizzie Manning and begin the search for her brother.
Chapter Thirty-six
IT WAS AFTER SIX by the time Joshua and Lizzie stepped outside. The air remained still and heavy. A large orange sun hung low in the sky, and the western horizon was fringed with mounds of purple clouds. A few swallows darted about, dipping low over the fishpond to drink, or to catch the fragile insects that hovered there. Hedgerows and shrubs were alive with the shrill sound of birdsong, which seemed only to emphasize the strained silence between Lizzie and Joshua.
Lizzie’s eyes, appearing darker and more brooding than usual, had purplish circles beneath them. She looked innocent and fragile, which only went to show, he thought ruefully, how deceptive appearances could be. Even when they were side by side on the path, she walked as far from him as possible. Hostility emanated from her.
Joshua felt his headache worsen. “The air feels uncommonly oppressive,” he said. “It is well we have come early: the weather might break soon.”
She glanced at the heavens, screwing up her eyes slightly, as if to verify the truth of what he said. “In that case, we shouldn’t waste any time in finding my brother,” said she curtly. Then: “Not that way. It will be quicker by this path.”
She turned at right angles from the track Joshua was following, taking another, which appeared to lead toward a dense copse of trees. Joshua’s earlier feelings of confidence, brought on by the fact she had tried and failed to find Cobb’s bag, were now interspersed with rumblings of irritation. His headache made him unusually short-tempered. He was tempted to ask what she meant by her uncivil tone. Yet, remembering how important her presence might be, and to what lengths she had gone to pursue her aim, he ordered himself to act benevolently and say nothing.
“Have you been to the grotto before?” he questioned her instead. “Are you certain this is the best path?”
“I have heard of it often enough, and since I know this garden almost as well as my own, I am sure I will be able to find it.”
The serpentine path Lizzie had chosen now veered away from the lake, traversed a small woodland plantation, and then, to his chagrin, turned back toward the left side of the water, where the cascades and grotto were situated. Proximity to the water speedily distracted Joshua from all other considerations. He clenched his jaw and looked at his feet as a way of containing his fears, but he remained unsettled—so much so that when the path made a sharp bend, and he came face-to-face with the head gardener, he nearly walked straight into him.
Granger was carrying what appeared to be a small scythe in one hand and a bundle of rooted box cuttings in the other. The sight of him going about his everyday business brought Joshua to his senses. “Good morning, Mr. Granger. I wonder to see you in this part of the garden so early.”
Granger bowed slightly and gave a wry smile, which seemed to stretch the scar on his cheek as taut as a violin string. He looked Joshua straight in the eye, but if he was surprised at seeing the two guests out so early, he betrayed not a jot of it. “My cottage is two hundred yards in that direction. I am on my way to my office in the kitchen garden.”
There was an awkward silence while Joshua surveyed the shrubbery over his shoulder. Plainly he would have to offer some explanation for their early morning excursion.
“We were on our way to visit the cascade and grotto,” said Lizzie. “Mr. Pope was curious to see them—he wonders about putting some such natural yet picturesque feature in the background of his painting. He tells me the light at early morning is advantageous for an artist’s needs. And besides, I thought it might make a pleasant surprise for Mr. Bentnick and Mrs. Mercier. So if you will excuse us, Mr. Granger, we’ll be on our way before the early light is gone.”
Joshua was all too aware that this was a lame excuse. Granger might well have asked why, if art was his purpose, Joshua had apparently brought no drawing materials with him. And yet, perhaps he understood he had intruded in a matter of some delicacy, for he nodded as if a promenade at six in the morning were the most normal thing in the world.
“In that case, you will require a key to enter both places; the grotto has been kept locked for many months now. As you know, Miss Manning, it was devised by Mrs. Bentnick with the assistance of Mr. Brown. It was unfinished when she and Mr. Bentnick went on their voyage to Barbados; since her death all work has been curtailed. Mr. Bentnick told me he can’t bear to visit the place, for it reminds him too much of her. As for the octagon house, that is kept similarly secure to discourage vagabonds from entering there in search of shelter and falling into the water.”
“How often do you inspect the buildings, Mr. Granger?” said Joshua. He was surprised to hear the buildings were kept locked. This was something he hadn’t considered.
“It varies according to circumstances. At present, I go to the octagon house once a fortnight; more, if there’s a severe storm and the overflow is in use.” With this, Granger took out from his pocket a large ring on which several keys were suspended. He began to inspect the bundle.
“When did you last visit?”
“I don’t remember precisely, but it would have been the last time we had rain. Last week, I believe that was. Why? Is it important to your study?”
Joshua shrugged his shoulders, adopting an air of mysterious authority. “And you noticed nothing untoward?”
“Not that I recall. Should I have done?”
Joshua ignored the question. “And the grotto? Do you recall your last inspection there?”
“I don’t rightly remember. I have little call to go there now the work’s been stopped. A month or two ago perhaps.”
Joshua met Lizzie’s gaze. “We should proceed at once, Miss Manning.”
She nodded. “I said the very same five minutes ago, Mr. Pope,” she said tartly.
Granger was still holding two keys in his hand. He seemed reluctant to pass them over. “Would you like me to accompany you, Mr. Pope? It would be a wise precaution, bearing in mind that neither one of you is familiar with the grotto. There was an accident there some months ago in which several lives were lost. An excess of water entered one of the natural passages and drowned three men.”
Lizzie intervened. “As I recall, after that tragedy a metal gate was installed to prevent the water entering the passages, was it not?”
Joshua noted that her tone toward Granger was cordial.
Granger nodded. “Even so, miss, if you wandered into one of the tunnels it would be all too easy to lose yourselves for days in the darkness—perhaps, though I shudder to say so, with the direst of consequences.”
Lizzie’s face grew pale. Her eyes looked larger and more bruised than ever. Joshua wondered whether, if she were faced with real peril, her testiness might ebb. He waited, but she showed no sign of accepting Granger’s offer. Nevertheless he wasn’t foolish enough to court danger deliberately. Speaking in a composed tone that concealed his own trepidation he said, “Very well, Granger, please escort us.”
And so the three of them trooped off together, Granger leading the way. Lizzie and Joshua walked in brisk, but slightly less hostile, silence. They skirted the lake, then branched off on a trail that led up a steep incline parallel to the cascade. On their right a torrent of water gushed down a series of stone steps and splashed noisily into the lake. The water created a fine mist that seemed to hang low over the ground like a layer of gossamer. Through this delicate veil Joshua discerned mossy boulders, between which sprouted clumps of reeds, tall grasses, and purple flags. Elsewhere the garden was planted as an artful wilderness. Vast granite boulders reared up here and there, interspersed with ferns and willow trees and flowering shrubs, all of which flourished in the damp atmosphere.
A hundred yards further on, a large rock set upright in the ground like a gigantic black tooth guarded the entrance to the cavern.
“This way,” directed Granger, stepping behind the massive pillar.
They were in front of a yawning black maw, barricaded by metal railings. Through the railings they could see a passage and main chamber beyond. The cavern was roughly oval in form, extending to some thirty feet at the widest point, with a ceiling that soared up perhaps twenty feet. What struck Joshua most, however, was not the cavern’s scale but its decoration. Every inch of the walls and ceiling was studded with shells of various form and hue, arranged in mosaiclike concentric circles, spirals, and flowers, creating a richness akin to a gentleman’s embroidered waistcoat. On one wall a small fountain gushed from the wall into a basin hewn from rock. The surface of the floor and walls around it was encrusted with moss and lichens, and here and there filigree ferns had found crevices in which to grow, giving this corner the appearance of a subterranean garden.
A gate was set in the center of the railing. At present it was fastened by a large padlock, which didn’t appear to have been tampered with, but Joshua reckoned Arthur Manning might easily have entered here. The railings were only about eight feet high and there was a gap of several feet between the top and the roof of the tunnel. It would be simple enough for an agile young man to scale this barrier and clamber over if he wanted to.
Judging by Granger’s lengthy efforts to open it, the lock had not been used for some time. Eventually, after much jiggling and maneuvering, the mechanism yielded and the hasp came free. The door creaked loudly as Granger pulled it open. Before stepping aside to allow them to pass, he turned and gave Joshua a quizzical look. “I don’t pretend to know your purpose in coming here, Mr. Pope, though I surmise it has naught to do with painting. In any event, that’s none of my business. But I would remind you, most emphatically, that since we have brought no torches with us, and we have a young lady present, it would be the gravest folly indeed to venture into the tunnels.”
Joshua looked past Granger into the grotto. The interior was shadowy and mysterious; toward the back of the chamber he could see the shadow of a passage meandering into darkness. Joshua shuddered inadvertently. “Fear not, Mr. Granger, we have taken your warnings to heart.” He paused, then added rather condescendingly, “By the by, Granger, I thank you for your discretion. We have come here on a delicate matter, one that we are not at liberty to discuss.”
“In that case,” said Granger, retreating so that they could pass through, “I will wait here until you have finished and then escort you to the octagon house.”
“There’s no need for that, Mr. Granger,” interposed Lizzie sharply. “You have had Mr. Pope’s assurance. I know the way to the other building very well. Give us the key, and we will return it to you the instant we have finished with it.”
Granger furrowed his brow. “There are dangers there too, miss. Suppose one of you should fall in the water?”
“Mr. Pope is perfectly capable of seeing where the water is and avoiding it. I am equally familiar with its dangers. You have our assurance we will leave the place secure as we found it.”
Granger smoothed his ruffled brown hair with a hand. His countenance still seemed troubled. Did he honestly believe they wanted to kill themselves? “Very well. If that is your wish.”
With that, he disappeared back up the trail. They heard the crunch of his boots as he descended the slope. Some minutes later Joshua wondered whether it was prudent to have sent him away, and half wished he could call him back. If the unpredictable Arthur Manning should suddenly choose this moment to make an appearance, and if he should take against Joshua, the presence of Granger could have proved mightily useful.
Without a further word to each other, Lizzie and Joshua entered the cavern. They stood in the center and looked up at the roof and its elaborate encrustations, then they circled the perimeter, and brushed their hands over the thousands of shells that had been so meticulously collected and arranged on the walls. Joshua made no attempt to speak to her and instead searched for signs that another person had recently entered here.
The floor was covered in stone flags; there was no trace of any footprint. Joshua didn’t know what else he expected to find—a piece of clothing, perhaps?—but the chamber was devoid of any evidence of human life. As he searched, he wondered if his protracted silence might provoke Lizzie to say something, to give some hint of her thoughts and feelings, but she remained mute, touring the chamber, staring at the elaborate patterns in brooding silence.
On reaching the fountain at the opposite side of the cave, Joshua lowered his head to drink from the stream of water that fell into the basin below. As he did so, he caught sight of something in the bottom of the bowl. He peered more closely. It was a small transparent object.
Joshua looked surreptitiously round at Lizzie; she was still frozen in silent contemplation with her back toward him. Without a word, he reached into the basin. The water was not much more than a foot deep and he reached the object easily, though in the process he soaked the bandages that still bound his wrists. Grasping the object, he brought it to the surface.
He recognized it instantly. It was one of the crystal brandy glasses he had taken with him on the night when he had met Arthur Manning. He was so astonished to see it here that, without thinking, he dropped it and it sank back to the bottom.
Plainly Arthur Manning had been here. Should he pursue him? What should he say to Lizzie? What effect would knowing he was somewhere in the vicinity have upon her? Furthermore, Joshua couldn’t help asking himself, would his discovery make her treat him a little more civilly? Minutes ticked by. Joshua paced about, while Lizzie continued to ignore him.
In the end he opted for caution. Assuming Manning had fled into the cavern at the sound of their approach, what chance would he have of apprehending him in the dark tunnels? At the very least, he needed another able-bodied man to support him, and some torches.
Just as he reached this decision, she spoke.
“We have seen all there is to see here, Mr. Pope. Nothing has presented itself. Let us leave now and hope the other place will be more fruitful.”
“As you wish, Miss Manning,” said Joshua, smiling as he ushered her out of the gate with a flutter of relief in his heart.
She barely waited for him to secure the padlock before she quickly walked off on a path that meandered through stands of birch trees and led up the incline toward the cascade. Joshua sprinted to catch up with her and was vexed when this exertion, coupled with the steepness of the slope, had him panting like an old man, while she showed no evidence at all of strain.
Some two hundred yards further they clambered down a steep slope and came to the octagon house, a two-storey building nestled between two large willow trees where the cascade tumbled into the lake. The windows were set high up under the eaves, but there was a wide arched aperture on the side nearest the lake. The door, a heavy Gothic structure studded with iron nails, stood on the opposite side. It crossed Joshua’s mind that if someone had forced entry here, he would have had to do so by this entrance. But there were no signs of an intrusion. It seemed more probable than ever that Arthur Manning was not here but hiding in the grotto.
“The key, if you please, Mr. Pope,” said Lizzie.
Inside was an eight-sided galleried chamber with a hole in the middle of the floor through which the basement was visible. A metal ladder fixed to the side wall appeared to be the only means of descending to this lower space.
Lizzie briefly explained the workings of the system as they had been related to her by Herbert. “The water of the lake is held back behind the arch by a brick parapet. When the level rises, during sudden storms, the water gushes over the parapet into the lower chamber, where it is carried off to the river by a system of underground pipes. At present the water level is below the parapet, but when it’s above it, the chamber fills with water.”
Joshua shivered, imagining what it would be like to be here with a torrent of water gushing over the parapet. Thank God for dry weather, he thought. He noticed a small metal door several feet above the basement floor. “What is that opening?”
“The door that was installed after the men were killed last year. During a storm the water penetrated through the basement wall in that spot, and found its way into the tunnels leading to the grotto. Until then no one knew the lake and grotto were linked. It was thought that Brown’s excavations might have weakened the rock and caused the tragedy.”
“I should descend to search for signs of your brother,” said Joshua reluctantly. Even though there was no water in the lower chamber, it was the last thing he wanted to do. He straddled the metal parapet and clambered down the narrow ladder. The floor tiles were slimy with algae and every now and again his boot slipped and he skidded forward. Tension made his head pound dreadfully. Nothing on earth could persuade him to pass an hour here, let alone a night.
To disguise these awful fancies he pretended to scrutinize the ground, as if he might find some sign of Arthur Manning. As he expected, he found nothing, and after several minutes, he climbed back up the ladder.
Outside, he felt his pulse subside. They stood for a moment on the grassy slope. “Lancelot Brown was certainly correct when he said that this would be a perilous place to hide. It doesn’t in the least surprise me we found no sign of your brother there.”
“Why not?”
“Because that door would be impenetrable without a key. If he had forced entry there, we would certainly have seen signs of it. I strongly suspect he is hiding in the grotto.”
“What makes you say so? We found no signs of him there either.”
Joshua nodded sagely, without a glimmer of guilt. “But having seen both places, instinct tells me it would be a far more likely place for him to hide. He might easily have climbed over the bars. The tunnels would be a convenient hiding place where he would run little risk of detection.”
For the first time she looked at him with something approaching interest. “In that case, why did we leave there without searching them?”
“We needed to come here in order to be certain. Moreover, I take seriously Granger’s point that it is dangerous to venture there, and so should you.”
She tossed her head and held her chin high, but some of the earlier hostility was gone. “What do you suggest we do?” she said.
“Prepare ourselves properly and formulate a careful plan to find him. The early evening, I hazard, would be the best time, when he is least likely to be prowling about the grounds or attempting to enter the house. If we return to look for him tonight, we could ask Granger to accompany us.”
“Then you believe we should confide the details of this matter to Granger?”
“Not necessarily. The less we divulge to anyone, the better. We will inform him merely that we need to search the cavern and request that in the interests of safety, he accompany us. Let him draw his own conclusion as to the whys and wherefores of our action.”
AFTER A HEARTY breakfast of fried sweetbreads, bacon, eggs, and parsley crisps, Joshua felt greatly restored. As soon as he was finished, he went outdoors again. He intended to go in search of Granger, to return his keys and to ask him to join them that evening on their return to the grotto. He was thankful to be alone, free from Lizzie Manning’s unsettling sulks and silences.
They had spent several hours together and he had not troubled himself to ask her about her visit to the nursery, or to take her to task about the way she had questioned Violet and told her Cobb was alive. He now recognized that her concerns for her brother and Francis influenced everything she said and did. That was why she had offered to help in the first place. How she answered his questions would be prompted by her own interests.
Joshua thought longingly of his morning with Bridget. Her straightforwardness and lack of guile seemed suddenly greatly desirable. Even her questions about Rachel had been unexpectedly consoling. He wondered, with a sudden pounding concern, how she was faring with Cobb and Crackman and when he could escape Astley to see her. Not before he found Granger and persuaded him to accompany him for this evening’s adventure.
Granger stood by a stone bench next to the fishpond. Seated on the bench was a woman Joshua didn’t recognize. She was plainly dressed in a dark blue gown and white linen bonnet from which tendrils of copper hair were visible. Was this his wife or betrothed? She seemed too finely dressed. Curiosity began to smolder. “Mr. Granger,” said Joshua, “forgive me for intruding in your'tête-à-tête, but I have come to return your keys and to make a request.”
“And what might that be?” Granger replied. The tightening of his jaw and a faintly perceptible tic in his cheek suggested he was put out to be disturbed.
Joshua shot a meaningful glance at his companion. “Perhaps I should return later when you are not so busy. I do not wish to inconvenience you or this lady by interrupting your conversation.”
“It’s no matter, I assure you,” said the woman, turning toward him. “I was just quizzing Mr. Granger on his duties. In any case I have to resume my work.”
“Are you a member of the household staff ? Forgive me, but I do not think I have had the pleasure of making your acquaintance,” said Joshua niftily.
“This is Mrs. Bowles. She’s a seamstress from London, come to deliver some work and assist with other preparations for the ball,” said Granger. “And this, madam, is another visitor come to Astley, on a special commission. Mr. Joshua Pope, the portrait painter.”
Joshua bowed, thinking that Mrs. Bowles was a striking woman. Then he remembered instantly who she was. Violet had said she saw Herbert calling on her and he had assumed she was Herbert’s mistress. Lizzie had made some mention of her coming to deliver Violet’s dress. Presumably that explained her presence. Perhaps, since she was here, he should verify the precise nature of her arrangement with Herbert.
“Mrs. Bowles—why, yes. I have heard a little about you. Indeed, there’s a matter in which you might be able to help me. I met with a mishap two days ago and a good jacket of mine was torn. Might I call on you later this morning to see if you are able to repair it?”
Mrs. Bowles seemed a little taken aback, though whether this was from natural shyness or some other cause Joshua couldn’t discern. At any rate, her now crimson complexion only added to her allure. “I will be at my work all day, and it’s my habit to take my meals in my room, rather than in the servants’ hall. You may come whenever it pleases you, though I don’t promise I will be able to help you.”
“You may expect me within the hour,” responded Joshua with a small bow.
She stood, curtsied, and took her leave.
Joshua then secured Granger’s cooperation for an evening excursion by hinting that he believed Arthur Manning might be somewhere in the vicinity of the grotto. He explained that Lizzie was anxious to trace her brother and he wanted to assist. He refrained from mentioning that he thought Arthur might have taken the necklace. They agreed to rendezvous at nine o’clock.
Chapter Thirty-seven
MRS. BOWLES worried Joshua. He knew why she had come; he knew she was expected (Violet had told Lizzie, who had reported it in her letter); it was her looks that rattled him. Her russet hair, her creamy complexion, the arch of her brow, those deep blue eyes—these were features not easily overlooked by any man, and an artist of Joshua’s imagination and sensitivity was affected by them more forcefully than most.
He remembered that Herbert had been seen paying a visit to her house. Was it, as Joshua first supposed, because she—a more radiant version of his own sweet and probably duplicitous Meg—warmed his bed, or was there something else?
Suppose Herbert had become involved with the claim for Sabine’s necklace. Suppose he had decided, as any besotted bridegroom might, to protect the interests of his future bride by calling on Cobb and trying to persuade him to drop the claim. Dunstable had confirmed Herbert had been seen arguing with Cobb.
If he had failed to deter Cobb, what might Herbert have done? Would he search out Charles Mercier’s illegitimate daughter directly and try to persuade her to drop the claim? Herbert said he didn’t know who she was, but he might be lying. There was the letter in his desk with its indecipherable signature. There was the letter to Sabine that her maid had shown Joshua—the letter arranging a meeting. And soon after his visit to Cobb, Herbert had been seen by Violet calling on the dressmaker.
Was it fanciful to think that Mrs. Bowles was Charles Mercier’s daughter? Was she the one Sabine had visited on her recent trip to London? She who had written the letters? Was that why Herbert had called on her? Three people might shed light upon the matter. Mrs. Bowles he intended to call upon within the hour. The others were Herbert and Sabine.
Joshua put his head round the door and scanned the morning room, but he found the place deserted. He walked through to the breakfast room, but apart from Peters, who was sampling a slice of sweetbread, and a couple of housemaids clearing the table of toast crusts, bacon rinds, and crockery, there was no one there either. He shook his head in disappointment.
Neither Herbert nor Sabine was anywhere to be found. Perhaps, Joshua reflected stoically, it was as well. If he did ask them outright about Mrs. Bowles, the question was likely to provoke them to drastic action. It would be better to speak first to the dressmaker herself: she at least had no hold over him.
It was now a little after half past nine—not enough time to call on Mrs. Bowles. Caroline had agreed to come to his rooms at ten to examine his wounds.
Joshua returned to his rooms and sat down on a large Windsor chair by the window. His eyes narrowed until they were no more than flinty slivers in his face. What had Mrs. Bowles and Granger been discussing? And Mrs. Bowles and Herbert? What was there between these two?
He unconsciously began to fiddle with his tattered bandages. They were still uncomfortably damp from the soaking he had given them in the grotto, and stained with rust and slime. He looked across at his easel, his palette, pencils, hog’s bristle brushes, the bladders of pigments ranked in their box, and felt a sudden craving to use them. Unless he could paint he was worthless.
The wait for Caroline Bentnick had become insupportable. Taking matters into his own hands, he whipped off the dressing from his head and examined his face in the looking glass. The wound was healing; air would dry it faster, and at least now he would be able to wear a wig if he desired. Then he turned his attention to his hands. Using a dexterous combination of teeth and the fingers of his left hand, he untied the knot on the right. He twirled his arm in a corkscrew gesture, watching the sodden bandage spiral to the floor like a dirty white worm. As the last layers peeled away they tugged the skin, but discomfort was outweighed by great relief when he saw that new skin had begun to form. He removed the bandages on his left wrist and found that similarly improved.
He picked up a bladder of lead white, unstoppered it with a tack, and squeezed a little on the palette. He did the same with red lake, vermilion, and yellow ocher. Then he turned the easel toward him. It was some days since he had looked at the composition, and as always after such an interlude he saw it with a useful objectivity. His first reaction was entirely unexpected.
Sabine reclined indolently upon her seat, her head thrown back to gaze up at Herbert. The arm with which she held out the pineapple to Herbert was bare below the elbow. One foot was thrown forward as if she were on the point of reclining; the underside of her chin and neck were cast in deep shadow. The serpent necklace coiled about her neck glittered with green lights. Her eyes, heavy-lidded, large, and dark, were redolent of mystery, passion, promise. Herbert, standing behind, hand on hip, looked down. His eyes did not meet hers. They rested instead upon her pale bosom, and on the jewel at her throat. There was warmth in them and something more besides: an expression of possession and adoration.
He had represented with great fineness and detail the costumes, the skin tones, the rich embroidery, and the folds and creases, the bravura landscape. The likenesses of Sabine and Herbert were so animated that they almost breathed with life. And yet, though he recognized his accomplishment, he didn’t feel the sense of achievement he might have expected. Instead he felt distracted; his eyes were inexorably drawn to the necklace—as if that rather than the couple were the focus of the painting.
Joshua wondered whether he should alter Herbert’s pose, so that the couple’s eyes did meet, or adjust his expression so that it was riveted less on the necklace, or darken the necklace so that its highlights were less prominent. In the end, however, he decided against tampering. In all probability it was his own preoccupation with recovering the necklace that distorted his view of his work. No one else would interpret it in the same way.
Joshua took up his palette and delicately added further details to the background, which was all that remained to be finished. But despite his earlier urge to paint, his work failed to hold his attention. This morning’s adventures—finding the wineglass and meeting Mrs. Bowles with Granger—made him sense that he was on the brink of a great breakthrough. But he couldn’t help wondering what Bridget was learning in Saint Peter’s Court. Joshua still clung to his belief that Cobb was probably innocent of involvement in Hoare’s death, but until he knew who was to blame, there remained a doubt he could not entirely banish.
Bridget had promised to call on Crackman, to try to discover the identity of the claimant. The fact he had heard nothing was a source of disappointment. Of course, if his hunch was correct and Mrs. Bowles was the claimant, he could resolve the matter here and now. And all being well, this evening he would find Arthur Manning and recover the necklace. There would then be nothing to prevent him returning to London tomorrow to rejoin Bridget.
He glanced at his timepiece. Ten o’clock had come and gone and still Caroline Bentnick had failed to appear. He dimly recalled that there was something she wished to tell him concerning the day of Hoare’s death. Whatever it was it would have to wait.
He took up the torn and soiled brown coat that he had worn on the day he was attacked and asked the third footman where he might find Mrs. Bowles. The footman escorted him to an attic staircase leading to the garret, where most of the servants’ quarters were situated. He found her in a pleasant, though stiflingly hot, room. The sloping ceiling was punctuated with a shuttered window that gave a bird’s-eye view of the kitchen garden, the pinery, and Richmond Hill beyond. Glancing through it, he saw it was practically the same view he had from his rooms below. The sky was burdened with lowering clouds, but at the moment he entered the sun broke out briefly and spears of sunlight radiated across the room in a dazzling fan, which disappeared almost instantly.
A gown of pale blue satin embroidered with seed pearls in a trailing vine pattern stood in one corner of the room on a tailor’s dummy, which reminded him of the lay figure he used for his portrait. Mrs. Bowles sat on a stool nearby, busy at her craft, apparently stitching a pair of crimson velvet gentleman’s breeches. She had removed the bonnet she wore earlier and put on a small linen cap, with lappets hanging on each side of her face. He caught a glimpse of strands of russet hair beneath the cap.
As before, Joshua was struck by Mrs. Bowles’s radiance. He recalled the story of the maid, Emma Baynes, who had delivered the jewel to Charles Mercier and so bewitched him that she subsequently bore his child. Was this the child Charles Mercier had fathered? Or was she no more than Herbert’s mistress? She was certainly lovely enough to distract the most upright of men.
He cast about, looking for any scrap of paper containing a sample of her handwriting. If it were the same hand as he had seen on the letters to Herbert and Sabine, her identity would be confirmed. There was nothing visible, though he noticed a closed book on the table next to her. Was this an order book perhaps?
Joshua coughed. “Mrs. Bowles, forgive my intrusion. I have brought my coat. It was badly torn in a misadventure that befell me two days ago. I wondered if you could repair it.”
She took the coat and began to finger the rips to the sleeve and lapel. “I hesitate to say I can mend it so well it will be as good as before. And certainly I am too occupied just at the moment …”
“I would not expect it,” said Joshua. “I see you are kept busy by the demands of the Bentnicks.”
“It’s the reason I have come here, sir.”
“Is it often that you are called here from London by the family?”
“No sir. Indeed, it’s the first time.”
“Did Mr. Granger tell you anything of the recent events that have taken place here?”
“A little.”
“Perhaps, then, he also mentioned that I have been ordered to look into them?”
“He did say something of the kind, but since it all took place before my arrival, I do not see what possible help I can be to you.”
“Madam,” said Joshua, in a more authoritative tone, “what you know of the family may have a bearing on these events, even if you are unaware of it. Thus I would ask, how did your connection with the family come about?”
“I come originally from a village near Luton in Bedfordshire. The Bentnicks are acquainted with the Seebrights, owners of Beechwood, a large estate in the county. When I ventured to London, after the death of my husband, Frances Seebright recommended me to all her friends in the vicinity, among them Jane Bentnick. I presume that after Mrs. Bentnick’s death, Miss Caroline must have passed my name on to Mrs. Mercier and her daughter.”
“That was most fortunate for you.”
Mrs. Bowles smiled wryly. “Miss Violet, I may say, is a most demanding customer; she insisted I personally deliver the gown I have made for her, in case any alterations are necessary. Now that I am here, Mr. Bentnick requests that I adjust his breeches, for he complains they have always been too tight.”
The name Beechwood was familiar to him.
“Tell me, Mrs. Bowles, a little of your background. Are your parents still alive?”
“Both my parents are dead, sir.”
“Lately so?”
“My father died when I was an infant; I never knew him. My mother perished two years ago.”
“Was your mother ever in service?”
“She worked as cook to Mrs. Seebright.”
“She never went abroad with her?”
“No sir.”
It occurred to Joshua that though her replies did not entirely tally with what he knew of Charles Mercier’s daughter, there was plenty in her family history that fit. But if she was the claimant for the necklace, she was an accomplished actress, for she gave no flicker to indicate that she had other reasons for being here. If only there were a sample of her handwriting to be seen, he could resolve the matter instantly. Joshua decided to press more roughly. “Are you personally acquainted with Mr. Bentnick?”
She looked up from her work and her complexion seemed to turn a shade paler. “I am not sure what you mean, Mr. Pope. I have told you the nature of my acquaintance with the family. Mrs. Mercier and her daughter are my customers. Mr. Bentnick has naught to do with it. I am adjusting his breeches as a favor; under usual circumstances his tailor would do it.”
Joshua stood up. He was puzzled by her vehement tone. He knew there was more to her relationship with Herbert than she admitted, and yet she hadn’t the demeanor of a liar. He moved a little closer to her and stood next to the table on which the book was resting. “You told me about your dealings with the ladies in the Bentnick family, but that doesn’t mean you haven’t worked for the gentlemen. I should like to know, does Mr. Herbert Bentnick often avail himself of your … services … in town?”
The pause and the look he gave her made his meaning as clear as springwater. She stopped her work and raised her eyes to his. As she did so, he saw her expression transform from puzzlement to shame. Her hand began to tremble; she bit her lip. “I am not entirely sure of your meaning, Mr. Pope, but you may rest assured there has never been anything improper in my relations with Mr. Bentnick, nor indeed with any one of my patrons.”
“Then may I be so bold as to ask why, less than two weeks ago, you were observed entering a house off Floral Street, and minutes later, Mr. Bentnick was also seen to enter the same premises? You were then observed in intimate conversation with Mr. Bentnick in a room on the first floor. Do not think me overzealous or prying, Mrs. Bowles, but as I have already made clear, in view of the fact that a man is dead and a valuable jewel has gone missing, I must press you for an honest response.”
Her pale blue eyes grew round as marbles. Her lips worked as though she would speak, and yet for several moments no utterance came. When at last she managed to compose herself sufficiently to speak, her voice trembled with emotion.
“I do not know who has provided you with this malignant slander,” said she, with what vestige of dignity she could muster, “but I can assure you my character has been most unjustly traduced. There is a confidence I would have preferred not to break, but since you appear intent upon besmirching my reputation, I will tell you. Nothing untoward has taken place between Mr. Bentnick and me. Nothing whatsoever. He has paid several visits to me at my residence, in order to commission two ball gowns—one is a surprise for Mrs. Mercier, the other is for his daughter.”
Joshua was taken aback and not entirely convinced. He looked down at the book again. “If that was all, what reason did he have to visit your private dwelling?”
“He didn’t wish Violet to catch him. He is a man of great generosity and kindness. He didn’t want the surprise to be spoiled.”
Her outrage and mortification seemed genuine. Joshua reached down and opened the book’s cover. The handwriting was small and regular, a copperplate hand. It was nothing like the writing on the letters. She couldn’t be the claimant. He was about to apologize for upsetting her, but before he had a chance to make amends, he heard the pounding of heavy footsteps and a voice bellowing his name. An instant later the door burst open. Francis Bentnick stood there, his face red and moist, his straw-colored hair plastered to his forehead. “Mr. Pope,” he blustered, “you must come at once. A terrible tragedy has taken place.”
Chapter Thirty-eight
CAROLINE BENTNICK was dead. Granger had found her lying at the entrance to the pinery beneath the glazed cupola, some half hour or so after Joshua had left him. By the time Joshua arrived at the scene, the rest of the family were gathered outside the pinery door, shock and distress etched on their faces. Herbert hovered on the threshold while Francis and Joshua went inside, where they found Granger keeping vigil over the body. Granger looked unusually agitated. He caught Joshua’s eye as if there were something pressing he wished to say, but he didn’t want to speak in front of the others.
The corpse remained as he had discovered it: sprawled face upward on the path, one arm outstretched, the other lying across her breast. Joshua was entirely unprepared for the ferocity of Caroline’s expression. Her wide lips were drawn back in a strange grimace; her tongue, purple and swollen, protruded. Her eyes were glassy and open and seemed more bulbous than he remembered; the whites were visible, as if she had looked up to heaven at the moment of death.
Even more shocking than the wild strangeness of her face was the collar of glittering green around her neck. The serpent necklace had returned as a terrible talisman of death to the person who detested it most. It was wrapped about her throat, its single ruby eye winking malevolently.
“Sir,” whispered Granger urgently, “there’s something—”
“Yes, yes, Granger. All in good time. Just let me look first, if you please.” Death, violent death, once more. He looked at Caroline and he saw his wife: Rachel’s soaked body, Rachel’s wrinkled flesh. Kneeling by her side, his head swam with horror and unreality. He clawed at the ground for support.
It was that gesture—and the sensation of soil beneath his hands—that somehow restored him.
The links of the necklace were speckled with soil. Holding the necklace to one side, he saw that etched upon Caroline’s neck was a livid circle of bruising, the sort of mark that a noose might make.
The necklace had been placed there after she was strangled.
He noticed that her right hand, which lay across her, was clenched. He gently pried it open. There were faint soil marks across her palm.
He turned to Granger. “I presume what you want to tell me concerns the necklace?”
“When I found her, her hand was closed and across her neck. I lifted it, and the necklace dropped out, as you see it now.”
Joshua nodded wordlessly. What possible reason could there be for such a killing? Was the necklace merely disguising the wound, or did it serve as some macabre adornment? Had the necklace been buried and then dug up? Was the murderer of Caroline the murderer of Bartholomew Hoare? If this was so, Cobb was innocent.
He compared the two methods of killing: poisoning and strangulation. Poisoning seemed the easier of the two. Anyone, man or woman, weak or strong, might administer poison. But to kill Caroline Bentnick in such a manner required considerable force. Joshua stood up and looked down at the body. The clothes were not unduly disarranged; there was no evidence of a struggle. She must have been taken by surprise. And yet there was that ghastly look on her facea look of recognition, surely.
“Tell me, Granger, how you happened to find her.”
“There’s not much to tell, sir. I entered the pinery in order to tend to the plants and check the heat, and there she lay. I could hardly miss her.”
“How long ago was this?”
“About ten, fifteen minutes at the most, sir.”
“And you saw and heard nothing untoward prior to that?”
“Nothing in particular that I recall, sir.”
“So you didn’t see Miss Bentnick when she entered the pinery?”
“No sir.”
“And where were you immediately before you came here just now?”
“Over there, sir, by the melon frames.” He pointed to a spot some twenty feet from where they stood. The frames were partly concealed by a trellis, up which a cucumber scrambled; apart from this obstruction there was a clear view of the pinery.
“So if anyone had passed, you should have seen them?”
“I suppose so, sir, but in truth I was kneeling down, tending the plants. It is possible someone could have passed without my noticing. Also, I was only there for ten minutes or so. Before that, I was attending to matters on the other side of the house. If someone had entered then I wouldn’t have seen them.”
“In that case, perhaps you would be good enough to go and question your men and discover if they remarked anything unusual.”
Granger nodded and left. Joshua turned back to the face with its dreadful contorted expression. He remembered the fear she had expressed that evening in the drawing room. He remembered, too, the kindness she had displayed toward him and Bridget. He felt ashamed that he had felt no glimmer of foreboding when she failed to arrive for their appointment. Perhaps if he had, and had gone in search of her, he could have prevented her death.
The words she had spoken the previous day rang in his ears. She had something to tell him concerning Hoare and had said so in front of all those assembled on the terrace. Had this innocent remark thrown her into peril? If so, the murderer was one of those on the terrace.
This notion so distressed him that he could hardly consider it objectively. Then another thought came to him. If Caroline had been killed because the murderer feared being identified by her, would his own involvement place his life in danger? Was he next?
Still gripping the necklace in his fist, he pushed past Francis, desperate to get outside.
Violet and Lizzie were standing together close to the door. Lizzie was crying quietly, holding a handkerchief to her eyes. Violet looked tremulous but had thus far managed to control her tears. She was fluttering a pink silk fan in front of her face. A short distance off, a cluster of three or four undergardeners had gathered to wait for Granger—who now advanced toward them.
Herbert and Sabine stood apart from the rest. Herbert’s face was pinched and pale. His shoulders trembled and his eyes gleamed with suppressed anguish. Sabine held his hand in both of hers and rubbed it gently, but all the time she looked about with jerky, wary movements that reminded Joshua of a bird about to take flight.
Joshua steeled himself and went over to Herbert. “I believe, sir, that this is the missing necklace,” he said. “I am only sorry that I have to restore it to you in such unhappy circumstances.”
Herbert took the jewel and handed it to Sabine. “What does this signify, Pope? I beg that you will explain it to me.” He spoke in an expressionless monotone. Joshua had never seen him look so subdued or uncertain. He seemed dazed, as if he had lost all sense of who he was.
“I don’t know who did this, but I do know my poor sister has been killed by that accursed jewel,” whispered Francis Bentnick before Joshua had a chance to reply. He fixed his gaze on Sabine, as if wordlessly accusing her.
“What do you mean?” said Joshua.
“Isn’t it plain?”
His gaze was locked on Sabine. Then his shoulders began to tremble violently. Violet approached the group and threaded her arm through Francis’s. “I confess I am utterly confused,” she said quietly. “Caroline always claimed to despise it, but if she was not responsible for the necklace’s disappearance, why is the jewel now recovered?”
Francis shook off her arm. “Impossible! I won’t even honor such a dreadful notion by refuting it,” he cried.
Joshua tried to prevail upon them to be reasonable in their grief. “It seems most probable to me that the thief and the murderer of Mr. Hoare and Miss Bentnick are one and the same. The assassin feared Caroline knew his or her identity and probably killed her now because the opportunity presented itself,” he said. “In any event, I believe the reason for her death was something she said yesterday which may have made the killer believe she knew more than she did.”
“What’s this?” said Herbert, looking up. “What did she say?”
“First, sir, I would like to pose a question. I believe you have had some correspondence with the other claimant for the necklace, a letter threatening to remove the jewel if you didn’t cooperate with her wishes. Who wrote it?”
“How do you know the letter threatened me? Have you been among my private papers?”
“He has,” said Lizzie between sobs. “I was there and saw the letter. Forgive me, Mr. Bentnick. It was only my concern for my brother made me desperate to involve myself with him.”
“That letter may lead us to the murderer of your daughter, sir. Surely that is more important than whether I read a letter that you should have showed me,” said Joshua quietly.
“What a fool you are, Pope. I don’t know who wrote the letter. If I did, would I have asked you to find the jewel? I could have gone straight to the claimant myself. Now, tell me, before I also commit murder, what it was my daughter said that made her the victim of this crime.”
Joshua dared not let slip that the maid, Marie, had shown him the letter sent to Sabine arranging a meeting with the claimant; he didn’t want to cost Marie her job. Perhaps Herbert was telling the truth when he said he didn’t know who she was, but Sabine, who had said nothing, certainly did.
“Yesterday she claimed she had remembered something she wanted to tell me. She said she would come to my room at ten this morning and tell me what it was. Most of the household, apart from you, sir, were present when she made this arrangement. She never came.”
Herbert pulled himself up so that he seemed to tower over Joshua like a man-of-war looming over a longboat. “Then it was you who caused her death. Yet again it was you, Pope. You have brought about this great tragedy.”
“No sir,” protested Joshua, “she passed the remark without provocation from me.”
“Nevertheless,” said Herbert, desperate to blame someone for his misery, “if you had not insisted that the matter of Hoare’s death was linked to the necklace, none of this would have happened. I told you to find the necklace. I did not want to provoke a further murder. Let alone that of my only daughter.”
“It was hardly my intention to do so,” said Joshua, consumed with remorse and aware that Herbert’s onslaught contained a certain dreadful logic.
“And as it transpires, the disappearance of the necklace had nothing to do with Hoare’s death.”
“I still cannot be certain of that,” replied Joshua, looking penetratingly at Sabine, who ignored him, “although I believe I may be close …”
“However close you are, do not expect to progress further with my blessing. I say again, your meddling with Hoare and Cobb has resulted in the death of my daughter. You have enjoyed my forbearance long enough. The portrait must by now be practically finished—I have never known an artist to procrastinate like you. You can complete it in your own premises. Remove yourself from Astley forthwith.”
Joshua was aghast. “But, sir, I believe I am close to discovering the reason for these strange events. I beg you, let me remain here one more night.”
“One more night be damned! You have brought about a calamity. I planned a ball, but now I must hold a funeral. Your services are no longer required.”
“In that case, pardon my freedom, but I earnestly entreat you to summon an officer of justice to look into this. If Miss Manning’s father is still absent, then call the constable. There is a murderer in your midst and you ignore that fact at your peril.”
“Pope,” said Francis, intervening on his father’s behalf, “do not make matters worse by arguing. We have suffered a family tragedy. What we do is our business, not yours. It is only right that you comply with my father’s desire.”
Rocked by his perfunctory dismissal, Joshua had no option but to acknowledge defeat. There was such glaring danger here, how could they ignore it? Why did Sabine not confess she knew the claimant’s identity? He glanced toward her again, but she refused to meet his eye. He bowed curtly to them all. “Let me in parting offer my condolences for these terrible events. If at any juncture you change your mind and desire that I should pursue them for you, I would willingly do so.”
Sabine at last deigned to speak. She shot a baleful look in his direction, “Thank you, Mr. Pope, but I believe you have done quite enough. More will not be necessary.”
AS JOSHUA returned dolefully to the house, it seemed to him that destiny had played him a cruel hand. The charge of theft had been replaced by one of precipitating the death of Caroline Bentnick. Even though he recognized this as a misjudgment, the accusation wounded him because in his heart he felt culpable. If he hadn’t looked into Hoare’s death, if she hadn’t mentioned his wretched name, she might be alive still. He wished he had never agreed to set foot in that house, never picked up a brush to paint the wretched Bentnick portrait.
He packed his possessions and equipment, his thoughts in turmoil, ricocheting between relief at leaving this strange, unhappy house, a sense of failure in quitting under such a cloud, and a heavy burden of guilt. Also, he no longer knew if his reputation was salvaged, or irrefutably condemned. What would Herbert do? Despite having discovered the necklace, he feared Herbert’s wrath—or worse, that he might publicly condemn his conduct.
In between retrieving Cobb’s bag from its hiding place and giving orders for the packing of canvas and stretcher and easel and paints, he searched for Lizzie Manning. When he finally met her on the stairs he reminded her not be so foolish as to venture into the grotto in search of her brother without Granger as escort. It was on the tip of his tongue to say that he feared Arthur Manning might be responsible for the death of Caroline and the mysterious return of the necklace, but no sooner had he finished the first part of his speech than she thanked him coolly and walked off with her nose in the air, as if she were examining the moldings on the ceiling. A few minutes later she was back, wanting to know what had become of Cobb’s bag.
“I have undertaken to return it to him. Its whereabouts are no concern of yours,” he replied coldly.
“So you lied to me the other night when you said you had already given it to him. I thought as much.”
“You too have been less than honest with me, madam. It is not customary in any circles I know for a young lady to enter a gentleman’s rooms in the dead of night and search them.”
She looked as if she would fly at him for this retort, but by then his goods were safely tied onto the roof of the carriage, and unless she fancied climbing up there, he knew she would never find Cobb’s bag.
Lizzie Manning and the Bentnicks of Astley were a black chapter in his life. But the chapter was now closed. London was where his future lay.
Chapter Thirty-nine
IT WAS MIDAFTERNOON by the time the carriage drew up outside Joshua’s lodgings. He knocked tentatively at his front door. Having given the key to Cobb, he had no means of opening it. He still felt uneasy about Cobb. If Hoare’s murderer was also Caroline Bentnick’s, it was unlikely Cobb was guilty. Nevertheless, with so much shift and alteration in all the characters he had encountered, Joshua’s confidence in his ability to read human nature was shaken. It would no longer greatly surprise him, he thought as he stood on his threshold, if everyone within this house had been slaughtered.
He was relieved when, after several minutes, the door jerked open to reveal the ancient face of Mrs. Quick, in the same formidable humor as ever.
“Mr. Pope. You return, having sent your unwholesome deputy in the meantime. Can we expect the pleasure of your company for long?”
Joshua raised his hat to her, trying to muster some semblance of dignity. “I am pleased to say I have no intention of leaving for some considerable time, Mrs. Quick. My business at Richmond is over. It remains only for me to resolve things with Mr. Cobb. I trust you have taken good care of him.”
“Trust all you like, sir,” she replied sourly. “Next time, though, I would thank you to send such disreputable personages elsewhere. It may surprise you to learn you do not reside in Newgate prison or a sewer. Though some of your acquaintances would certainly be well suited there.”
Joshua gushed contrition. “Forgive me, Mrs. Quick. I suffered a misadventure and had no chance to write. I had thought that Bridget would have explained matters to you.”
“How could she? She wasn’t here at the time!”
“Is your daughter about?”
“As you see, she is not.”
“You expect her soon?”
“In half an hour, perhaps a little more.”
Just then Kitty came out on her way to fill the coal scuttle. Taking advantage of the interruption, Joshua cannily altered tack.
“May I ask you, madam, what became of Cobb? I take it from your earlier remark he isn’t here?”
“Why, what would you expect me to do with him? What was I supposed to think of a wild-eyed stranger who looked as if he hadn’t washed for several weeks, and entered my abode without warning in the dead of night and ransacked my larder?”
“He ransacked your larder?” Joshua echoed, incredulous at Cobb’s stupidity.
“He woke poor Kitty and scared her half out of her wits; she very sensibly screamed, whereupon Thomas came to assist her. When they woke me I told them to summon the watch and call the constable and apprehend your Mr. Cobb for breaking and entering.”
Joshua swallowed and concealed his dismay. He knew enough of Mrs. Quick’s unpredictable character to be sure that if she caught the slightest whiff of anxiety, she would clam up like an oyster or launch into a virulent tirade. “You had him arrested?”
She nodded. “I did, sir, and I don’t need you to criticize,” she said stoutly.
“I shouldn’t dream of criticizing, Mrs. Quick. The fault was entirely mine for not forewarning you of the circumstances of Mr. Cobb’s distress. I know, had you been apprised of the situation, your charitable sentiments, for which you are well known, would have been stirred.”
“There’s charity, Mr. Pope, and there’s preservation. And let me tell you, when a vagabond comes into your home and ransacks your larder, charity flies off with the speed of a bat. You do as Kitty did—open your mouth and shriek for assistance.”
“Quite so, ma’am. May I ask, do you know where Cobb is now?”
“Still in the Roundhouse, for aught I know or care.”
“I see,” said Joshua, looking away from her. He was uncertain how to proceed now that she had delivered this astonishing blow. Bearing in mind Cobb’s unsavory demeanor and his idiotic behavior, he had to admit she had reason to be alarmed. Indeed, remembering his own doubts about Cobb, perhaps the Roundhouse was the safest place for him.
“Of course, I comprehend your awkward dilemma. Indeed, I cannot think how I overlooked it before. My profound apologies for the inconvenience, madam.”
“Won’t you wait for my daughter?”
“No,” Joshua said. The last thing he wanted was to see Bridget again under the scrutiny of her mother, who would monitor every word and give them no peace. “There is no time just now to wait. There are matters I must attend to immediately. Be so kind, madam, to tell her I will call on her tomorrow morning at nine.”
Mrs. Quick gave him a knowing grin. “It’s no use you going to visit your other lady friend, Mr. Pope.”
“What?” said Joshua, blanching at this astonishing remark. “What lady friend?”
“That widow you’ve been calling on. Mrs. Dunn, isn’t it? No good going there. She’s going to be married to some cousin of her husband’s. Came round two or three days ago to break the news to you. Bridget spoke to her.”
“I see,” he said, nodding curtly, as he took his leave.
Joshua mounted the stairs to his rooms with a heavy heart. Was there anything more that could possibly go wrong? Although he had half expected something of this kind, he was surprised how dejected he felt to have his suspicions confirmed.
He wished it had been Bridget rather than Mrs. Quick who had greeted him. Her practical sense and good heart might have helped him decide what he should do about Cobb, who languished in a cell not a hundred yards from his door.
Whatever Cobb’s role in this intrigue, he could not have killed Caroline Bentnick, and thus it seemed doubtful he was the murderer of Hoare. Assuming Cobb was innocent, his misfortunes were even worse than Joshua’s. In sending him to his lodgings—believing he would be safe there—Joshua had directed him straight into the jaws of peril in the unlikely form of Mrs. Quick. How could he feel otherwise than honor bound to save him?
THE ROUNDHOUSE was the headquarters of the local watch, where malefactors in this part of London were held prior to being brought before the magistrate. The building stood in the main thoroughfare of Saint Martin’s Lane, opposite Saint Martin’s Church, a mere three hundred yards from Mrs. Quick’s house. Joshua picked his way past a cluster of spectators at the stocks that stood outside it—currently occupied by two men who had been found guilty of cursing and swearing in the street—and a whipping post, currently vacant. The building was about the size of a summer pavilion, with the guards’ office and an entrance hall on the ground floor and a holding cell in the basement beneath. On questioning the guard, Joshua learned to his surprise that Cobb was still held a prisoner in its cell and had yet to be charged with any offence. Mrs. Quick, being uncertain whether or not he was a vagabond, had paid the constable a florin to hold him till Joshua’s return, whereupon, if Joshua was willing to vouchsafe his good character, she would drop all charges. This action, thought Joshua, might well have saved Cobb from heinous punishment. It was also the only sign he had ever seen of Mrs. Quick’s supposed compassion.
Thus encouraged, Joshua pleaded Cobb’s case. He was told it would be impossible to release him that night, since it was late and the constable was no longer on the premises. Joshua handed a shilling to the guard and reiterated his wish to see Cobb freed as soon as possible. The sweetened guard swiftly changed his tune. Joshua might view the cell. Provided he could identify Cobb, the guard saw no reason why Joshua shouldn’t take him away.
Two guardsmen escorted Joshua down a spiral staircase to a circular cell in the bowels of the building. In this crowded, unventilated space, the air was foul with the smells of human sweat, rank breath, and excrement. There was naught but damp straw on the floor and open buckets were the only method of sanitation. Through the gloom he glimpsed the dismal prisoners. Males and females of every age, size, and demeanor imaginable lay or sat in uneasy poses, some hunched and stooped or prostrate, while others stood immobile, as if frozen by their dreadful predicament.
As Joshua and the guards approached the door, several of the more energetic prisoners, alerted by their lantern, began crying out and rattling the bars, in the vain hope that Joshua might take pity on one of them and pay to have him released. Cobb wasn’t among these more strident prisoners. Joshua searched about and eventually he discerned him by his rasping cough. He was crouched against the wall, at the furthest point from the door. His head was slumped forward, resting on his knees. Despite the commotion he didn’t raise his head.
“Cobb,” Joshua called out to him, “it is I, Joshua Pope. I am here to have you freed.”
Cobb lifted his head slowly, as if its weight was almost more than his neck could bear. Joshua heard another racking cough. “Pope! Not only have you taken all I have, look where you have put me!” he spluttered, before sinking back to his former position.
Joshua nodded to the guards that this man was indeed Cobb, whereupon one unlocked the door and ordered the other in to retrieve him. Before entering, the guardsman picked up a club, and as he walked through the miserable melee, Joshua saw him swing it and kick viciously at anyone who attempted to approach him. He reached Cobb, pulled up the poor fellow by his collar, and half dragged him out of the cell.
Cobb was thin as a toasting fork; his flesh was grimy and unwashed; a rank odor, the origins of which Joshua couldn’t bear to contemplate, emanated from him. He was incapable of walking, incapable almost of standing, and the wound to his arm looked foul and infected. He had been ill when Joshua last saw him, yet how much worse his condition was now. Joshua recoiled from this miserable, stinking wreckage. Then he sharply reminded himself that he was partly to blame for Cobb’s state. Cringing inwardly, he draped Cobb’s arm about his shoulder, and, Joshua battling to prevent himself from retching, they staggered back to his lodgings.
As they entered the door, Joshua prayed fervently that Mrs. Quick would not apprehend them, for there was little doubt that if she caught a glimpse or a whiff of Cobb, she would banish him. However, Mrs. Quick did not emerge.
In the sanctuary of his parlor, Joshua lowered Cobb onto a daybed and rang for Kitty, whom he ordered to fetch hot water and a bathtub and towels. Cobb lay semicomatose, muttering insensibly to himself. Beneath the grime his skin was pallid and damp. Joshua put a palm on his brow; his flesh burned with fever. He poured a tankard of ale from a flagon he kept on a side table and held it to Cobb’s lips. Most of the liquid dribbled down the side of his mouth, but he managed to swallow a little and he lay a little more peacefully after that.
Presently, Joshua asked Kitty to assist him, telling her that there would be sixpence for her trouble if she mentioned none of this to Mrs. Quick. They stripped him of his stinking clothes and bundled them up for Thomas to burn. Then they lowered him into the bath. He gripped the rim with knobbly fingers, as if fearful he might slip and fall under the water. Kitty seemed to take the shocking sight of him naked entirely in her stride, scrubbing his arms and back and belly as if there were no more to it than scouring a copper pan.
The water seemed to soothe him, for he released his grip on the rim of the tub and lay back with eyes half closed, smiling to himself. Every now and then, however, he was racked with a spasm of coughing, and when Kitty held a cloth to his mouth, Joshua saw that his spittle was stained with blood.
They lifted him from the tub, dried him, and having dressed him in a nightshirt taken from his bag, laid him back on the daybed. Kitty then departed in search of some nourishment.
Cobb seemed a little revived, for he opened his eyes and looked at his clothes. “Did you bring my bag?” he suddenly said.
“Yes,” said Joshua. “I have it safe. You are wearing your nightshirt from it. Do not concern yourself about it anymore.”
“I thank you, Pope, for what you have done for me just now. You are not entirely the bad fellow I took you for.”
This sudden display of gratitude reminded Joshua of his earlier doubts. “Perhaps, on the contrary, it is you who are the bad fellow, Mr. Cobb.”
He looked alarmed. “What d’you mean, Pope? I came here at your invitation. You said I would be safe, yet I found myself arrested like a common prisoner. You have extracted me from that hellhole of your own volition.”
“I am sorry for your ordeal, but I fear it was partly your own fault for going scavenging downstairs at the dead of night.”
“I was half dead with hunger. What would you expect me to do?”
Joshua refrained from telling Cobb that if he had had an ounce of intelligence, he would have washed himself, waited till morning, and sent for the maid to announce his arrival in the proper manner. Although he had determined to dwell no more on the events at Astley, having Cobb before him once more rekindled Joshua’s curiosity. Incarcerated in the Roundhouse, Cobb could have had nothing to do with Caroline Bentnick’s death, yet he was irrefutably involved with much that had passed earlier. “Tell me frankly, Cobb, what it was that brought you to this country.”
“I came because I was charged to do so. I am an attorney-at-law. I was engaged in a matter of disputed property.”
“Yes, yes, I know all that. But as I understand it, Hoare took care of things at this end. You were employed to work for him in Barbados. You had no real reason to come to this country.”
Cobb looked thoughtful a moment. Joshua thought he caught something hidden in his expression. “Very well, I will tell you in all honesty what I told you before. Violet was my reason. You have seen her, Pope. Surely you can understand how I was driven to follow her.”
“And did she offer you any encouragement?”
He paused. “She was fond of me in Bridgetown. Otherwise I would not have come here. It was only after she came to Astley her mother found out and tried to intervene.”
“What did Violet do?”
“She said it wasn’t wise to cross her mother. That was why she pretended to fall for Francis Bentnick and said she wanted no more to do with me.”
“Pretended?”
“Aye. We still communicated from time to time, by letter and rendezvous in the garden.”
“But in Herbert’s desk I found a letter addressed to you in which she declared the relationship at an end.”
“She wrote that as a ploy, to convince her mother that our relationship was over,” said Cobb.
Joshua was unsure whether or not Cobb was deluding himself; certainly he seemed convinced of his own veracity. But would Violet really be capable of such duplicity? “How did Sabine know about the letter?”
“Sabine sent Herbert to the inn to plague me over my relations with Violet. I showed him the letter, as proof there was no longer anything between us.”
“In that case how did it find its way into Herbert’s desk?”
“When Hoare came he also pursued the matter with me and I gave him the same letter to read. But he took it from me and refused to return it.”
“So Hoare also took exception to your relations with Violet?”
Cobb swallowed thoughtfully and nodded. “He said my behavior was extremely unprofessional. To grow romantically involved with a person opposed to one’s client defied common sense as well as every legal rule of conduct he could think of. I was dangerously jeopardizing the outcome of our client’s case. He tried to get me to leave. But I wouldn’t. I wanted Violet, you see, Pope. Wouldn’t leave without her.”
“Tell me about the day Hoare died. You said you believed your life was in danger and that you were the intended victim. What makes you say so?”
“The evening before Hoare was found dead, I received a message. I believed it to be from Violet. The note asked me to meet her in the pinery at ten. It said she had something to tell me that would lift my spirits. I hoped that meant she would agree to come away with me.”
“So why did Hoare go in your stead?”
“Hoare happened to be present when the message was delivered and grew suspicious that there was still something between us. We sat together for some hours arguing about it. I denied that the message was from Violet and refused to say who it was from. I said it was no concern of his. During this time he made me take too much brandy. I fell asleep. He had drugged me, Pope, I’m certain of it.”
“What happened when you woke?”
“It was after midnight, so I had missed my rendezvous. I looked in my pocket and found the message gone. I went to Hoare’s room and found it empty. Guessing he had gone in my place to turn Violet against me, I went to the pinery to try to rectify matters.
“When I got there I found the place was like a furnace. I could hardly stand the heat, but I saw Hoare lying there. I don’t know if he was dead, but before I could ascertain what had happened to him, I heard footsteps approaching. Not wishing to be apprehended for trespass or whatever misadventure had befallen him, I followed my instincts and ran. I grew terrified. I dared not go back to my lodgings, for fear of being apprehended there. So I went into hiding, intending to bide my time till I could recover my belongings. But then you appeared and took them. And when you told me about the corpse, I realized that Hoare had been killed in my stead.”
“What made Hoare so anxious to keep you from meeting Violet? She wasn’t directly involved in the disputed property. Did he believe you wanted to persuade her to steal the necklace? Was that why Hoare wanted you away, because he thought you were after the necklace for your own gain? Did you kill him on account of his objections?”
Cobb gazed incredulously at Joshua, then broke into a mocking laugh. “What an imbecile you are, Pope, even to entertain such an idea! I had no need of the necklace. I told Hoare as much. That was partly why he grew so incensed with me.”
“So he did accuse you?”
“Yes, until I showed him my fortune. That maddened him still more, for despite my protestations, he knew I was lying. He could see there was no way to hold me from pursuing Violet, and as I said, the prospect of us eloping jeopardized the case and contradicted his notions of professional etiquette.”
“A fortune?” Joshua repeated. “What do you mean?”
“I had a stroke of good luck not long after arriving here.” Joshua’s face must have shown his bewilderment, for Cobb elucidated. “The tables, Pope.”
“I had no idea you were a gambling man.”
“I have found that for a stranger in any town it’s an efficacious way to forge acquaintances and pass a convivial evening.”
“Is that what you did when you got to Richmond? Went gaming?”
“Haven’t I just told you as much?”
The memory of raucous laughter now began to reverberate like an echoing gong in Joshua’s head. He vividly remembered his encounter with Arthur Manning and Manning’s reaction to the mention of Cobb’s name. “And do you recall with whom you played?”
For a moment Cobb tilted his head and swallowed silently. When he spoke he looked Joshua directly in the eye. “Of course,” he said evenly. “I won two thousand pounds in a run of only three nights from a man called Arthur Manning. Never dreamed of making such riches so easily. That was what I told Violet when I met her in the gardens. I had money enough to allow us to go back to Barbados, buy a house and some land, and our future would be assured. We had no need of the necklace or her mother’s approbation. It was only later I understood that making a fortune overnight is only a good thing if you live to enjoy it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Isn’t it obvious? A fortnight after I had beaten Manning so roundly, Hoare was killed after he went to a rendezvous in my place. The message I was given agreeing to the rendezvous can’t have been in Violet’s hand, though it was close enough to fool me. Two days after Hoare’s death I was assaulted on the road up to the Star and Garter by a masked highwayman, whose physique bore a remarkable resemblance to Manning’s. The man shot me in the foot, giving me the limp that now afflicts me. That is why I determined to hide out until such time as I could regain my bag, and then save my skin by returning to Barbados. Give it to me now, I beg you.”
Joshua went to the corner, retrieved Cobb’s bag, and carried it over to him. “I will gladly give it to you, but I regret to tell you I doubt what you left there is still inside. I searched twice and found nothing of value.”
Cobb smiled grimly. He grasped the bag, delved inside, and retracted the leather case containing his traveling walking cane. He opened the case and took out the top section with its carved pineapple top. “I bought this before leaving Bridgetown to store my correspondence from Violet. It is made with a hollow compartment inside,” he said, unscrewing the pineapple finial.
Joshua watched in astonishment as Cobb shook the tube and a clutch of large white banknotes fell into his lap.
COBB HAD won a fortune from Arthur Manning. He had no reason to kill Hoare or steal the necklace. In view of Cobb’s story of the message and the subsequent attempts on his life, it seemed probable that Hoare had been killed by mistake. Cobb was the intended victim. What did that signify? Obviously the murderer couldn’t distinguish between Cobb and Hoare. That eliminated Violet and Arthur Manning, who both knew what Cobb looked like. He could also discount Herbert, who had called on Cobb at the Star and Garter, and Francis, who had met Cobb in the gardens at Astley. Only Sabine, who had not met Cobb, remained suspect.
Then another name sprang to his mind, one that he had never considered until now. Arthur Manning had been deprived of his fortune. His sister, Lizzie, had demonstrated her apparent devotion to him in innumerable ways. She had meddled in matters that were none of her concern. She had come to Joshua’s rooms in the dead of night and searched his room while he slept. She was frantic to trace her brother. Until now he had assumed this was simple sisterly devotion. Now it seemed there was more than this: her determination to find Cobb’s bag showed she was bent on retrieving the fortune her brother had lost. And if she was prepared to risk her reputation for her family fortune, what other actions might she be prepared to take for it? Murder perhaps?
Joshua poured himself a brandy from a Bristol glass decanter and thought back to the night she had entered his room so unexpectedly. He had known before that she was fickle; he had guessed her purpose, but he hadn’t properly understood. He should have questioned her more rigorously, demanded to know why she wanted the bag. It had nothing to do with the necklace. Having learned that Cobb was living as a vagabond and was eager to recover his bag, she must have guessed her family fortune lay inside it.
Joshua pondered the question of the necklace and the murder of Caroline Bentnick. Was Lizzie responsible for these two evil deeds as well as Hoare’s murder? In the case of poor Caroline, there was an obvious motive: Lizzie might have overheard Caroline declare she had seen something that would lead him to the murderer. In other words, Lizzie may have killed her dear friend Caroline Bentnick in order to save her own skin.
But what about the necklace? Could Lizzie have taken that too? Here Joshua grappled to find a clear reason for her doing so. If she had stolen the necklace because she was intent on saving her family fortune, why return the jewel after Caroline’s death? It seemed implausible that Lizzie was responsible for the theft. The disappearance of the necklace was separate from the murders. Either Arthur had taken it—unlikely, for if he had he wouldn’t have needed to come looking for Cobb’s bag—or, most likely, as Joshua had first supposed, it was stolen as a consequence of Charles Mercier’s disputed will. Mrs. Bowles was not Mercier’s daughter. More than ever he needed to find who was.
HAVING RECOVERED his fortune, Cobb seemed suddenly overwhelmed by his exertions. He lay back on the daybed and closed his eyes. Joshua covered him with a blanket. The fever was rising again; perspiration had gathered on his brow and he looked flushed. Joshua thought about calling for Kitty again or going downstairs to ask Bridget for her advice, but in the end he managed alone. He gave Cobb a hefty dose of an elixir he took regularly to soothe his nervous maladies and an opium pill. For good measure, he took a spoonful himself to help calm his own feverish thoughts. He passed the next two hours sitting by Cobb, sponging his head whenever the sweats appeared.
Chapter Forty
CROSSING THE HALLWAY from the parlor to his bedchamber, Joshua saw to his surprise that a packet had been pushed beneath his door. In retrieving it he discovered that it was a message from Bridget, enclosing another letter. He carried both communications to his bedchamber, and having shed his clothes, donned his nightshirt and nightcap, and swaddled himself comfortably in bedclothes, he settled down to read.
Joshua,
I didn’t like to trouble you this evening, for Kitty told me you recovered Cobb and that he was unwell and you were occupied with looking after him. Nevertheless, I was much relieved to learn of your safe return. I have been fearful for your safety ever since I left Richmond. I thank God you weren’t attacked again and have left that ill-fated place once and for all.
I must tell you that I called on Crackman, but found his office closed, but for a solitary clerk who was bundling up letters and papers. Crackman has fallen victim to some virulent distemper and is dead, and since Hoare is also deceased, there is no one to continue the business of the firm. I couldn’t ascertain from the clerk who will take over the affairs of the clients belonging to the company. He said that he had no knowledge of Crackman’s business concerning a dispute over a necklace, but that if I left my particulars he would write as soon as there was any news to impart.
I enclose herewith a letter that arrived for you yesterday.
I am, sir, your obedient servant,
Bridget Quick
At the news of Crackman’s demise, Joshua shook his head so vigorously that the tassel on his nightcap swayed back and forth like a pendulum. Crackman had known who the claimant was, and now he was dead. Once again malicious fate seemed to conspire against him. But then, before he had time to work himself into an overly morose frenzy, he reminded himself that there must be records of the wretched woman’s identity. Thus calmed, he glanced at the second letter. Seeing that it was from Lancelot Brown, he immediately opened the seal.
Sir,
You had no sooner left me than something occurred to me concerning a member of the household at Astley. In view of recent strange events I think I should apprise you of it. I would impart the information in this letter, only since it is long and rather complicated I think it easier to tell you in person. I propose we meet at the Roebuck Inn on the terrace of Richmond Hill on Wednesday afternoon at three o’clock.
I am, sir, yours in expectation,
Lancelot Brown
Next morning, Cobb’s face still looked pallid and two crown-sized red stains had appeared on his cheeks. Joshua called Kitty for some barley gruel and rice milk, which Cobb ate with reasonable appetite. Joshua dosed him again with his elixir and an opium pill and judged him a little better. Before Cobb fell asleep Joshua took his leave, saying he would be out for much of the day and possibly the next night too. In the meantime Cobb should stay where he was. The servants would bring him whatever he desired in the way of nourishment, and Bridget Quick, his landlady’s daughter, would look in on him.
Joshua buttoned his best blue coat and went down to Bridget’s door. She opened it immediately and gave him a blushing smile. He noticed she was dressed in a sprigged muslin gown that was cut low over her ample shoulders. Her mass of toffee-colored hair was bound up beneath a linen cap, but wisps of curls had escaped and wound about her ears. Compared with the pallid Cobb, she looked as plump and full of life as a rosebud on the point of unfurling. If he hadn’t had such urgent business to attend to, he would have asked her there and then to accompany him on a promenade.
“Forgive me for calling so early, Miss Quick, but I have a great deal to do and intend to return immediately to Richmond. I come with some damnably sad news that I thought you would want to know.”
“Oh,” said Bridget, suddenly crestfallen. “In that case you had better come in. I thought you were finished with that dreadful place.”
She invited him into the parlor and indicated a settle at the side of the hearth. Bending distractingly low in front of him, she sat down on a low stool opposite. Joshua was temporarily mesmerized by the sight of her. He noted the edge of lace, from which her breasts seemed to swell like smooth rocks from a frothy sea; he imagined the comforting swell of her hips beneath her hooped skirts, and thought that her eyes seemed immeasurably larger and more lustrous than he remembered them. He had been drawn to her from the minute he had seen her in the cart at Richmond, but had fought his feelings ever since. How cowardly he had been to allow himself to be deterred by her mother! And Meg was nothing but a distraction. He would do whatever it took to pacify the daunting Mrs. Quick. Perhaps if he offered to paint Bridget she might warm to him.
Having acknowledged these feelings to himself, he longed to announce them to the object of his affections. But he deemed it inappropriate to speak of such matters when there was sad news to impart. He leaned forward, taking her plump white hand in his and giving it a gentle squeeze.
“There has been another tragedy. Caroline Bentnick was found dead in the pinery yesterday morning.”
Instantly Bridget pulled her hand away and held it to her mouth. “What? Caroline? Miss Bentnick? I should have known that house would bear witness to more tragedy.”
Joshua nodded mutely.
“What happened?”
“She was found strangled and with the necklace upon her. Immediately afterward, Mr. Bentnick took against me, for meddling in Hoare’s death, which he believed was the reason Caroline was killed. He ordered me out of the house. I shall finish the portrait in my rooms here.”
Bridget’s cheeks were marble pale. She swallowed uncomfortably and looked at her hands. “The necklace is returned. That means your reputation is safe, which is something to be thankful for, I suppose. But in that case why did you tell me just now you intend to return to Astley? Would it not be foolhardy to annoy your patron further and again risk unnecessary peril?”
“I go not to Astley but Richmond, because Mr. Brown has asked me to meet him there this afternoon. He has something important to tell me. Moreover, I have found out something from Cobb of crucial importance. But until I hear what Mr. Brown has to tell me, I would prefer to keep an open mind who the murderer is. Once I know, it seems only right I should inform Herbert of my discoveries. What he does about them will be his own affair.”
Bridget raised her eyes briefly to meet his. “So you do intend to go back there?”
“Not necessarily. I can send word to him from the town.”
“What was it you learned from Cobb?”
“That Lizzie Manning’s brother, Arthur, lost the family fortune to him at cards. Cobb became acquainted with Arthur Manning in some gambling hole in Richmond and, after a few epic evenings at the tables, took everything he had.”
“How is that significant?”
“Miss Manning is devoted to her brother. She has been prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to discover the whereabouts of Cobb’s bag, which contained the money he won from her brother. Suppose she had been so bent on retrieving the lost wealth that she was prepared to kill Cobb for it? Cobb says he received a letter, apparently sent by Violet, calling him to a rendezvous in the pin-ery, but that Hoare went in his stead. It is possible that Lizzie sent that letter, that she killed Hoare, believing he was Cobb, and then killed Caroline Bentnick, believing she knew something that might lead to her murder being discovered.”
All this while Bridget had met his regard without blinking. “Could Lizzie Manning be capable of such an act? Miss Bentnick considered her a dear companion. To commit such treachery against an innocent, affectionate friend—why, it’s beyond me even to contemplate it …”
“I would prefer to believe it wasn’t so, but I tell you this frankly: Miss Manning has amply demonstrated to me her capacity for duplicity. She is a woman who uses the truth when it suits her purpose, and when it doesn’t, she will invent whatever she fancies. Whether she is also a murderer remains to be seen.”
Chapter Forty-one
OUTSIDE, the storm that had threatened yesterday and never arrived felt imminent. Lumpy pewter clouds were piled precariously behind the rooftops. A piercing wind had begun to blow.
Joshua took a chair to the Eight Bells in the Strand, to catch the midday stage to Richmond. A cacophony of sound and smell assailed his senses. Iron wheels creaked on cobblestones, the stench of rotting pies and pickled herrings mingled with the ordure of the open gutter—the carcass of a dog, offal discarded by a butcher, the contents of chamber pots. Within the arcades, the cries of orange sellers and vendors of vegetables and damask roses vied stridently with the bellowing calls of passing chair carriers and hackney coachmen.
On the way, since he had a few minutes to spare, he impulsively directed the bearers up Gray’s Inn Lane, to the premises of Crackman & Hoare. Joshua had been much frustrated by the news of Crackman’s sudden demise. But he reasoned that even though Bridget had been unable to extract much information from the solitary clerk, his own confident manner and powers of persuasion might unearth something more. The records relating to the case would certainly reveal the name of the claimant for the necklace.
As he stepped down from the chair, he chanced to glance up at the grimy windows of that establishment. A figure was visible at the window. Joshua could have sworn it was Enoch Crackman, but told himself that he must have been mistaken. He charged along the dingy corridor and up the stairs and threw open the door to Crackman’s office. The place was exactly as he remembered it. There was no sign that the office was being closed down. Rather the reverse, it seemed busier than ever. Several clerks were employed at their desks; an old man clad in a dusty black coat was crouched with his back toward him. “Mr. Crackman,” he said to the humped figure, “is it you?”
The old man turned and looked at Joshua with his one beady eye. His expression was stern. “Why, it’s Mr. Pope returned, is it?”
“Forgive me for bursting in on you so rudely. A friend of mine came to call on you a day or two ago. A Miss Bridget Quick. She was told by a member of staff that you were … no longer in practice.”
Crackman shook his head with annoyance. “You are confused, Mr. Pope. I recall Miss Quick’s visit quite clearly. I told her that I was disappointed not to have heard from you sooner. My partner, Hoare, has never returned and I must presume some terrible misadventure has befallen him. He had no family to speak of apart from me—I am his uncle. Did you receive my letter? I asked for any news you could give me. You never acknowledged it.”
Joshua was filled with shame that temporarily eclipsed any astonishment he felt over Bridget’s deception. How could he have not let Crackman know of his partner’s death? Thank God there was no wife or children starving on account of his thoughtlessness. “The letter arrived. My apologies for not replying, but that is why I was anxious to call on you. You are correct in your surmise that something dreadful happened to Hoare. It was he who was found dead in the pinery, not Mr. Cobb at all. Forgive me for my negligence in not informing you sooner.”
“Hoare is dead?” Crackman shook his head forlornly. “Poor fellow. I suppose I knew something of the kind must have happened.” He put down his pen and looked out the window, and repeated, “Poor fellow, poor fellow.”
Joshua looked at his boots. He deserved a scolding for his insensitivity. This was the first time anyone had expressed any vestige of emotion for poor dead Hoare, and Joshua was glad to see it. Nevertheless his head was in a state of confusion. Bridget had told him Crackman was dead. But why? What had possessed her to say such a thing? Before he could ponder this properly, he had to extract the name of the claimant from Crackman.
“I know this is a difficult moment, sir. But I remain convinced your nephew’s death is bound up with the dispute over the necklace. Therefore I have to ask: who is the claimant for the necklace?”
Crackman subjected Joshua to a baleful glare. “I will tell you what I told Miss Quick. The claimant was anxious to preserve her anonymity. That was why I did not write it in the letter I sent you. But in view of recent events there is no longer any reason to conceal her name.” He paused as if weighing his decision. “Her name is Nell Lambton.”
“Nell Lambton.” Joshua repeated the unfamiliar name, for which he had searched so long, as if he were fearful of forgetting it. “And where may I find Nell Lambton?”
Crackman scrutinized Joshua, weighing his words. “For several months she was a resident of a hovel near Smithfield. The street’s name is Cap Alley.”
“And now?”
“Now she is no longer there.”
“Then I ask again, where may I find her?”
Crackman gazed unblinkingly at Joshua, which gave him the feeling he should have known the answer. “She lies in the paupers’ graveyard at the church of Saint Swithin’s nearby. Shall I spell it out, Mr. Pope? She died ten days ago. And since she had no family to take up her cause, the case is closed. And incidentally, I will never be paid.”
“Died?” reiterated Joshua. “How?”
“How?” Crackman gave a mirthless laugh. “Let me tell you what I learned from the constable. Ten days or so ago, her landlord made his way to the vile hole she rented from him and found what he thought was a bundle of rags. When he looked again, he found beneath the rags a body so emaciated from want it was naught but skin and bone. She had died, sir, though whether from hunger, thirst, or disease, only God knows.”
“Dead!” said Joshua, scarcely comprehending.
“Aye, dead, sir.”
He thought immediately of Sabine’s rendezvous. Was this why she had been so surprised to find her necklace gone?
“Was there anything suspicious in it?”
“You know as well as I that no one gives a jot for those without means. How many like Nell die in abject misery with none to remark their deaths, I shudder to think. But what I will say, as God is my witness, is that Mrs. Mercier has much to answer for. Indirectly it was she who killed Nell. If she hadn’t refused to adhere to her husband’s clearly stated will, Miss Lambton would have lived in respectable lodgings, with enough to eat, as he intended, and I believe she would still be alive today.”
Joshua shook his head. He could hardly take in the fact that after all his endeavors to trace Nell Lambton, she had died before he found her. She could have had nothing to do with the murders or the theft of the necklace or its return.
The answer lay elsewhere.
Chapter Forty-two
OUTSIDE THE WINDOW the city clocks began to chime. It was half past eleven; unless he hurried he would miss the midday stage. With a brisk word of thanks to Crackman, Joshua fled downstairs to his waiting chair, which he directed to take him to the Eight Bells in the Strand as speedily as possible.
He made the coach with just minutes to spare. It was only when he was ensconced in his seat that he allowed himself to contemplate Bridget’s part in all of this. He was rocked by her trickery. How crass he had been, how blinded by his own stupid assumptions. He had taken for granted that there was nothing underhanded in Bridget’s eagerness to please him. Even this morning, when he sensed that there was something she was holding back, he had put it down to her feelings for him. And yet now it transpired that her fondness was feigned, her motives not at all what he had assumed. But what had possessed her to lie about Crackman and pretend he was dead?
He had yet to come to any coherent conclusion when they entered the village of Hammersmith and the impending storm that had threatened for two days began to break. Large heavy gouts started to fall with gentle regularity but were soon pelting down with torrential force. Within half an hour the road was reduced to a quagmire of mud and rubble, and every unfortunate pedestrian they passed was drenched. Then there was a violent clap of thunder: the startled horses reared, then slipped, and the carriage lurched alarmingly. The stress of the sideways wrench proved too much for the front axle, which gave an audible crack that sounded like a gunshot, and snapped; the next thing Joshua saw was a wheel careering off like a spinning coin into the overflowing ditch.
The postilion clambered down from his mount and went off to recover the wheel and summon a carter to make temporary repairs. As soon as he returned, all the passengers, Joshua included, were forced to leave the carriage and wait forlornly on the verge, while the rain drenched them all and the heavens entertained them with crashes of thunder and lightning such as Joshua had rarely witnessed.
When at length they resumed their journey, the conditions had deteriorated still further. The road was now a brown sheet of whirlpools and swirling mud that in parts had merged with the river Thames, so that it was almost impossible to see where one began and the other ended. The poor driver could make only the slowest of progress to avoid being washed away. Joshua’s morbid fear of water was uppermost in his mind. His predicament was worsened by many of the occupants of the carriage, who began sobbing and wailing and praying to Lord God Almighty to save them. He clutched the edge of his seat, gazing at the rivulets of water coursing the window, wondering if he was about to be drowned, and if not, how long Lancelot Brown would wait.
Two hours late he strode into the parlor at the Roebuck. Taking off his sopping hat and coat, he shook a small river of water to the floor. He glanced about but saw no sign of Brown. He approached a man serving ale behind a counter, introduced himself, and asked whether there was a message for him from Mr. Brown.
“Aye, sir,” returned the barman with a nod. “He guessed you were held up by the bad weather, and since he wished to call in at Astley, he bade me tell you to follow him there.”
Joshua found himself now in a dreadful dilemma. Brown had proceeded ahead, knowing nothing of Joshua’s banishment or his recent speculation concerning Lizzie Manning. Even if Lizzie was innocent, there was Sabine to consider in the light of her visit to London and the death of Nell Lambton. Not only that, Brown’s ignorance might very well lead him into real danger. Joshua firmly believed his unfortunate conversation with Caroline on the terrace had prompted her murder, and he dreaded being the unwitting cause of another death.
He had to act. He stood by the fire in the front parlor of the Roebuck Inn. As the steam from his sopping clothing rose all around him, a scheme emerged in his brain. He would approach the house on foot, make contact with Granger, who he knew would be somewhere in the gardens, and after impressing upon him the need for discretion, ask him to send word to Brown to meet him in the gardens. In due course Joshua could decide if he should send word via Brown to inform Herbert of his recent conclusions, or if he dared request a meeting face-to-face.
Joshua wasted no time in renting a horse. The whole of Richmond Hill was swathed in mist and cloud; the trees lining the route were bowed down with the weight of water, and the road was strewn with sticks and leaves and stones washed down by the deluge. Nevertheless the weather was easing. By the time he was a few hundred yards from the gate of Astley, the rain had dwindled to no more than a persistent drizzle.
Joshua dismounted and circumnavigated the boundary wall until he came to a garden gate. To one side stood a small cottage, the sort of dwelling a country yeoman might inhabit, nestling amid an orchard of fruit trees. A boy holding a sickle was sheltering beneath one of them. Ignoring him, Joshua walked past to the cottage door and banged upon it. There was no reply. He knocked several times more and, when there was still no answer, peered in through the windows.
The scene within was unremarkable: a small parlor, comfortably furnished with a couple of upholstered armchairs and a mahogany table, the walls hung with engravings of country houses set in parks, a couple of painted landscapes, half a dozen botanical plates; a portrait of a lady hung above the fireplace. The lady was round-faced, with a determined set to her chin and full mouth. Her hair and eyes were as dark as a Gypsy’s. She was painted in the act of drinking tea from a porcelain cup. The cup was delicately painted with a coat of arms on its side. Joshua peered at the portrait critically and concluded it was of surprising quality; the pose was original although it lacked animation. He guessed from the style of brushwork it was the work of Thomas Hudson or possibly, depending on its age, of his master, Jonathan Richardson.
Next door was a kitchen hung with a few iron and copper pots. Pieces of printed crockery sat on a dresser rack by a large range, and a stone sink was set in an alcove at the back. There was no sign of life in either room.
Joshua strode purposefully back to the lad. “I would like to tether my horse,” he said rather impatiently. “I take it neither you nor the occupants of this dwelling would have any objection?”
“No sir,” said the lad, screwing up his eyes to keep the rain from his face as he looked up at him. “There’s no one here for the time being but me, and I’ll keep an eye on him for you.”
“Here’s a penny for your trouble,” Joshua said, handing him a coin. “Is this your father’s cottage?”
“No sir,” said the boy. “I’m Joe Carlton. The cottage belongs to Mr. Granger, the head gardener at Astley.”
It occurred to Joshua that he could send the boy in search of Granger and wait here, where there was no danger of him meeting any member of the household. But he was too impatient to wait.
He tied his horse to the fence and entered the grounds of Astley through an arched wooden gate. He found himself in a grass walk bordered on either side by lilac, cherry, and walnut trees. The entrance to the kitchen garden was via a small gate set into another, slightly lower wall a short distance to his left. Joshua walked through the gate and headed toward the head gardener’s office, where, owing to the inclement weather, he hoped to find Granger sheltering.
The wind had picked up and a swath of purple clouds had parted to reveal a thin melon slice of sun. The only sounds were the patter of water dripping from the leaves and the faint rustle of wet foliage. There was no evidence of activity, no sound of voices. Presumably the workers had gone home when the storm broke.
Joshua shivered. By his estimation it was only about six o’clock, but the murky weather made the day seem prematurely dark.
A few minutes later found him at the entrance to the small brick-built shed that Granger called his office. Granger was not inside, although there was evidence that he had not gone far and would return shortly. His clay pipe, which Joshua had rarely seen him without, was lying on the desk atop a neatly ordered pile of papers, alongside a half-eaten crust of bread and mutton. Joshua sat down on the only chair in the room to await his return.
Chapter Forty-three
SOME MINUTES LATER, the door swung open. Granger stood there, a look of bewilderment upon his face. His outer clothes were as drenched as Joshua’s. He had evidently sprinted back to the shelter of his office, and his face glowed with his exertion. Once he had overcome his surprise at seeing Joshua, he looked far from pleased to find him dripping water all over his tidy floor.
“Mr. Pope,” Granger said. “I thought you had gone away.” Clearly he must have heard Herbert’s last bellowing command that Joshua leave his property immediately, yet he was much too circumspect to mention it.
Joshua decided his wisest course was to be equally politic. “You are correct in that respect, Granger. I have returned only briefly to speak to Mr. Brown. He left a message for me that he would see me here. I believe he is visiting Astley this afternoon?”
“If that is so, then I haven’t been informed of it.”
He looked wary now that he had recovered his breath a little and Joshua saw that he would have to speak frankly if he was to get anywhere. “Mr. Granger, I have a favor to ask of you. No doubt you heard Mr. Bentnick’s parting words. He sent me away in a temper and warned me against returning to Astley. I cannot show my face at the house just like that, for I fear his reaction may be unreasonable. Yet Mr. Lancelot Brown has something of importance to tell me, and I also have something I would communicate to him. I should be grateful, therefore, if you would go to the house and let him know of my arrival here. Please do not, whatever you do, let anyone else know of my presence here.”
Granger’s delicate fingers flicked nervously on a packet of seeds. A sheaf of worried channels appeared between his brows. “Don’t think me disobliging, Mr. Pope, but I would not wish to anger Mr. Bentnick on account of your presence in my office, particularly since I didn’t invite you here. I have my position to consider—it might be jeopardized …”
The strain of the past hours raised a surge of annoyance in Joshua’s breast. Nevertheless he quashed his self-pity and his temper and managed to respond evenly to this objection. “Quite so, quite so, Mr. Granger. Getting you into his disfavor is the last thing I would wish to do. I will wait for Mr. Brown in the pinery, if that is more convenient for you.”
Granger mulled this over, then gave a curt nod. He wordlessly donned his hat and coat and trudged toward the kitchen entrance to the house.
Joshua headed directly for the pinery. He was still bubbling with anxiety for Brown, irritation toward Granger, and the injustices of his fate in general, mainly because his heart was still shattered by Bridget’s duplicity.
Once inside the pinery, the heat hit him like a wall. Steam began to rise from his sodden coat like moisture from a sunlit manure heap. An unpleasant, pungent smell of rotting bark and dung infiltrated his nostrils. Seething with frustration, Joshua ripped off the garment, flung it at the wall, and began to pace the path, staring blankly at the ranks of pineapples. Suddenly he sympathized with Hoare, who in his final death throes had wrought havoc in this orderly place. Joshua, too, felt an overwhelming desire to kick the pots, hurl one on top of another, see the white roots snap and break and the young fruits smash on the stone walls. If Sabine had spent just half the money she had lavished here, she might have saved poor Nell Lambton’s life. What, he asked himself, was the point of pretending a Surrey garden could emulate one in Barbados? Pineapples were not destined to belong in the soil of Richmond, any more than he belonged here.
He sat down on the wall and fell into a reverie in which he ran through what he would have liked to say to Bridget and Lizzie and Sabine were they here.
HE WAS ROUSED by a slight cough at the doorway. “Mr. Pope,” said Granger, “I have tried to pass your message to Mr. Brown, but I couldn’t find him at the house. Apparently he is gone to the grotto. It seems Mr. Bentnick has called him in to resume the scheme.”
“Is he alone?”
“I believe so.”
“Then I must go there immediately.”
“You must allow me to accompany you. I have already explained the dangers. The place is more treacherous than ever in such bad weather. As I explained to you, there is a channel that links the tunnels to the octagon and the cascade. If the water rises too high, the whole place might flood.”
Joshua remembered clearly Lizzie Manning telling him that Herbert had taken measures to make the place safe by installing the metal door in the octagon house, but he had little appetite to argue. Anyway, he reasoned, it might prove useful to have Granger with him.
Joshua put on his steaming coat and hat and, with Granger by his side, sprinted toward the grotto. He felt twinges of alarm at the thought of what might happen if Herbert or Sabine caught sight of him—or if Arthur Manning were lurking in the vicinity. But he reminded himself that the chances of anyone venturing out in the rain were slim. Once he had found Brown and warned him, both of them could leave.
Joshua was panting loudly by the time they arrived at the cavern mouth. The metal door was ajar. There was no sign of Lancelot Brown. Joshua shouted out Brown’s name; it took all his efforts to make himself heard above the thunderous rain outside. There was no response. He shouted again. Still no reply.
Granger was as perplexed as he. “I was certain we would find him here, sir. The footman was quite convinced of it. And the door is open, which suggests someone has been here.”
“Might he have ventured into one of the tunnels?
“I doubt it, sir. Miss Manning said nothing of that.”
“Miss Manning?” Joshua’s voice rose an octave. “Did she hear you ask for Brown on my behalf ?” He raised his eyes to heaven. “Granger, did I not tell you expressly to avoid any mention of my name?”
“Yes sir.” Granger’s response was sharp, as if offended by the unjustness of Joshua’s accusation. “I did my utmost to observe the instruction. It was only that when I went to the servants’ hall to ask about Mr. Brown she happened to enter while I was in mid-conversation with the footman. She must have guessed our discussion concerned you, for she said something like, ‘I might have known Pope would not let the matter drop.’”
“And nor have you,” cut in a familiar voice behind.
Joshua spun round. Blocking the threshold of the cavern, silhouetted against falling rain, stood Lizzie Manning. At first Joshua could not make out her expression; the light was behind her and the cloak of her hood was raised. She was no more than an ominous shape. However, she moved quickly toward him, and though his first reaction was to back away, he managed to steel himself and hold his ground. As she approached, he could see her cheeks unusually flushed and her eyes ablaze. Another rustle caused him to look behind her. To his even greater amazement, he now saw that Lizzie had been joined by Bridget Quick, who bade him good day as normally as if she and he had just crossed paths in the middle of Saint Martin’s Lane. They had been escorted to the grotto by Francis Bentnick, who stood, arms crossed, Herculean and expressionless as ever.
Joshua took a step toward the ladies. For one rash minute he had it in his head to take the pair by the shoulders and shake them and tell them how furious he felt at their deception. But then he thought again. He remembered that one might well be a brutal murderess and the other was certainly the most duplicitous female conceivable. Francis Bentnick had doubtless come as their protector. Joshua had no wish to test the puissance of a man ten years his junior, and six inches taller, with thigh muscles the size of gammons of ham. “Miss Manning!” he exclaimed. “I had not expected to find you here. Do you come in search of your errant brother, or does some other quest now preoccupy you?”
She pushed down her hood and gave Joshua a mysterious smile. “I came to see you, Mr. Pope,” she said in a low voice.
“Then I should be flattered indeed.”
“Flattery has naught to do with it. I came to tell you to leave this place at once: you are not safe here. The rainwater has put twice the usual volume of water in the cascade. I told you about the tunnel joining this grotto with the lake; if the water seeps in, it might flood this cave.”
“You also told me that safety measures had been taken. And in any case, what of your brother? I told you before, I strongly suspect he might be hiding in one of the tunnels. Indeed, in view of the dangers posed by the weather, I will speak frankly, for I would rather not see another corpse. There is more to my warning than mere suspicion: I know for a fact he has been here.”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what makes you so adamant. But you may rest assured you are mistaken, sir. My brother returned to Barlow Court yesterday evening. We are quite reconciled. And since the necklace is now returned to its lawful owner, his name is no longer under a cloud and I have no further need to interfere in these investigations. I confess that was the sole reason I persuaded you to let me help you.”
“How good of you to speak so candidly, Miss Manning,” Joshua said curtly. “You omit to mention the small matter of the fortune he lost to Mr. Cobb, which was contained in Cobb’s bag. I believe that had something to do with your concern.”
“Of course it did,” said Lizzie evenly, “but as I said, Arthur and I are reconciled. We will manage somehow without it.”
“But have you forgotten that two people have lost their lives here? And one of those was your closest friend—Caroline Bentnick. Can you so readily turn your back on such heinous crimes, or do you ignore them because you already know the culprit?”
She drew back, gasping in disbelief at his accusing tone. “I have already confessed, Mr. Pope, that I led you along because I wanted to find out Arthur’s whereabouts and, I admit, to recover the money he lost. It was that, more than anything else, that troubled me. Caroline’s death has come as such a shock I scarcely know what I should think or do. But staying here and risking our lives won’t help her.”
Joshua scrutinized her face. Was the sorrow and confusion she expressed genuine? Anger welled up in him once again. He had intended to inform Herbert Bentnick of his suspicions regarding her, rather than confront her himself. He had meant to wait for Brown’s evidence before drawing his conclusions, yet his emotion got the better of him.
“You play the concerned sister and friend to perfection, Miss Manning. What an accomplished actress you are. But Mr. Cobb has told me that ever since the ill-fated night he relieved your brother of his fortune, there have been several attempts upon his life. He lives in terror, unable to show his face for fear of further reprisal. It strikes me that bearing in mind your eagerness to restore your family’s fortune, you might well have poisoned Hoare in the belief he was Cobb.”
Lizzie’s face became a pale mask; her lips blanched, her eyes grew dull and gray as pewter. She shook her head dumbly, as if the accusation was so outrageous she hardly knew how to begin to refute it. But after a minute she fixed Joshua with a piercing stare, as if wordlessly challenging him to speak further.
The atmosphere became so strained that even Francis was unable to support it. He stepped forward and whispered something in Lizzie’s ear. Then he took her arm and tried to lead her away. She hung back, looking over her shoulder to issue a challenge to Joshua.
“If that is what you honestly believe, why don’t you have me apprehended?” she said.
“First, because although you had plenty of reasons to wish Cobb dead, and you have acted scandalously and led me a merry dance, I still have my doubts that you would stoop to killing Caroline. Second, because it is not my place to do so,” he replied promptly. “Nevertheless, I would ask Mr. Granger to escort you, together with the rest of your party, back indoors while I wait here for the arrival of Mr. Brown. When we have finished we will return to the house, where, if Mr. Bentnick so desires, I will inform him in person of my findings. What he does as a result of them is entirely his affair.”
Now, suddenly, she seemed to feel the import of Joshua’s words. She colored deeply. “Do you honestly think Herbert will give more credence to your testimony than to mine? Do you believe I was responsible for Hoare’s death and that of my dear friend Caroline? Why, I wasn’t even here at Astley when Hoare’s murder took place.”
As she spoke, her gestures grew increasingly animated; she broke free of Francis’s grip. At last here was some evidence that he had riled her as she had riled him. He felt a small but unmistakable thrill of vengeful satisfaction and gave her an inscrutable smile.
“In that case, you have nothing to fear. As I said, my mind is still unresolved. Nonetheless, you must comprehend why your conduct places you under suspicion. It would have been easy enough for you to come covertly and kill Hoare. After all, you live no distance from here, and if you were bent on murder, you would hardly wish to advertise your presence. And as for your credibility over mine, we will put it to the test very soon. In the meantime, if you truly wish to prove your innocence, I can think of no better way to do it than by cooperating with my request.”
Lizzie seemed to see the reason in this remark, for as suddenly as she had grown agitated she now grew calm and rational. Joshua observed her dispassionately. Her ability to alter and change at whim was an intrinsic part of her character, but was this the behavior of a vicious murderer?
Swiveling toward Granger, who was hovering nearby, Joshua said, “If you please, Mr. Granger, escort Miss Manning and the others back to the house. Send word to Mr. Bentnick that I beg leave to address him one final time. I will arrive as soon as I am able.”
Before they left, Joshua couldn’t help singling out Bridget, who all this while had waited in fidgety silence with a look of agitation on her face. “As for you, Miss Quick, I cannot think why you have come here, unless it is to make further mischief regarding the necklace, now you have learned it has been restored. I now know you deceived me over Crackman’s death, although I am baffled at the reason why. What is your interest in all of this? Did you hope to get your hands on the jewel? I wish you would tell me, for I have no notion.”
Bridget reddened; her eyes seemed larger than usual. “Then you are less perspicacious than I thought, Joshua. My interest has nothing to do with the necklace. My interest, and regard, lies with you.”
Joshua swallowed. He still smarted within. “Then your regard manifests itself most strangely.”
“Don’t dismiss me without at least hearing me out, Joshua. I came here now precisely because I wanted to straighten matters between us. I acted foolishly, I regret what I did, but I had your well-being at heart when I led you astray.”
“How did you know I had found you out?”
“This morning Crackman sent word demanding an explanation for my telling you he was dead and for keeping the truth about Nell Lambton from you.”
“Then perhaps you would be good enough to share that explanation with me. You cannot be surprised I feel irked by your underhandedness. Had I not called on Crackman myself, I would still be stumbling about in the dark, not knowing that Nell Lambton was the name of the claimant, Mercier’s daughter, or that she is now dead.”
Bridget blanched. “I repeat, I know now I was mistaken in my actions, but my motives weren’t malicious. I merely wanted to keep you in London. You have narrowly escaped one attempt on your life. Coming here again, you expose yourself to further danger. When Crackman told me Nell was dead, I meant to write to you directly with that information. But the more I thought about you and the recent assault on your life, the greater was my conviction that your life was in grave peril at Astley. If you learned Nell’s fate, you would know that the answers to the matter could have nothing to do with her, but must lie at Astley. And thus you would stay there longer and remain a target for the assailant. So I kept the news to myself. When my mother told me you had returned from Astley and as far as she knew had no plans to go back, you will well imagine that I was delighted. I thought then that you must somehow have resolved the matter, but at the same time my fears for your safety were not entirely allayed. I worried that if I told you Nell Lambton was dead, it might change your view of things, and you would want to return here to pursue your investigations. And so I wrote the letter in which I concocted the story of my visit to Crackman’s and how I learned of his demise. It seemed easier to write rather than face you with such deception, but I justified it by telling myself it was in your best interests.”
Joshua hesitated. He wanted to believe her, but after he had been so completely taken in, his trust was not entirely restored. “I am touched by your concerns for my safety, Miss Quick,” he said with feigned levity, “but I have no alternative now but to face the dangers, whatever they are. I suggest that you return with Mr. Granger and the others to the house, so that you at least will be protected from the perils that lurk here.”
Bridget hesitated, her mouth pursed and anxious. “Let me stay with you, Joshua, while you wait for Mr. Brown. Then you can say all you like to me and I will have a chance to further explain.”
“That’s out of the question …”
“Are you certain you won’t come with us, Mr. Pope?” said Granger, stepping forward and cutting in as if his patience was wearing thin.
“One moment, Granger, if you please,” said Joshua, closing his eyes and holding up his palms. Misgivings threatened to engulf him. He held them at bay, telling himself that what he had begun he couldn’t give up now. A cowardly part of him wished he were anywhere but in the grotto at Astley, with no easy means of escape, surrounded by hostile faces. But his bolder side remained confident that the final answers he sought lay just around the corner in what Brown would tell him.
Presenting an air of detachment, Joshua managed to make light of Granger’s offer. “Come with you—why? Are you afraid Miss Manning may assault you? If that is the case, fear not, Mr. Granger. Francis Bentnick will ensure she restrains herself.”
Granger shook his head. “My concerns have nothing to do with Miss Manning, whom I have always held in the highest regard. I am only uncertain of your purpose, sir. What would you have me say to Mr. Bentnick?”
“Say what I have told you to say. No more or less. I request Mr. Bentnick’s presence to explain all presently. Surely that can’t be too much to ask!”
Color flooded Granger’s cheeks. He flashed a glance toward Joshua that made his feelings quite plain. “Very well, sir, if that is your wish. May I remind you before I leave of the dangers of entering the tunnels in this weather. I told you of the accident in which two people—”
“You have warned me several times.”
Joshua was immovable, and Granger at last acknowledged that fact. He nodded curtly, doffed his hat, and led Lizzie and Francis away.
Joshua watched them clamber down the sloping track. Despite his request that she leave, Bridget had remained obstinately in the cave. He knew he should insist she follow the others. Until today he had never doubted her, but the discovery that she had lied hurt him more profoundly than Lizzie Manning’s obvious manipulations and Meg’s abandonment. She had given a plausible explanation, but he remained skeptical. He wanted to tell her so, and tell her to go, but bruised pride hampered his ability to speak.
Unexpectedly, Bridget spoke. “Joshua,” she said excitedly, “come here. I think I heard something.”
Joshua turned back and walked into the grotto. At first he couldn’t see her anywhere in the chamber. Then he heard a rustle of skirts that seemed to come from the very back of the cave, at the junction with the tunnel. He walked toward this spot and found her a few steps into the tunnel. She stood sideways on, her head at a slight incline, holding a finger to her lips as if to bid him be quiet.
“What is it?” Joshua said loudly, aware as he spoke of the sudden race in his pulse. “Whatever it is, you shouldn’t enter the tunnels. Everyone says they are most dangerous, particularly in bad weather.”
“Yes, yes, I know,” she said, waving her hand impatiently. “But listen. Don’t you hear it? That noise …”
Half wondering if this was just a distracting ploy—it wouldn’t be her first—Joshua stopped talking and listened. The only thing he could hear was rain. Rain drumming overhead; rods of rain pouring down outside the entrance to the grotto as straight as the bars of a prison; rain trickling off every blessed leaf and branch and rock in the vicinity.
“There’s nothing,” he said tetchily. “It’s only this infernal deluge you heard. Will it never cease! In any case, we shouldn’t stand so far in; you heard Granger.”
“Listen! There it is again.”
This time Joshua heard it too—a scratchy, thumping sound, as if something hard and heavy were being drummed on the rock not far from where they stood. Joshua cursed the fact that he hadn’t had enough presence of mind to bring a lantern or a torch.
“Who’s there?” he shouted into the dense black void ahead. He heard his voice echo mockingly, but then, quite unexpectedly, the sound seemed to respond to his call. It became more rapid and, if anything, a little louder. He took a couple of steps further toward the darkness.
“Is that wise?” said Bridget, making no attempt to stop him.
“Probably not,” he said, faltering on another few steps, hands groping in front of him to determine which way the channel went. “You stay here. Then at least if I get lost I can call out to you and your voice will help me to find my way out.”
“Very well,” she replied.
Joshua stumbled on in the black oblivion, feeling his way around stalactites and stalagmites that threatened to trip or crown him, and dips and crannies in the floor. He progressed a distance of no more than twenty yards, though to him it seemed infinitely further. All this while, he had the strange impression that he was not alone. Several times he thought he heard a sigh or a rustle and turned to look back over his shoulder, but there was not the smallest ray of light in either direction.
Nevertheless, the notion that someone else was in the tunnel made Joshua uneasier than ever. Was he about to be ambushed in the dark by some unknown assailant? Lizzie had said Arthur Manning was safely ensconced at Barlow Court, but horrid memories of his recent assault in the barn returned to trouble him. Then, the sound that had spurred his rash journey ceased. He was surrounded by nothing but deep silence.
To rally his courage Joshua shouted loud details of his progress back to Bridget, triumphantly detailing each obstacle that he successfully navigated as if he were an explorer on some epic voyage. All too soon, however, even this distraction ceased. Bridget’s echoing responses to his reports became gradually fainter, and eventually they ceased altogether. He realized that if he couldn’t hear her and she couldn’t hear him, his contingency plan was foiled. He would have no way of navigating his way back to the entrance.
As soon as Joshua had fallen silent, the blackness in the tunnel seemed to press in on him with redoubled force. He felt as if he were interred alive in a coffin of rock. Instinct told him that he should turn back; determination ordered him to advance. Moreover, if he did retreat and then failed to find his way out, he would have to confront the hopelessness of his position. His progress slowed almost to nothing and he was on the brink of halting altogether when he heard the sound again.
Now he didn’t have to strain to hear it. Moreover, the scuffling and thumping was accompanied by a deep groaning and sounded quite close, as if it were only yards from where he stood. Joshua called out again, not to Bridget this time, but to the source of the sound. “Who’s there?” he cried, as firmly as he was able. “Where are you?”
He had arrived at a sharp bend in the tunnel. Feeling his way through the blanket of black, placing palm over palm on the wall, he inched forward.
He rounded the corner and found that the tunnel unexpectedly widened to a cavernous chamber, only slightly smaller than the one at the entrance. Best of all, light dimly filtered down through a hole that punctured the apex of the cavern’s domed roof. The hole appeared to be roughly two feet in diameter; he could just make out the sky fringed with grass and bracken like the lashes of a celestial eye. The light given off by this aperture was little more effective than a solitary candle illuminating a cathedral, but there was enough for him easily to make out the shadowy forms of the rocks around him.
“Bridget,” he yelled, too excited to realize she would never hear, “I have found something!”
No sooner had he uttered these words than he discerned in a far corner of the cave, bound up like a sirloin of beef, Mr. Lancelot Brown, who had been banging on the rock in front of him with his boots. The groans flowed from his gagged mouth. The instant Joshua rushed over to loosen his bonds, a gushing sound filled the cavern and a torrent of water flooded in.
Chapter Forty-four
JOSHUA HAD MANAGED to remove no more than Brown’s gag when he felt the first wave of icy water lap at the sole of his boots.
“Thank God you are here, Pope! What took you so long? Hurry, man!” Brown urged Joshua, who was now fumbling with the bindings on his hands and feet.
“I came as fast as I was able, given the circumstances. I am doing all I can, sir. If you would just lie still, it would be easier for me.”
A few minutes more of frantic pulling and pushing and the bonds were loose. Already the water had formed a pool some six feet in diameter in the center of the cavern, where the ground dipped down. The ledge on which Brown was perched jutted up a good three feet higher than the cavern floor; even so, oily black waves were soon rippling over Joshua’s feet. The sight of the water made him tremble. He noted with alarm that Brown’s ruddy complexion had grown pale in the dim light and he appeared to have an unhealthy grayish tinge. There was a large bruise on his temple.
“We must make haste. The way out is over there,” Joshua stuttered, pointing over his shoulder to the entrance on the opposite side of the lake. “We will have to wade through the water to reach it.”
“No, Pope. That way is useless. Look—don’t you see?”
Joshua turned uncomprehendingly toward the tunnel he had walked through no more than five minutes earlier. It was a conduit of gray swirling water that spewed into the pool in the center of the cavern. The level rose even as he watched.
“I don’t understand,” he cried. “I have just entered this chamber from that passage. It led here directly from the outer cavern. There was no water then. How can the water possibly be entering here from that way?”
“I am afraid I understand all too well,” replied Brown quietly. “I made surveys of every nook of this terrain prior to designing the grotto. The hill above the lake is a natural labyrinth of caves and tunnels. One particular fissure, a mere few feet wide, leads all the way from the tunnel you have just entered to the lower chamber of the octagon house bordering the lake. It enters in the ceiling through an aperture not more than two feet across. You would not have noticed it unless you had raised your hand at that exact spot or the water had begun to enter as you passed it.”
“But I understood there was a door installed to prevent such occurrences,” Joshua said, remembering Lizzie’s assurances.
“There was,” replied Brown evenly. “Which is why, if torrents are entering here now, it is because someone has opened it.”
“Someone who knows we are here and wishes us dead,” said Joshua. “But surely it cannot be Lizzie Manning. I have just had her escorted to the house and placed in the custody of Herbert.”
“Perhaps, though I doubt it,” said Brown, shaking his head. “It required considerable strength to get me here. A man’s strength, I hazard. And to think I would not have come at all had I known the necklace was recovered. I sent word to you because I recalled something relating to that, not the murder. But your murderer must have feared I knew something to endanger him.”
Joshua was confused. “You must explain properly. What did you want to tell me concerning the necklace? Who did this to you?”
Brown was poised to answer, but at that moment came a strident cry. “Help! Help me, please! Joshua … where are you?” It was Bridget, sounding half hysterical with terror.
“What are you doing!” Joshua said, looking round.
“Forgive me!” came the wavering reply, “I intended to keep myself hidden, but the water is grown too deep; I can’t go back to the entrance, because the water is even deeper in that direction and I will drown if I do.”
With this, the saturated figure of Bridget Quick rounded the corner of the tunnel. The water in that part of the cave was now a good three feet deep and swirled around her skirt and cloak with such force that despite her sturdy build, she waved about like a water lily in a stiff breeze. Fearing she was in danger of being swept away, Joshua launched himself off the ledge and waded manfully toward her.
“Bridget,” he said, holding out his hand, “come here this instant. Take hold of me.”
She grasped his fist. Joshua planted his feet wide apart to give himself better traction and managed to steer her to the ledge, where Brown was now squatting like a worried toad.
“Get up on there,” Joshua commanded as Brown took hold of her and hauled her to safety. “What on earth were you doing following me?”
“I thought it would be safe. Herbert assured me there was a door that prevented the tunnels flooding. I kept some distance behind you all the way and stopped replying to your calls so you didn’t suspect I was following you. But when the water came in I had no way of retreating.” She regarded him with half-terrified, half-rebellious eyes, as if daring him to scold her. He was surprised to find he felt no sense of his earlier outrage toward her. Rather, he was sorry that she should have got herself into this terrible place.
“Fear not,” he said, hoping to inspire confidence in both Bridget and Brown, and prevent panic setting in. “I sent Granger to escort the others to the house. I have no doubt that as soon as he has done so, he will return here. He is obsessed by the dangers of this place and detested the thought of leaving Miss Quick and me alone here. It will take him no more than twenty minutes there and back. By my estimation, that time must nearly have passed.”
“But even if Granger returns and sees the water gushing out of the grotto, how will he be able to save us?” cried Bridget, her voice rising in pitch with every word she spoke. “It is impossible to return the way we have come and impossible for him to reach us.”
“Look up,” Joshua said calmly. “There is an opening above us. Granger will surely know of its existence. If not, we will draw his attention to it by calling out when we hear him come.”
Bridget and Brown looked doubtfully upward. Brown, however, seemed a little heartened. “Compose yourself, Miss Quick. Pope has reason. Granger hasn’t been here long, but there is very little he doesn’t know about the terrain in this garden. I recall that when he learned of the accident that happened last year, he took it most gravely.”
Joshua pointed to another ledge, a little above their own. “If we all move up there, we will be safe for some time from the rising water.”
Brown and Joshua helped Bridget up onto the ledge—no easy feat, owing to the weight of her saturated skirts—then did likewise. Bridget had begun to tremble uncontrollably with cold and shock. Joshua took off his wet coat and wrapped it about her shoulders.
They listened intently for the sound of voices or footsteps. Minutes dragged by. The water began to lap over the higher ledge on which they stood. Bridget’s breathing was fast and audible. Brown, meanwhile, had crouched at the farthest corner of the ledge. Now, with the advancing waters, he too showed signs of perturbation. He stood up and pressed himself against the back wall of the cave, raising his coattails in one hand while he kicked futilely at the waters advancing on his boots.
It struck Joshua that waiting was pointless. There was no indication that their disappearance had been marked or that anyone was aware of the peril they were in.
The floor of the cave had become a subterranean lake. Looking up, Joshua saw that beyond the lattice of bracken and grass, the sky had begun to darken. If they didn’t do something soon, not only would the waters rise and wash them away, but dusk would fall and they would die in total darkness. For some reason the thought of death in blackness seemed infinitely more terrifying. The only glimmer of hope lay above their heads.
Joshua guessed that the opening was some twelve feet above them. “Our only hope is to try to get out through that hole in the roof. I believe that if I held you, Brown, on my shoulders, and Miss Quick sat on yours, we might just be able to reach it.”
“We are not a circus act, sir!”
Joshua looked at him sharply. “Can you think of a better alternative?”
Brown considered for a moment; then he rubbed his temple and scratched his cheek and a sheepish expression came over his face. “Forgive me, Pope. I am not myself since the knock on the head. Of course you are right. There is nothing for it: we must make an attempt.”
Joshua turned then to Bridget, who stood with her hands clasped in front of her, fingers locked as if in prayer, looking up at the hole in the roof. “What about you, Miss Quick? Are you willing to try?”
For some time she did not answer. Her eyes were fixed on that small circle of light, as if she were weighing their likelihood of success. Joshua noticed that there were tear stains on her cheeks but that she had stopped trembling. She gave a bleak smile. “I am willing to try, Mr. Pope.”
“Very well,” Joshua said, with greater certainty than he felt. “Then this is what I propose. First, I will descend from this ledge and make my way on my own to the point directly beneath the hole to test the level of the water. There is no point in all three of us drowning if it’s too deep. All being well, I will return, you will take up your positions, and the three of us as one will make our attempt. Agreed?”
The pair murmured their muted assent. Neither of them dared ask what might happen if the water proved too deep and Joshua were washed away. Neither of them offered to hold his hand as he jumped, and while Joshua put this down to the fact they were both confused by fear, it bothered him. Nonetheless he was obliged to follow the course he had set. Banishing all thoughts of being swept away and his morbid terror of drowning, he turned to face the murky flood.
For a second or two he stood on the very brink of the ledge, poised to jump. He fancied in that instant he felt no different from those poor unfortunates who, in desperation, threw themselves off the piers of London Bridge. Only he was jumping to save himself. And so, terror thrust to one side, he plunged from the ledge.
He gasped as he felt the water penetrate his clothes. Almost instantly he felt himself pulled by the churning currents. His head went under. His feet slipped on the rocky floor; his legs shot upwards, he gulped icy black water, and in his panic he lost his bearings; he thought he would die.
Then, from what seemed a long way off, Brown’s voice roared out to him. “Put down your feet, Pope! Did you hear me? Put down your feet!” Joshua registered the voice; after a second or two he comprehended its meaning; he followed the instruction. By some miracle, his feet discovered firm ground beneath them. He was not out of his depth as he supposed. He recovered his senses sufficiently to cough and splutter his way to a standing position—the water reached halfway between his chest and waist. Shallow enough to walk, but deep enough to drown, should the current carry him off and prevent him regaining a foothold.
Joshua began to wade toward the point directly beneath the hole, a distance of some five yards. The journey there was easy enough, though he was aware as he edged closer to the hole that the water was growing deeper. By the time he stood beneath the disc of light, it had reached his armpits. “It’s all right, just,” he shouted back to Brown and Bridget. “It will not be too deep, but we must hurry: the level is still rising.” He began to make his way back towards them, but Bridget called out. “No, wait, Mr. Pope! Do not risk yourself further by returning. We will come to you and climb up once we’re there.”
“No! The current is too strong. And your skirts will weigh you down. You might easily be washed away.”
“Very well, then,” said Bridget, “if that is your only objection, I shall remove them.” To Joshua’s utter astonishment, she threw off his coat, undid the clasps of her skirt and let it drop, then untied her petticoat hoop and removed it as well. She stood in her shoes, stockings, and a flimsy underpetticoat that barely reached her knees. Joshua would have averted his eyes, but Bridget showed not one glimmer of shame or modesty.
“Do not, I beg of you, discuss the seemliness of this conduct,” she said, before turning abruptly to Brown, who was as astonished as Joshua. “Come, sir, did you not hear Mr. Pope? There is no time to waste,” she said sharply. Then, without warning, she took Brown’s hand and pulled him into the water.
Before Joshua knew it, the pair were washed over by the current just as he had been. And they came to their feet in the same state of spluttering confusion.
“Come slowly,” he directed them. “Mr. Brown, I think it would be prudent if you held on to Miss Quick until I can reach her.”
“Don’t trouble yourself on my account,” protested Bridget, who, having overcome her earlier fears, now appeared more robust than either of them.
When they were all assembled at the requisite spot, Brown lowered himself to allow Bridget to climb onto his back, and Joshua did likewise for him. Brown held on to Joshua’s shoulders with a talonlike grip. His knees clenched at Joshua’s jaw and neck as if Joshua were an unreliable mount and Brown feared being thrown at any minute. Joshua held on to Brown’s calves in the hope it might steady him and encourage him to release his grip a little, but no such effect was forthcoming.
With the current eddying about, and the combined weight of Brown and Bridget on his back, Joshua’s balance seemed almost insupportable. His legs buckled and several times he thought he was on the brink of collapsing, but he found the strength to lock his knees and brace himself as best he could.
“Can you reach?” Joshua shouted up to Bridget.
“Yes,” she shouted back, “but you will have to hold still, and I will have to stand up on Mr. Brown’s shoulders or I won’t get out.”
For several minutes after that Joshua heard the groanings of Bridget’s exertions, but he dared neither look up nor shout for fear of interrupting some delicate maneuver and causing her to fall. Then, suddenly, miraculously, the burden on his shoulders lessened.
“Brown,” Joshua gasped, “is she up? Has she succeeded?”
“Yes,” he answered, “I believe she has.”
With this they tipped back their heads. Framed in the bracken window, the round, fair, bedraggled face of Bridget Quick smiled triumphantly down on them.
“Thank God it’s your turn now, Brown. At least then you will desist from clawing my shoulder and crushing my skull. You have ruined a perfectly good shirt, not to mention the damage to my senses!” said Joshua wryly.
“Pardon me, I hadn’t realized!” Brown replied with the same faux lightheartedness. “I promise to buy you a new shirt, but as for the damage to your brain, I fear it was far from perfect in the first place.”
“Go, Brown,” Joshua urged, serious once more. “No time to lose.”
“Tell me first, how will you manage after I’ve gone?”
“You will have to lower something for me. I am confident that the price of a new shirt won’t deter you from effecting my rescue.”
“You may rest assured on it,” Brown said, patting Joshua on the head, rather as one pats a horse that has run a good race. “I suppose now I shall have to stand on your shoulders.”
“Then if you hadn’t already ruined my shirt you will do so now. You realize it cost twenty shillings?”
“I never paid more than ten for any of mine,” Brown declared, kneeling and then crouching. He clutched at Joshua’s hair as he raised himself up to stand. Joshua winced at the searing pain in his skull, but just then Brown grabbed at the rim of the opening. Then Bridget grasped his arms, and with her vigorous assistance Brown hauled himself out.
FROM OVERHEAD Joshua heard distant shouts, two echoing voices congratulating themselves on escaping death. He looked up, trying to quell a surge of envy and mounting panic. Two faces now looked down from above. How far away they seemed—a distance of twelve feet might have been a hundred times more. All this while, the floodwater had been rising. It was now up to Joshua’s neck.
To avoid futile argument and wasting precious time he had deliberately neglected to explain to the others that once they were safe they had to find a means to rescue him. If the good Lord intended him to live another day, something would present itself to Brown and Bridget. If not, at least two lives had been saved.
Now, turning away from the light, facing the sinister waters about him, his optimism seeped away. In a few minutes the water would rise to his chin; then it would reach his mouth, and his nostrils. At some point during its deadly progress he would no longer be able to remain standing, and since he had never learned to swim, his lungs would fill with horrid blackness, he would be unable to breathe, he would be washed away …
Chapter Forty-five
SO ENGROSSED was Joshua in his proximity to death, he was oblivious to the effort to assist him that was taking place above his head. Having prepared himself to drown, he found the prospect less terrifying than he supposed. After all, once he was dead there would be no more fear, no more uncertainty, only blessed oblivion.
He was rudely roused from these melancholic thoughts by the sound of Bridget’s voice trumpeting down from overhead. “Mr. Pope,” she bellowed. “Pay attention, I beg you. Look up; catch it.” He looked up and saw that a rope of jute, with a noose at one end, was dangling toward him, like some great tar-scented serpent of deliverance. “Catch hold of it,” Bridget said again. “Tie it round you and we will pull you out.”
Joshua came slowly to his senses. He grabbed the rope; its prickly roughness and bitumen smell helped penetrate his stupefaction. He secured it under his armpits and raised his hand to indicate he was ready. Then, almost before he knew it, he felt himself being hauled up from the black cavern, into the air, toward the light.
He grabbed at the turf around the opening. Aided by Bridget—Brown could not let go of the rope, which was turned once round the trunk of a tree—he heaved himself out of the opening like a cork pulled from a bottle. He felt the rain drum down on his face. He wanted to express his joy at surviving, his gratitude for being able to feel as wet and cold and miserable as he did. But before he could open his mouth to utter a word, he collapsed on the ground unconscious.
SOMETIME LATER, he became dimly aware of a glass being thrust between his lips and the powerful taste of brandy in his mouth.
“Drink this, Mr. Pope. It will revive you,” someone said. “Should we summon the physician?” another voice said. “No,” answered the first. “Nothing ails him other than cold and nervous shock. Rest is the only remedy.”
Soon after that he opened his eyes. He found himself laid out in bed, in the same room at Astley he had occupied when he was engaged to paint the Bentnick portrait. It was dark outside; a fire had been lit and his wet clothes removed. He was now clad in what he guessed, from its capacious size, was one of Herbert’s nightshirts and a nightcap. Despite the fact that the bed was piled high with blankets and coverlets, he was trembling violently.
Seated in an armchair in the place where his easel had once stood was Lancelot Brown. He too was dressed in a large nightgown and nursed a large glass of brandy. There was also a blanket about his shoulders and a nightcap set upon his head.
“Brown,” Joshua said urgently, half raising himself up as if he intended to hop out of bed and leave as quickly as possible, “where is Miss Quick? How long have I been unconscious? Has Herbert been? Does he know I am here?”
“Calm yourself, Mr. Pope,” said Brown smoothly. “Miss Quick is quite well; she has been spirited off to be properly tended. I cannot tell you how long you were insensible, for I have no idea. I myself lapsed into unconsciousness for some time. And yes, Herbert does know you are here. I regret to tell you that despite everything, he was enraged to discover your reappearance. He says he holds you to blame for the death of his daughter. I believe it was only my presence and Miss Quick’s that persuaded him to allow you to be carried here and cared for at all. He is adamant that no matter your condition, you must leave first thing in the morning. I thought it best that I should deliver this message in person. I am sorry, my friend, there was nothing I could say to move him.”
Brown stood to leave as Joshua sank back into a pile of goose-down pillows. “I cannot say I am surprised. I myself feel culpable for Caroline’s death. But that being so, we must speak tonight. I beg you to stay a minute or two longer, Brown. Tell me what happened to you before I found you. Did you mean it when you said someone deliberately tried to drown us?”
Brown lowered himself back into the chair. “It was that very matter I have just been considering,” he replied, as ponderously as if they had been sipping brandy all day in a clubhouse. “I cannot see any other explanation. But if you are well enough to take in what I have to tell you, I will leave you to decide.”
“Of course I am well enough,” Joshua protested indignantly. “I have suffered an ordeal, but it hasn’t entirely deprived me of my senses. Tell me what happened to you. How did you come to be in that chamber?”
“I didn’t see who it was, but I hazard it was a man. I was struck from behind as I entered the grotto; when I came to, I had been transported to the ledge where you discovered me. No woman would have had the strength to drag me there, nor to open the gate to let the floodwaters in.”
“Then it wasn’t Lizzie Manning after all.”
“I told you before, she would not have had the strength.”
Joshua nodded. Lizzie would have known how to open the gate, but he had to admit it was unlikely a woman of her diminutive frame could have hauled Brown into the cavern. “And now, what was it you wanted to tell me—the subject you mentioned in your letter?”
Brown shook his head. “I didn’t know when I wrote to you that the necklace had been recovered. What I had to say has little relevance now. It concerned the history of the jewel.”
“Nevertheless, Brown, I would like to hear it and judge for myself.”
“Very well. Let me test you a little. What do you know of the origins of the necklace?”
Joshua responded swiftly. “It was won by Charles Mercier, who left it to his illegitimate daughter in his will …”
“Before that? Have you learned the earlier history?”
Joshua racked his memory. “Violet Mercier and John Cobb described a little of its past. As I recall, it was made in medieval times in Nuremberg for a princeling of the region. Charles Mercier won it from a countess, who gave it to her maid to—”
“Quite,” said Brown, holding up a hand. “Mercier won the necklace from a countess. And ignoring maids and their offspring, what do you know about that countess?”
Joshua raised himself onto his pillows, his mind suddenly alert to a wealth of new possibilities. “Never mind what I know. Tell me then, Brown, what it is you know; I can see from your face you are bursting with it.”
“The history of the necklace you related when you came to visit me reminded me of a story I was told about an estate I was engaged upon. I should add I never knew any of the names of the participants involved. In any case, as I said, perhaps you are no longer interested, since the necklace has already been returned …?”
“Stop toying, Brown. Of course I’m devilishly interested.”
Brown grinned; there was a mischievous gleam in his nut brown eyes. “Very well, I shall tell you the tale. Some years ago, I designed a garden at Beechwood House, a mansion in the vicinity of Luton, belonging to the Seebright family. The history of the house and estate was most unusual, and for that reason I suppose it has remained in my mind.”
“Did you say Beechwood?” uttered Joshua, his nostrils flaring and his lips tight with interest.
“Yes. The house was acquired by the present owner, Mr. Seebright, after the previous incumbent, a titled lady, was forced to sell following a most tragic sequence of events. And this is what struck me as oddly similar to your tale: she owned a necklace that was no ordinary jewel; it was fashioned in emeralds and shaped as a serpent.”
He paused as if uncertain whether to proceed. Joshua was busily muttering, “Beechwood? Beechwood?” to himself as if it were a question. At length Joshua broke off, and with a wave urged Brown to continue.
“Family history recorded that the jewel had been presented to one of the lady’s forebears by Charles the First, as a royal token of gratitude. The lady concerned was doubtless a royal mistress. There was a peculiar superstition attached to the jewel: that it would bring ill luck if it ever changed hands for money.”
Joshua nodded impatiently. History was all very well; he recalled Violet relating part of this tale, but that was not what interested him. “I can scarcely credit you take this so seriously, Brown. In these days, men of enlightenment and science give little credence to such fanciful histories.”
Brown looked chagrined. “Of course, I concur with you. And no doubt it is mere coincidence that the lady’s misfortunes began immediately after the loss of her necklace at cards. She had two children, the elder of whom, a boy, within six months of the necklace being lost, died from a bout of typhus, which also killed her husband. Stricken by grief, the lady continued to play without restraint. A year later, having been forced by mounting debt to sell Beechwood House and the estate to Mr. Seebright, she took her own life.”
“What became of the other child? Was it a boy, or a girl?” said Joshua, suddenly sitting bolt upright.
Brown shrugged his shoulders as if the question had never occurred to him. “I regret I cannot tell you. I don’t believe I ever knew.”
Joshua sank back into his pillows, half closing his eyes. “That is a pity, for it is that fact which interests me most, my friend, not the legend. No matter, with what you have told me I will soon discover it.”
Brown gave a hefty yawn and came slowly to his feet. “I have no doubt you will, sir,” he said, amiable as ever, “but now, however pressing it seems, I recommend you let it wait. After our recent ordeal, what we both need is a good night’s sleep.”
Left alone, Joshua pondered the implications of what he had learned. He had grasped the significance of Brown’s statement the moment the words left his lips. Now he strung these new pieces together with what he already knew. The countess had come from Beechwood, an estate that was linked in several ways with Astley. Having been cheated of an inheritance by a profligate mother, her only surviving child would have a strong motive to wish to regain possession of the necklace. There were only two questions he had now to ask himself: who was that child, and was he or she the murderer?
Faces and images seemed to flash upon Joshua’s mind’s eye like exploding pyrotechnics. Beechwood. He had heard it mentioned by Mrs. Bowles and now by Lancelot Brown, but where else? He envisaged Caroline Bentnick’s terrorized expression the night Sabine had insisted she wear the necklace. He remembered her calmness when she tended his wounds, her lack of concern at Herbert’s threats regarding the necklace, and her dreadful death. He relived the terrible moment that his own role in this first struck him, and Herbert’s accusation and his banishment.
It was not until the clock chimed eight that he came to his senses again. Two theories had emerged in his mind with diamond clarity: the reason for the necklace’s disappearance and the identity of the countess’s child.
But theory was not enough. By allowing his mind to run on and by speaking injudiciously, he had made too many false accusations. Until he was certain, until no glimmer of doubt remained, he would keep his thoughts to himself.
Joshua rang the bell on his side table and summoned Peters. He asked for a writing box and, when this was delivered, sent Peters to the library in search of a historical gazetteer for the county of Bedford. In no time Peters returned bearing a large red morocco-bound tome tooled in gold with the Bentnick family crest emblazoned on the front.
“Is that all, sir?” enquired the footman, putting the book down carefully on the side table.
“Pass it to me, if you please,” said Joshua urgently. No sooner had the door closed behind Peters than Joshua began to search its pages. It took him ten minutes or so to find what he was looking for, whereupon he nodded sagely to himself. This was just as he expected. Then he put the book to one side and began composing a letter to Herbert Bentnick.
Chapter Forty-six
Astley House, Richmond
Sir,
I cannot blame you for holding me partly accountable for your daughter’s murder. I too feel burdened by guilt, and it is that sentiment which spurs me to write this to you now. Unless I explain my conclusions, her death, as well as that of Mr. Hoare, will have been in vain. Thus, despite your misgivings, I would implore you to read this communication and consider its contents most seriously.
During my enquiries several members of your circle, including you, sir, have fallen under the shadow of suspicion. There was never any doubt in my mind that your poor daughter, Caroline, was strangled because the murderer believed she could identify him or her. I also think that the murderer may have concluded this as a result of an ill-considered remark Caroline made to me on the terrace. Far more complex was the first killing. Bartholomew Hoare was at first identified as John Cobb. Neither man was a member of your household. Thus the key questions were these: How was Hoare murdered? What was he doing on your property? Was Hoare, or Cobb, the intended victim?
I believe (though I cannot prove it conclusively) that Hoare was poisoned by unripe pineapple, probably mixed with wine and honey to make it palatable. Unripe pineapple is a powerful purgative, though it is not usually lethal. In poor Hoare’s case it was certainly strong enough to cause him to lose consciousness, although the actual cause of his death may have been accidental. Granger confessed that, as misfortune would have it, the boy whose duty it was to regulate the temperature of the pinery at night fell asleep on the night Hoare died. The heat within the building grew so intense that, coupled with the poison, it was enough to kill him.
Having learned how Hoare died, let us next consider what he was doing there in the first place. Cobb told me he received an invitation, purporting to be from Violet, asking him to a nocturnal rendezvous in the gardens at Astley. He was prevented from keeping the appointment by Hoare, who, worried that Cobb might persuade Violet to run away with him, plied Cobb with brandy on the pretext that it would be good for his ailing health. When Cobb drank so much that he fell to the floor in a stupor, Hoare went in his place.
Although I hesitated to believe you capable of killing your own daughter, I confess I fleetingly considered the likelihood that you were in some manner involved in the first death. Your fondness for Mrs. Mercier might have led you to murder Hoare because he was acting for the claimant for her necklace and thus threatened to remove from her a jewel that she held exceptionally dear. Violet reported seeing you in a clandestine rendezvous with Mrs. Bowles. Was Mrs. Bowles Charles Mercier’s daughter? I pursued this theory for some time, only to discover she was nothing of the kind. Your meeting was merely a means of arranging a secret gift for your future bride.
I turned then to the source of this malicious rumor, Violet Mercier. Hoare was an obstacle between herself and Cobb, with whom, despite her denials and letters to the contrary, she was engaged in a clandestine affair. Hoare discovered the truth and threatened to reveal it to Sabine. It would have been easy for Violet, with Cobb’s connivance, to write the letter luring Hoare to the pinery, and leave Cobb to poison him with a substance whose effects she well knew from her mother, while she went to London for a few days. Perhaps, too, Violet stole the necklace, intending that the money raised from its sale would finance her life with Cobb. She might subsequently have returned it when she discovered that Cobb’s financial circumstances had changed (I will explain this presently) and that the theft was no longer necessary.
Sabine Mercier had two equally compelling motives. First, she was troubled by the possibility she would lose the necklace she treasured so dearly; second, she was worried that her daughter was poised to elope with a penniless attorney from Bridgetown—Cobb. If she had sent the message to the inn asking Cobb to meet her late at night in the gardens at Astley, she could not have foreseen that Hoare would arrive in his place; nor, since she had never met either man, would she have recognized that it was Hoare not Cobb whom she poisoned.
A further possibility only struck me more recently: Lizzie Manning, whose family misfortunes, it transpires, have been largely brought about by Cobb. Arthur Manning and he met at a gaming house in Richmond and after two or three evenings’ play, Cobb relieved his opponent of two thousand pounds drawn upon Barlow Court. Lizzie kept her brother’s circumstances concealed from me; furthermore, from the very beginning she insisted on involving herself in my investigations into Hoare’s death. She inveigled her way into my bedchamber after she learned I had acquired Cobb’s bag, in which the banknotes drawn upon the family account were hidden. Thus I asked myself, did she kill Hoare, believing him to be Cobb, in a desperate attempt to recoup her brother’s losses?
And so, my dear sir, we come to the inevitable questions. Who among this wretched cast of players was the guilty culprit who killed Hoare and then, to preserve this evil secret, killed poor Caroline? Which of them stole the necklace, and for what motive? I now believe the answer to the first question is, none of them.
My final revelation has come only tonight, after a conversation with our mutual acquaintance Mr. Lancelot “Capability” Brown. As you know, the necklace came into the possession of Charles Mercier after it was lost some decades ago by a certain countess, who wagered it on a hand of cards. If you ask Brown he will tell you the sad history of this lady. Once you have heard it, I advise you to consult the historical gazetteer of Bedfordshire, which I borrowed from your library and have left by my bed. The answer to this mystery is to be found within the entry for Beechwood House, near Luton, on page 414. The truth lies before us all in its details.
As to why the necklace was taken and then returned, thus far I know only part of the story. It had nothing to do with the claimant, a certain Nell Lambton, who died, apparently from poverty, shortly after she received a visit from Sabine Mercier. It was your own daughter who took it, in her dread that Mrs. Mercier would force her to wear it at the forthcoming ball. Caroline detested Mrs. Mercier, for she believed her responsible for the death of her mother—whether this was so is impossible for me to ascertain—and for this she developed a morbid dread of the jewel and Mrs. Mercier herself.
Before I follow your wish and leave Astley, I intend to verify all of this by approaching the culprit. I am aware that in doing so my own life may be jeopardized, but I view it as recompense for my foolhardy conversation that cost your daughter her life. I set these facts down here so that, no matter what fate holds for me, you will know what happened and decide what should be done.
I am, sir, your humble servant,
Joshua Pope
Chapter Forty-seven
NEXT DAY the clouds had lifted and the deluge was spent. At five minutes before nine, Joshua closed the side door to Astley House and walked, in blazing sunshine, through the kitchen gardens toward the gate where he had left his horse tethered the previous day. As he passed by the pinery he remarked how magnificent the building looked, freshly washed by rain. Its glass panels sparkled in the morning light; the verdure of the plants within seemed more lush and bountiful than he remembered; truly, he thought, there were occasions when plants could seem as imposing and worthy of an artist’s attentions as people.
Joshua caught sight of Granger busy inside the pinery. He looked as he always did, easy, complacent, rugged of hair, and regular of feature, apart from the disfiguring scar on his cheek. Hearing the crunch of Joshua’s boots on the gravel path outside, Granger glanced up, but then, seeing who it was, he gave Joshua a brisk nod and continued with his work. Joshua progressed toward the atrium beneath the cupola, trying to ignore a lurching sensation in his stomach. His chin was held high. His letter was written and despatched; whatever happened now, the truth would be known.
As Joshua opened the door leading from the atrium to the pinery he saw that Granger was removing dead leaves from the larger pineapple plants with a small pair of shears. “Good day to you, Mr. Pope. Are you quite recovered?” said Granger, pausing between plants after Joshua bowed and bade him good morning. “I am astonished to see you so soon out of bed after yesterday …”
“I am perfectly well, Mr. Granger. In fact I am returning directly to London. I felt I should exchange a few words with you before leaving.”
Granger moved to the next plant and began to examine it closely for any imperfections of foliage, stroking each leaf with his long, delicate fingers. Even though it was stiflingly hot within the pinery, for some reason this gesture made Joshua shiver.
“Thank God we found you when we did, or you might not be so well recovered,” said Granger.
Joshua could not allow this remark to pass unchallenged. “Forgive me, Mr. Granger, but were it not for a certain amount of good fortune and my own presence of mind, three people would have drowned. I believe I have you to thank for that dreadful event rather than for saving me. Indeed, that is why I have come.”
“What do you mean? I warned you not to enter there, did I not?” His voice was calm, yet laden with perplexity.
“You warned me, but you left a trap that you knew I would not ignore.”
Granger’s affectation of bewilderment continued. He shook his head, half smiling. “I fear I do not comprehend, sir.”
“I mean that when Mr. Brown arrived earlier yesterday at Astley and mentioned he was waiting for my arrival, you must have feared that he had connected recent events here with the history of Beechwood. You knew Brown had been commissioned to work at Beechwood some years ago, and told me as much yourself. You crept up on him while he was alone in the grotto, struck him on the head, trussed him up, and dragged him to the inner chamber. You probably knew he wasn’t dead, but instead of despatching him forthwith, you decided to lure me to the grotto when I arrived, and then put an end to two troublesome birds with a single murderous flood, which you could easily pass off as an accident.”
Granger shook his head as if what had been said was too ludicrous to warrant denying. “I’m sorry, sir, but what has my time at Beechwood to do with any of this? I have made no secret of it.”
“Beechwood is your motive, Granger. You should have been its heir. Your mother was the ill-fated countess of Burghley, chatelaine of Beechwood and once the owner of the serpent necklace. Her tragic losses at cards set in motion this entire sequence of events. Brown told me little I had not discovered except for two crucial pieces of information: the countess lived at Beechwood and she had a child who survived her. Brown didn’t know her name or that of her child, but it was an easy matter for me to consult a historical gazetteer of Bedfordshire. I soon found the relevant entry, which names the previous incumbent as Sybil Granger, countess of Burghley, mother of two sons, one deceased.”
With this Granger raised himself up and gave Joshua a look of curious superiority, as if Joshua were a strange beetle that he had spied upon a leaf and it was a dozen halfpennies to sixpence whether he would squash him beneath his boot or place him in his hand. “How do you know this orphaned child and I are one and the same?”
“You were recognized by Mrs. Bowles, who was raised in the same village. That was why you were deep in conversation with her the other day. There is a very fine portrait hanging in your parlor of a lady who I hazard is your mother. The arms on the cup in her hand are doubtless those of the Burghley family, your family, for since the death of your brother and father you have been Earl Burghley.”
“Does your theory rest only upon my title?”
“No, for Mrs. Mercier found Hoare, but of course it should have been you, for it is your practice, I have remarked, to go to the pinery first thing every morning, and you later told me that earlier that morning, on discovering the boy had fallen asleep, you took steps to regulate the heat. To open the windows you must have stepped over the body. At the very least you would have seen the damaged pots lying about, yet you said nothing.”
Joshua was watching Granger’s profile as he spoke and he saw it undergo a most remarkable transformation. The muscles in his jaw twitched, a vein in his neck bulged, and his entire expression seemed to bunch up with unpredictable, unmistakable hostility. He paused, waiting for Granger’s response, but Granger said nothing. After a while Joshua saw he didn’t need to hear his answer, for there was guilt written in every fiber of him.
“You also said you were too busy with your work to see Caroline or her assailant go into the pinery. You lied in Caroline’s case, but you told the truth regarding the assailant—you saw no one because the assailant was you.”
Again there was a long silence, during which Granger continued steadily shearing off leaves. The only signs of his inner agitation were the speed with which he cut and snipped and the droplets of sweat that ran in conspicuous rivulets down his face. Eventually he was forced to stop snipping and wipe his face with the back of his hand. As he did so the violence in his manner seemed to ebb a little. He had the resigned manner of a man of substance surveying his domain before relinquishing it. “You speak as if you know everything, but what can you know of my sufferings? My life has been ruined by my mother’s folly. By the turn of a card in the hand of a frivolous woman the earl of Burghley has become a gardener. Is that just?”
“The same thing, give or take a little, has happened to Miss Manning. You told me so yourself. Yet she has managed to restrain herself from resorting to murder.”
“She tried other unconventional methods to retrieve her property, though, did she not?”
The knowing smile that accompanied this retort made Joshua’s cheeks burn. Surely he couldn’t know of Lizzie’s nocturnal visit to his chamber? Joshua had no chance to probe him on this matter before Granger continued.
“The necklace does belong to me. It has virtually jumped into my hand. When Mr. Bentnick picked his new bride from thousands of miles away and she arrived wearing the necklace, I read that as a sign of destiny: a sign my situation was about to be redressed. The cruel fate that had deprived me of my inheritance had returned it within my orbit. I was destined to pursue it.”
“It was a great coincidence, was it not, to find yourself working at the residence of the woman who had your mother’s necklace?”
Granger shook his head and smiled. “It was no coincidence. I followed it, as I have followed other possessions of hers, although I will allow that fate helped. The portrait you mentioned was the first thing I recovered. I took it from a place where I was employed last year. The necklace was to be the second. The fact my mother lost it in Barbados to Charles Mercier was no secret. When Mr. Bentnick’s betrothal was announced, and along with that, he put out word he wanted a gardener with knowledge of rearing pineapples, I could hardly resist applying. I read up on the subject and convinced him I knew more than anyone else.”
Joshua nodded his head knowingly. “I am not without sympathy for your case. But as I said, the evil acts you committed allow no justification.”
“Why should I justify anything to you, when a higher force has propelled my actions? Hoare died as a result of an opportunity that presented itself. Caroline Bentnick died as a result of injudicious talk. None of this happened by my instigation. Fate decreed it.”
Granger seemed to be growing agitated. But Joshua would never rest easy unless he discovered the truth, and Granger was the only person alive who knew it.
“Why did you kill Hoare?”
“To protect the necklace. Because he threatened to remove it from Astley and hand it to the bastard daughter of the man who robbed my mother. It had only just come within my grasp and he wanted to take it away. I might never have regained possession of it if that had happened.”
“And so you lured him to the pinery?”
“No. As I said, it was all done for me. Sabine Mercier did it.”
“How so?”
“She wrote to Cobb, disguising her hand as her daughter’s, asking him to a nocturnal meeting. She wanted to try to dissuade him from eloping with her daughter. For some reason Hoare arrived in Cobb’s place. I knew who he was because I had watched him at the Star and Garter. But Sabine had never met either man and so she took it for granted he was Cobb. Anyway, the pair of them sat down in the atrium. She, pretending to be friendly, offered him a drink she had specially prepared, and then took him for a stroll round the pinery. I shadowed them, an easy enough task in the dark. As he felt the first cramps in his belly, Sabine told him the drink she had given him contained a preparation made from unripe pineapple that would kill him unless she gave him another draft to counter it. She added that he should know, however, that unless he promised to stop pursuing the affair with Violet, she wouldn’t save him.”
Joshua nodded. “What happened next?”
“Hoare doubled over with cramps, cried out that he wasn’t the man she believed him to be, he was Bartholomew Hoare. She ignored him until he cried out he knew something that might help her: the name of the claimant. She listened then, and after Hoare had told her, he begged for the second draught, but she laughed, saying none was necessary. He would be ill but he wouldn’t die. He lost consciousness soon after. After she had gone I went to the hut where Joe, the night boy, sits. I told him he looked tired and suggested he sleep for a while. I would keep watch and wake him when I left. Then I went back to the pinery to check on Hoare.”
Joshua shook his head in an agony of realization. Of course, now he comprehended. Hoare’s death from overheating wasn’t accidental: Granger had engineered it.
“At that moment Cobb came in, but he must have heard me and taken fright, for he took one look at Hoare and ran off. I followed him a short distance, but in the end I decided I had no need to chase him. He was too afraid to cause further trouble.”
Granger furrowed his brow and looked up, as if picturing the scene as he spoke. “What a vile spectacle Hoare made, lying on the ground, surrounded by a pool of his own vomit. He was quite comatose, but breathing steadily. Standing there, I felt overwhelmed by fury at the sight of the man whose actions might keep me in my subservient position forever. I threw a few pots about, and though that didn’t make me feel any better, it helped me determine how to proceed. I would leave him to cook. I closed all the windows. Within an hour or two the temperature in the pinery was quite sufficient. Next morning, when I arrived, I opened the windows and roused Joe, telling him he must have dreamed me saying he could sleep. I fined him two days’ wages and made it clear he was lucky to keep his position. When Mrs. Mercier came, I didn’t accompany her as usual; I let her go in first and find him. It entertained me to see her try to rouse him. She was dumbfounded to find him dead and her precious plants all in disarray.”
Joshua shuddered at his coldhearted tone. “And having brought about Hoare’s death so callously, do you still feel nothing for him—no remorse whatsoever?”
Granger blinked slowly and began to walk toward Joshua, opening and shutting the shears as he did so. “No more than he or anyone felt for me, Mr. Pope. On the death of my mother, I was treated no better than some urchin destined for the workhouse. Not a soul showed any concern for me. I was treated as a servant, forced to work as an undergardener, to shovel dung and scythe grass till my hands bled and I could scarcely stand. Can you blame me?”
Joshua backed away, acutely aware of the danger he was in. “I do not wish to apportion blame, Mr. Granger, only to discover what happened. Was it you who attacked me at the barn?”
“It was. I had to take measures to put you off. You interfered in matters that didn’t concern you.”
“What about the necklace? When did you steal it?”
“I didn’t. I intended to take it. I knew where it was, but I was going to bide my time. Once Hoare was dead there was no hurry. I was sure it would remain in Mrs. Mercier’s possession. And then, to my horror, I learned it was gone. It was many days before I discovered what had happened. That was why she had to die.”
“Caroline Bentnick?” Joshua had convinced himself he had provoked Caroline’s death. He could barely bring himself to raise the subject and hear Granger affirm his conviction.
“She said something that gave me no choice but to kill her.”
This was what he had feared. “What did she say?” Joshua asked morosely.
“The morning of her death, just after you had returned the keys to me, Caroline met her brother in the sunken garden. I was passing on the other side of the hedge and heard her talking to him quite clearly.”
This wasn’t what Joshua had expected. The conversation that he thought accountable had taken place the day before, on the terrace.
“What did she say?” he managed to mumble.
“Francis Bentnick asked her what she was doing. She told him she had taken the necklace from Mrs. Mercier’s room, to avoid having to wear it at the ball, and that it was hidden in one of the pots containing an orange tree in the atrium of the pinery. Caroline said she had taken the necklace with the intention of returning it afterward, but she considered the matter further and decided that she detested the necklace so much it would be more prudent to dispose of it. She was about to go and dig it up, after which, she said, she would throw it in the lake.”
“What did Francis say to that?”
“He said, ‘What about Pope? Our father was threatening him with arrest.’ But she said that was no more than a threat. He knew perfectly well that you had not taken it and would drop the whole matter in due course.”
“And what did you do after the conversation?”
“I had no alternative. I followed her, I watched her retrieve it, then I killed her. I had to do so or my property would certainly have been lost.”
A stillness hung in the air. Joshua’s relief at not having been the cause of Caroline’s death was tempered by the knowledge that she had deliberately placed him in his dreadful predicament and by the chilling tone of Granger’s confession.
“At any rate, her death brought results in my favor. I didn’t expect Mr. Bentnick to banish you, but you will well imagine I wasn’t sorry when he did.”
“And when I returned you decided to commit triple murder?”
Granger hesitated, as if he were weighing up whether to tell the truth or dissemble. “Again, I would not have chosen to do so, but you drove me to it. Miss Quick insisted on staying with you. I had no need to kill her. Brown had to be silenced because he knew something about my past. You made it so easy for me to accomplish. Instead of returning to the house with Lizzie Manning and Francis, I told them I had matters that needed my urgent attention. I returned to the octagon house, opened the trapdoor. I knew that within a few hours at the most the entire cavern would be full of water.”
“It must have come as a disappointment to find us drenched but alive on the slope,” Joshua said wryly.
“I didn’t find you. It was Joe Carlton, the boy you left looking after your horse. He grew worried when you didn’t return and happened upon Brown and Miss Quick. He ran to get a rope and then fetch me. Unfortunately I was within earshot of the house when he arrived, which is why Francis came too.”
“Otherwise you might have made another attempt?”
“Possibly.” Once again he began to walk toward Joshua. “But that’s neither here nor there now, is it? Indeed, as I see it, Mr. Pope, there’s only one question remaining.”
“What’s that?”
Granger’s face seemed devoid of emotion, bereft of soul. Joshua backed along the path away from him. He had reached the threshold of the pinery now. He reversed to the atrium and paused beneath the glittering cupola, uncertain whether to run like the devil or face Granger. He was still undecided when Granger reached forward and clutched his arm; Granger’s face came to within an inch of Joshua’s, so that the gardener’s hot, sour breath brushed his cheek.
“What do you intend to do about it?” said Granger between gritted teeth.
Joshua looked at him hard and long. Logic told him Granger’s mind was unbalanced and that he might attack most viciously at any minute. The realization made his heart race and his stomach feel as heavy as a stone. And yet, despite all this, Joshua still felt a small flicker of sympathy. Granger was an outsider, like his hapless victim Hoare and Joshua himself. Who was Joshua to say what might have happened had he found himself in such sorry circumstances? Joshua shook his head and gave him a brief, thoughtful smile. “That is not for me to decide. I have written my findings down for Mr. Bentnick to judge. Whatever happens to me, he will know what you did. And now, Mr. Granger, it remains only for me to bid you good day.”
No doubt it was the knowledge that if he killed Joshua he would be discovered that stayed his hand. No doubt it was fanciful of Joshua to believe that Granger saw the flash of sympathy in his face and reciprocated. In any event, Granger released his grip and Joshua walked to the gate. Granger made no attempt to prevent him.
Chapter Forty-eight
December 1786
Saint Peter’s Court, Saint Martin’s Lane, London
EXACTLY ONE MONTH after Joshua’s nocturnal visitor had called, he prepared himself for her return. Writing the account of his days at Astley had stirred strange recollections, reawakened sentiments he had thought long forgotten. But he had kept his word and bound the pages ready for her, and now he longed to be rid of the memories.
On the day he expected his visitor he did not set foot out of Saint Peter’s Court. He listened anxiously for a knock at the door or a footstep on the stair. But although he waited up past midnight, she never came.
A fortnight came and went. Winter chills relieved the gales of November, ice crystals lined the inside of his windows, and Joshua’s manuscript lay bound with a vermilion ribbon in a corner of his rooms. On occasion he looked at it fretfully as it gathered dust. Suppose she never returned? Would he ever discover her purpose or who she was? Sometimes his consternation ran deeper. Was this the purpose of her coming so long after the entire business was forgotten? Did she intend simply to ruffle his existence and leave him always to listen for a creak of the stair? If so, he resolved, she would not succeed. He would concentrate on the day-to-day and banish all thoughts of the terrible episode he had endured at Astley and of his peculiar visitor.
One gloomy afternoon in mid-December he was busy in his painting room. His two daughters were seated before him, grumbling at having to hold the pose he had set them. Just then his wife opened the door and announced he had a lady caller.
“Who is it?” demanded Joshua, instantly alerted.
“She won’t give me her name. She says you have something for her and asked me to give you this.”
Joshua looked at the object his wife held out toward him. It was the same shagreen box his nocturnal visitor had shown him. He was so astounded to see it in his wife’s hand that he felt the blood drain from his face. He had told her of the woman’s previous visit, but for reasons of his own he had failed to mention the box and its contents.
“What is it?” said his wife. “You are grown very pale.”
“It is she,” Joshua whispered. “And I told her I won’t take this wretched thing in payment. Nor will I give her what she has come for unless she tells me what I want to know: her name and her purpose.”
“In that case,” said Joshua’s wife unflinchingly, “I will descend and tell her so.”
She departed, leaving the door ajar. Joshua sent his daughters away, stoked up the fire, and drew back the curtain a little. The sky was overburdened with clouds as gray as his spirits, but there was light nonetheless. He paced the room, his thoughts racing. What would he say? How should he address her? From below he could hear the sound of faint echoing conversation. He distinguished his wife’s voice from that of the other woman, although he couldn’t make out what they were saying. The exchange lasted some minutes and then silence, the sound of the door slamming, followed by footsteps approaching on the stair.
A few minutes later his wife returned with the visitor at her side. The woman was dressed all in black as before, only this time, instead of shielding her face with the hood of her cloak, she wore a hat trimmed with a crimson ostrich feather, which curled over the brim like the frond of a fern and caressed a penciled brow.
“Come in,” Joshua said to her calmly. “Allow me to take your cloak and hat. I have been expecting you for some time now.”
“I won’t stay. I came only to collect what you promised me.” She glanced about the room. With astonishing speed her eyes settled upon his manuscript. “Is this it?”
Joshua swiftly intercepted her before she could pick up the bundle. “That was not our agreement. I said I would give you my account provided you identified yourself and your purpose.”
She regarded him levelly. “Have you still no idea who I am?”
“Madam, I have racked my brains, for I feel I do know you, yet I have not the faintest notion who you are.”
“Then look again.”
She removed her plumed hat to reveal an elaborate coiffure. She looked him straight in the eye and then turned slowly toward the window, holding up her chin as though she were a model presenting herself for his perusal. He saw a well-formed face, a full mouth, straight nose, and blue-gray eyes that were almond shaped and set slightly tilted in her face in a manner that reminded him curiously of a cat. On her previous visit he had judged her to be aged about fifty, yet now, in the light of day, lines around the corners of her eyes and the furrows between her brows seemed incised less deeply than he recalled. She wasn’t as old as he had first believed, but she had led a life that had marked her. He found himself returning to her eyes, the shape of which now seemed uncannily familiar.
Joshua shook his head and sighed a deep, almost theatrical sigh redolent of frustration. He felt more than a little absurd to be standing in his own room, in the presence of his wife, with a strange woman who claimed to know him. “I regret, madam, I am no wiser than before.”
“Then let me save your blushes and tell you. I am Violet Cobb.”
“Violet, Sabine Mercier’s daughter?”
“The very same.”
Joshua looked again with renewed interest. When he had been acquainted with her at Astley, Violet had been a startling but chilly beauty. This lady gave herself airs, she held herself as if she knew her attractions, she had the cool demeanor that he remembered, yet the remarkable radiance was gone. Time had mellowed her loveliness but had failed to warm her.
“Tell me, Mrs. Cobb, what has brought you here?
“Before I do that I should tell you a little of what has passed in the last two decades. Perhaps you already know that my mother never married Herbert Bentnick?”
Joshua nodded his assent. “I had heard something of the sort, though I never knew the details.”
“Herbert broke off the engagement on receiving your letter and learning of her involvement in the death of Bartholomew Hoare. He said he couldn’t rid himself of the suspicion that if she was willing to poison Hoare—albeit not fatally—she might have poisoned his first wife, Jane, and possibly her two previous husbands as well. My mother vehemently denied this, but Herbert wouldn’t be swayed and said the trust between them was broken. She had no alternative but to return with me to Bridgetown, where we took up residence in the house Charles Mercier had left her. A year later I married John Cobb with her blessing. The next two decades passed uneventfully, but my mother never married again, and became preoccupied by the notion that the necklace was cursed, and that, since her refusal to give it up to Charles Mercier’s daughter, ill fortune had dogged her life. Six months ago, after a short illness, my mother died.”
“I am sorry to hear it, but that still does not explain your coming here and offering me the necklace,” Joshua said, in a tone that bespoke his sympathetic detachment.
Violet swallowed, dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief. “I am coming to that very point. My mother left her house and all her possessions to me. But there was a codicil stating that although the necklace was mine to do as I pleased with, she strongly advised that I shouldn’t keep it. It had brought her nothing but misfortune and she would not wish the same upon me. I considered her wishes most carefully. I determined to follow her advice and give the necklace away, but the question was: to whom should I give it?”
“And what made you settle upon me?” said Joshua without prevarication.
Violet looked at Joshua. “Did I say it was you I had settled on?”
“I believe you did, at our last meeting.”
“And you, I believe, turned me down. You said you wanted no more than to know who I was and why I had come. Both those demands I have now met. Which is why, Mr. Pope, I intend to offer the necklace to your wife. You are married, I take it, to this lady?” Here she waved her hand to the window at the far side of the room where Joshua’s wife was seated.
Joshua nodded, shivering inwardly. Now he understood. Although he was not usually given to superstition, he had never doubted the jewel’s evil associations, and thus he recognized Violet’s offer for what it was. Violet held him culpable for the part he had played in preventing her mother’s marriage to Herbert. She too believed the necklace was a talisman of woe and was using it to exact vengeance. If she could not attack him directly she would do it through the person he held most dear.
But despite his fears, now that he understood what drove her, Joshua felt strangely sympathetic toward Violet. She was distraught at the loss of her mother, but was eager to hear his version of events. Had Violet recognized his wife? Was the offer of the necklace partly prompted by the fact that she too had been involved in the sorry tale and had helped him unravel it? It was with trepidation that Joshua thus turned toward the window. “Bridget, do you hear that? Violet wants you to have Charles Mercier’s necklace.”
Bridget rose abruptly to her feet. She looked flushed and uncharacteristically nervous as she took the box Violet tendered and slowly opened it. As the lid fell back and revealed the necklace, she gasped. The jewel was more dazzling than ever.
“No,” said she, gently but firmly closing the box and thrusting it back into Violet’s hand. “I want nothing to do with it. I need no further proof that the jewel brings little joy and much sorrow.”
Joshua met his wife’s level gaze. He felt his heart pounding with relief in his chest and the same flood of affection for her he had two decades earlier, when he had seen her, in her sprigged muslin gown, coming along the road in Richmond, seated on the dogcart. “Are you certain, Bridget? The jewel is worth a fortune,” he said.
“I have no desire to be blighted by the unhappiness it brings,” said Bridget firmly.
“Then what would you have me do with it? I don’t want it either,” said Violet.
“You might take it to Astley and leave it at the cottage where Granger once lived. Bury it in the pinery; throw it in the lake; keep it yourself; do whatever you will; ’tis no concern of mine,” said Bridget, crossing her arms across her capacious bosom as if defying Violet to contradict her.
But Violet did not contradict her. Her eyes glistened like wet pebbles caught in sunlight, and her upper lip wavered. She looked away. In that moment Joshua thought he glimpsed, beneath Violet’s desire for vengeance, a core of sorrow now softened by resignation. She had tried to execute her mother’s wish, but she had not succeeded.
Violet curtsied to Joshua and Bridget, then she left, taking the necklace and Joshua’s manuscript with her. A week or so later a liveried messenger returned with the enclosed letter.
Cavendish Square
20th December 1786
Sir,
Your account is all very well but it doesn’t say clearly whether or not my mother was guilty of murder, nor does it state what became of the portrait you painted of her and Herbert Bentnick. I only ask because knowing would settle matters in my mind. I have always been haunted by the same doubts that caused Herbert to break off with her. It would bring me peace of a kind to know the truth. As to the portrait, if it is still in your possession, as I believe it must be, I would like to purchase it. My mother’s striking looks inspired many artists to paint her, but in her opinion no other portrait so accurately captured the essence of her spirit.
You may tell your wife I took her at her word. I buried the necklace beneath the ruins of Granger’s cottage. No one has lived there since he was hanged for the murder of Caroline Bentnick. While I was there I chanced to look in at the gardens of Astley. The head gardener, a man by the name of Joseph Carlton, remembered me and let me look around. I found the place well tended as I remembered, although the pinery was greatly dilapidated. He tells me Herbert lost his interest in gardens after the death of his daughter and my mother’s departure. The pineapple plants were all torn up and burned; not a single fruit was ever consumed. Lizzie Manning, or Lizzie Bentnick as she is now, has overseen the garden ever since her marriage to Francis. But even she cannot abide entering the pinery.
I am, sir, your humble servant,
Violet Cobb
Joshua went upstairs to the garret where he kept his store of new and old canvases, stretchers, and the occasional work that for one reason or another he had never sold. The paintings were stacked according to size and subject. There were half a dozen clumsy head-and-shoulders portraits dating from early in his career; eight or ten unfinished landscapes. Most of these were executed immediately after he left Astley, when his appetite for faces was so dampened that he took to painting country scenes. Reason had prevailed only when penury threatened and Bridget accepted his proposal. Since then he had returned to earning a comfortable and enjoyable living from his craft.
Near the door a single full-length canvas was propped against an oak roof joist. The canvas was covered with a dust sheet. It had rested there so long that the cloth was infused with a thick sediment of gray and festooned with cobwebs.
Joshua pulled away the sheet. A cloud of dust rose like mist on a summer morning. He looked through the haze at Herbert Bentnick smiling proprietorially as he surveyed the reclining Sabine. Despite the distance of time and the yellowing of the varnish, she reminded him as vividly as ever of an odalisque in a sultan’s seraglio, or Venus watched over by Vulcan; her beauty was unchanged—ripe, sweet, exotic, and dangerous.
For two decades Joshua had kept her sequestered here against her will. Herbert had refused to accept or pay for his portrait, but Sabine had written several times enquiring after it and he had never replied. Now she was dead. Although Violet had sought him out and tried to perpetuate her mother’s malignant influence, she had been easily deterred. Sabine need trouble him no longer.
Joshua took up the canvas and carried it down to his painting room. He sat at his writing table and wrote the following short note.
Madam,
You ask about your mother’s guilt. I don’t believe she wanted to kill Hoare (who she thought was Cobb); she merely wished to dissuade him from eloping with you. That he died was undoubtedly Granger’s fault.
I trust the enclosed painting will remind you of your mother’s beauty and bring you the peace for which you search.
Joshua looked at the page thoughtfully. Should he raise the subject of the death of poor Nell Lambton, Charles Mercier’s unfortunate daughter, with whom Sabine had arranged a rendezvous? Nell’s death had troubled his conscience for many years. Crackman believed she had died from want but he hadn’t known about Sabine’s visit.
Joshua dipped his quill into the ink pot and prepared to write, but then he halted. He didn’t know for certain Sabine had visited Nell. What would be the purpose in resurrecting further doubt? Sabine was dead. It was time for the whole matter to be buried like the necklace.
He signed the note with an exuberant flourish, sanded it, and sealed it with a wafer, then summoned his manservant, Thomas. He ordered him to wrap the painting and send it, together with his message, to an address in Cavendish Square where Mrs. Violet Cobb was currently residing. Then, with renewed vigor, he stepped back to his painting room, picked up his brush, and returned to the portrait of his daughters. It would certainly be the best thing he had ever painted.
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