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About the Book

 
Inspector William Monk: A man in search of justice will not stop until he has found the truth.

1867 and on the bank of the Thames, Monk is appalled at the shocking mutilation visited upon the body of a woman found on Limehouse Pier. But when his enquiries into the brutal killing unearth a connection between the victim and Dr Lambourn, a brilliant scientist and staunch supporter for a new pharmaceutical bill aimed to regulate the sale of opium, who died two months previously, it becomes clear that all is not as it seems. 

Monk learns that Lambourn’s widow refuses to believe the official verdict that her husband’s death was suicide; she is convinced that he was murdered after the research he was conducting was discredited by government officials intent on keeping the lucrative trade of opium flowing. Could there be a connection between the woman’s murder and Lambourn’s death? 

With pressure mounting for the river police to find the Limehouse killer, Monk is propelled headlong into an investigation that will delve the darkest depths of the opium trade and threaten to expose corruption in the very highest echelons of society. . .
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      Chapter One

      
      THE SUN was rising slowly, splashing red light across the river. The drops from Monk’s oars momentarily glowed like wine,
         or blood. On the other seat, a yard or so in front of him, Orme leaned forward and threw his weight against the drag of the
         current. They worked in perfect rhythm, used to each other now. It was the last week of November 1864, nearly two years since
         Monk had taken command of the Thames River Police at the Wapping Station.
      

      
      That was a small victory for him. Orme had been here all his adult life. For Monk it was a big adjustment after working first
         for the Metropolitan Police, and then for himself.
      

      
      The peace of his satisfaction was shattered by a scream, which was piercing even above the creak of the rowlocks and the sound
         of the wash from a passing string of barges breaking on the shore. Monk and Orme both turned towards the north bank and Limehouse
         Pier, which was no more than twenty yards away.
      

      
      The scream came again, shrill with terror, and suddenly a figure appeared, black against the shadowy outline of the sheds
         and warehouses on the embankment. It was someone in a long coat, waving their arms and stumbling around; impossible to tell
         if it was a man or a woman.
      

      
      With a glance over his shoulder at Monk, Orme dug the oar in again and swung the boat round towards the shore.

      
      The figure became more agitated as they approached. The low clouds parted and the light became sharp. The figure was now visible
         as a woman in a long skirt. She was standing on the pier, still waving her arms and crying out to them, her words so jumbled
         in terror they were unintelligible.
      

      
      The boat bumped at the steps and Orme tied it up.

      
      Monk grasped the closest wooden beam and clambered out, going up the steps as fast as he could. When he got to the top he saw the woman was now sobbing and putting her hands to her face
         as if she would block out all possible vision.
      

      
      Monk looked around. He could see no one else, nothing to cause such hysterical fear. Nor could he immediately see any evidence
         of threat to the woman. The pier was empty except for her and Monk, and then Orme coming up the steps.
      

      
      Monk took her arm gently. ‘What is it?’ he asked, his voice firm. ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      She pulled away from him and swung round, jabbing her finger at a heap of rubbish, which was becoming more visible every moment
         in the spreading light.
      

      
      Monk walked over to it, his stomach clenching as he realised that what he had taken for torn canvas was actually the sodden
         skirt of a woman, her body so mutilated it was not instantly recognisable as human. There was no need to wonder if she were
         dead. She was twisted over, half on her back, her blue, sightless eyes turned up to the sky. Her hair was matted, and blood-soaked
         at the back. But it was the rest of her body that made his gorge rise and choked the breath in his throat. Her belly was ripped
         open, and her entrails were torn out and laid like pale skinless snakes across her loins.
      

      
      Monk heard Orme’s step behind him.

      
      ‘Dear God!’ Orme breathed out the words, not as a blasphemy but a cry for help, for what he saw not to be real.

      
      Monk swallowed hard and grasped Orme’s shoulder for a moment. Then, stumbling a little on the rough boards of the pier, he
         went back to the woman, who was now standing trembling uncontrollably.
      

      
      ‘Do you know who she is?’ he said gently.

      
      The woman shook her head, trying to push him away, but there was no strength in her. ‘No! God ’elp me, I dunno ’er. I come
         lookin’ fer me man. Bastard’s bin out all night! An’ I find ’er.’ She crossed herself as if to ward off the horror. ‘I were
         terrified it were ’im, till I saw ’er, poor cow.’
      

      
      ‘You found her just now, when you screamed?’ Monk asked.

‘Yeah. Ye’re River Police, eh?’

      
      ‘Yes. What’s your name?’

      
      She hesitated only a moment. With that thing lying on the boards, almost close enough to touch, perhaps having police here
         was not such a bad thing as usual.
      

      
      
      ‘Ruby Jones.’

      
      ‘Where do you live, Mrs Jones?’ Monk asked. ‘And the truth, please. You don’t want us coming looking for you, spreading your
         name up and down the riverside.’
      

      
      She looked at his eyes, and decided he meant it. ‘Northey Street, be’ind the work’ouse,’ she answered.

      
      ‘Look at her again, please,’ he said more gently. ‘Look at her face. It’s not too bad. Keep your eyes off the rest. Think
         if you’ve seen her before.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t! I don’ know ’er!’ she repeated. ‘I’m not lookin’ at that thing again. I’m gonna see it the rest o’ me life!’

      
      He did not argue with her.

      
      ‘Did you just come down here, or were you waiting here for a while, maybe calling out for your man?’

      
      ‘I were lookin’ fer ’im when I saw that. ’Ow long d’yer think I’m gonna stand ’ere, wi’ that beside me, eh?’

      
      ‘I don’t think you would,’ he agreed. ‘Will you be all right to find your way home, Mrs Jones?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ She jerked her arm sharply out of his grip. ‘Yeah.’ She took a deep breath, then looked towards the body, the horror
         in her face for a moment replaced by pity. ‘Poor cow,’ she repeated under her breath.
      

      
      Monk let her go and turned to Orme. Together in the broadening light they went back to the corpse. Monk touched her face gently.
         The flesh was cold. He put his hands down to her shoulder, a little under the edge of her dress, feeling for any warmth at
         all. There was nothing. She had probably been dead all night.
      

      
      Orme helped him turn her on to her back, exposing her ripped-open belly with its pale entrails bulging out, slimy with blood.

      
      Orme let out a gasp of horror and for a moment he swayed, even though he was used to corpses. He knew what time and predators
         could do, but this was a barbarity inflicted by man, and it shook him beyond his ability to hide. He coughed, and choked on
         his own breath. It was a pointless gesture, but without thinking he reached down and pulled the clothes over her again. ‘We’d
         better call the police surgeon, and the local station,’ he said hoarsely.
      

      
      Monk nodded, swallowing hard. For a moment he had felt paralysed with horror and pity. The river he was so used to seemed
         suddenly cold and strange. Familiar shapes of wharfs and wooden piles jutting out of the water closed in on them, seeming threatening as the sharp dawn light distorted their proportions.
      

      
      Orme nodded, but his face was grim. ‘Found her on the pier, means she’s our case, sir,’ he said miserably. ‘But of course
         land police may know who she is, poor creature. Could be this is domestic. If she’s a local prostitute then we’ve got a lunatic
         on our hands.’
      

      
      ‘You think it’s a sane man who did this to his wife?’ Monk said incredulously.

      
      Orme shook his head. ‘Who knows? I sometimes think hate’s worse than madness. The local station’s up the street that way.’
         He indicated with his arm. ‘If you like, I’ll stay here with her while you go get them, sir.’
      

      
      It was the sensible thing to do, since Monk was by far the senior of the two. Still, he was grateful, and said so. He had
         no wish to remain here standing on the pier in the wind with the chill of it seeping into his bones, keeping watch over that
         dreadful corpse.
      

      
      ‘Thank you. I’ll be as quick as I can.’ He turned and walked quickly across the pier itself, on to the bank and up towards
         the street. The colour had gone from the sky leaving it pale, the early sun silhouetting the wharfs and warehouses. He passed
         half a dozen stevedores on their way to work. A lamplighter, little more than a grey shadow himself, reached his pole up and
         snuffed out the last lamp on the street.
      

      
      An hour later Monk and Orme were standing in the local police station, still shivering. Their wet trousers were clinging to
         their legs, and there was a chill inside that even hot tea with whisky could not shift. Overstone, the police surgeon, came
         in, closing the door behind him. He was in his sixties, his fair grey hair thinning but his face keen. He looked from the
         local sergeant to Orme, then to Monk. He shook his head.
      

      
      ‘It’s a bad one,’ he said very quietly. ‘Most of the mutilation was almost certainly inflicted after death, perhaps all of
         it. Hard to be absolutely sure because if she wasn’t dead already that would have killed her. But there was still quite a
         lot of bleeding. She’s been ripped open practically from navel to groin.’
      

      
      Monk looked at the man’s strained face and the pity in his eyes. ‘If she was dead when that happened, what killed her?’ he
         asked.
      

      
      
      ‘The blow to the back of the head,’ Overstone replied. ‘Single one. Hard enough to break her skull. Piece of lead pipe, I’d
         say, or something like that.’
      

      
      He was standing by a wooden desk piled with papers of varying sizes, hand-written by many different people. There were neat
         bookshelves all around, the contents not stuffed back in place untidily like Monk’s own. There were no posters tacked up on
         the wall.
      

      
      ‘Nothing helpful you can tell us?’ Monk asked without much hope.

      
      Overstone’s mouth turned down at the corners. ‘Pretty vicious. Lot of weight behind the blow, but it could have been anybody
         between five and six foot tall.’
      

      
      ‘Left hand? Right hand?’ Monk persisted.

      
      ‘Both, I’d say, but probably right-handed. Not much help,’ Overstone said apologetically. ‘Most people are right-handed.’

      
      ‘And the . . . mutilation?’

      
      ‘Long blade: four or five inches, I’d say. The cuts are deep, edges pretty sharp. Butcher’s knife, sailor’s knife – or sailmaker’s,
         for that matter. For God’s sake, man, half the chandlers, lightermen or boat builders on the river have something that could
         have cut the poor woman open. Even a razor! Could be a barber, for that matter. Any man who shaves himself.’ He seemed annoyed,
         as if his inability to narrow his answer stung him like some kind of guilt.
      

      
      ‘Or any housewife with a kitchen,’ the sergeant added.

      
      Monk glanced at him.

      
      ‘Sorry, sir.’ The man lowered his eyes.

      
      ‘No need,’ Monk replied. ‘You’re right. Could be anyone at all.’ He turned to Overstone again. ‘What about the woman herself?
         What can you tell me?’
      

      
      Overstone shrugged in a gesture of futility. ‘Mid-forties. Quite healthy, as far as I can tell at a quick examination,’ he
         replied. ‘About five foot four. Fairish hair, bit of grey at the sides. Blue eyes, pleasant face but no remarkable features.
         Good teeth; I suppose that’s unusual. Very white. Slight crossover at the front. I imagine when she smiled that might have
         been attractive.’ He looked down at the worn, wooden floor. ‘Sometimes I hate this bloody job!’
      

      
      Then instantly he lifted his head and the moment’s weakness was past. ‘Might be able to say more tomorrow. One thing I can
         tell you now, with mutilation like this, feelings are going to run very high. As soon as word gets out there’ll be fear, anger, then maybe panic. I don’t envy you.’
      

      
      Monk turned to the sergeant. ‘You’d best keep it as quiet as you can,’ he ordered. ‘Don’t give any details. The family don’t
         need to know them anyway. If she had one. Don’t suppose anyone’s been reported missing?’
      

      
      ‘No, sir,’ the sergeant replied unhappily. ‘And we’ll try.’ But his words were without conviction.

      
      Monk and Orme began near Limehouse Pier and worked along the stretch of Narrow Street, north and south, asking everyone they
         passed, or in the shops now open, if they had seen anyone going towards the pier the previous evening. Did they know anyone
         who would return home that way after work, or prostitutes who might seek custom in the area?
      

      
      The description of the woman was too general for the police to try to identify her: average height, fair brown hair, blue
         eyes. It was too early for anyone to be considered missing.
      

      
      They were told of several prostitutes, even one or two people who liked to walk, and Narrow Street in places offered a pleasant
         view of the river. They gathered a dozen names.
      

      
      They moved inland up the alleys to Northey Street, Orme one direction, Monk the other, asking the same questions. It was cold,
         but the wind dropped and there was no rain. The low, winter sun held no heat.
      

      
      Monk was walking along the footpath in Ropemakers Fields when a small woman in grey came out of a door carrying a bundle of
         laundry balanced on her hip. Monk stopped almost in front of her.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, do you live here?’ he asked.

      
      She looked him up and down suspiciously. He was dressed in his usual dark, plain clothes, like those a waterman might wear,
         but the cut was far better, as if a tailor had made them rather than a chandler. His speech was precise, his voice gentle,
         and he stood with both grace and confidence.
      

      
      ‘Yeah . . .’ she said guardedly. ‘’Oo are yer as wants ter know?’

      
      ‘Commander Monk of the River Police,’ he replied. ‘I’m looking for anyone who might have heard a fight last night, a woman
         screaming, perhaps a man shouting at her.’
      

      
      She sighed and rolled her eyes wearily. ‘If I ever ’ave a night when I don’t ’ear nobody fighting I’ll tell yer. In fact, I’ll tell the bleedin’ newspapers. Now, if yer don’t mind, I got work
         ter do.’ She pushed her hair out of her eyes and with an irritable gesture she began to move past him.
      

      
      Monk stepped sideways to block her way. ‘This wasn’t an ordinary fight. The woman was killed. Probably an hour or two after
         dark, on Limehouse Pier.’
      

      
      ‘Wot kind of woman?’ she asked him, her face suddenly frightened, mouth drawn tight with a new anxiety.

      
      ‘About forty or so,’ he replied. He saw her face relax. He guessed she had daughters who passed that way, possibly even stood
         around gossiping or flirting. ‘She was an inch or two taller than you, fair hair with a little grey in it. Quite pretty, in
         a quiet way.’ He remembered the teeth. ‘Probably a nice smile.’
      

      
      ‘Dunno,’ the woman with the laundry answered. ‘Don’t sound like no one as I ever seen. Yer sure she were forty, like?’

      
      ‘Yes. And she was wearing ordinary clothes, not like a woman looking for business,’ he added. ‘And there was no paint on her
         face that we could see.’ He felt callous speaking of her like that. He had robbed her of character, of humour or dreams, likes
         and dislikes; probably because he wanted to rob her also of her terror. Please God, she did not know what had happened to
         her afterwards. He hoped she had not even seen the blade.
      

      
      ‘Then ’er ’usband done ’er in,’ the woman replied, pulling an expression of weary grief. ‘But I dunno ’oo she is. Could be
         anyone.’ She pushed a few trailing hairs back off her face again and adjusted the weight of the laundry bag on her hip.
      

      
      Monk thanked her and moved on. He stopped other people, both men and women, asking the same questions and getting more or
         less the same answers. No one recognised the woman from Monk’s description of her. No one admitted to being anywhere near
         Limehouse Pier after dark, which at this time of the year was about five o’clock in the afternoon. The evening had been overcast
         and damp. Little work was possible after that. No one had heard shouting or anything that sounded like a fight. They were
         all keen to go home and eat, find a little warmth and possibly later a pint or two of ale.
      

      
      Monk met up with Orme at noon. They had a cup of hot tea and a ham sandwich at the corner stand, finding a little shelter
         in a doorway as they spoke, coat collars turned up.
      

      
      
      ‘Nobody’s seen or heard anything,’ Orme said unhappily. ‘Not that I expected them to. Word’s out already that it’s pretty
         bad. All suddenly blind and deaf.’ He took another bite of his ham sandwich.
      

      
      ‘Not surprising,’ Monk answered, sipping his tea. It was hot and a bit too strong, but he was used to it. It was nothing like
         the fresh, fragrant tea at home. This was probably made hours ago, and added to with boiling water every time it got low.
         ‘Ruby Jones probably told her friends, and they told theirs. It’ll be all over Limehouse by this afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘They should be frightened enough to want this butcher caught,’ Orme said between his teeth. ‘We’ve got a madman, sir. No
         one sane did that to her.’
      

      
      ‘They’re shutting their eyes and pretending it’s all miles away,’ Monk replied. ‘Can’t blame them. I would if I could. That’s
         how half the bad things happen. We don’t want to know, don’t want to be involved. If the victim did something wrong, something
         stupid, and brought it on themselves, if we stay out of it then it won’t happen to us.’
      

      
      ‘Think it’s going to happen again, sir?’ Orme asked softly. He was leaning a little against a stanchion, gazing far away into
         the distance. Monk had no idea what he saw in it. There were startling moments when he felt he knew Orme intimately because
         of the bitter and terrible experiences they had shared, things that were understood but could never be put into words. But
         there were far more days like this when they worked together with mutual respect, something bordering on a kind of friendship,
         but the difference between them was never forgotten, at least not by Orme.
      

      
      ‘It isn’t miles away,’ Orme said after a few moments. ‘It’s right here. Unless she came here by boat. Either way, she was
         killed there on the pier, and then cut open like that.’ His mouth tightened. His face was very pale under his windburn. ‘Or
         I suppose they could’ve killed her somewhere else, and then cut her here?’ he suggested, his voice grating in his throat.
      

      
      ‘She wouldn’t have bled like that if she’d been dead a while,’ Monk replied. ‘Overstone said that from the way the blood was,
         and the bruising, he reckoned she was just recently dead.’
      

      
      Orme swore under his breath, then apologised.

      
      Monk waved his hand, dismissing it.

      
      They both stood on the cold stones of the street, saying nothing for several moments. Other people were coming for the tea, their footsteps loud on the cobbles. Somewhere a dog was barking.
      

      
      ‘Do you think they could’ve cut her up like that in the dark?’ Orme finally broke the silence. ‘Not seeing what they were
         doing?’
      

      
      Monk looked at him. ‘There were no streetlamps where we found her. Either they did it in the dark, or while there was still
         some daylight left. Bit of a risk, out on the pier in the open. What was she doing there anyway? It’s not a place a prostitute
         would take a man. The riding lights of a barge would illuminate you long enough to be seen.’
      

      
      ‘Why there anyway?’ Orme asked. He tightened his hunched shoulders as if his jacket were not enough to keep him warm.

      
      ‘Maybe they were seen,’ Monk thought aloud. ‘A man struggling with a woman could look like an embrace. Lightermen would just laugh at his
         boldness doing it out in the open, a kind of bravado. They would think he was taking his pleasure, not killing her.’
      

      
      ‘Not much point looking for anyone who saw,’ Orme said unhappily. ‘They could be anywhere by now, from Henley to Gravesend.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t help us much anyway,’ Monk replied. ‘Wouldn’t ever know if it was her, or any other couple.’ The thought depressed
         him. A woman could be murdered and gutted like a fish, out in the open in full view of the ships going past, on the most populous
         river in the world, and no one noticed or understood what was happening.
      

      
      He straightened up, eating the last of his sandwich. He had to choke it down. There was nothing wrong with it, but his mouth
         was dry. The bread tasted like sawdust.
      

      
      ‘We’d better see if we can find out who she was,’ he said. ‘Not that it will necessarily help us much. She was probably just
         in the wrong place at the wrong time.’
      

      
      ‘There’ll still be people to tell,’ Orme responded. ‘Friends, even a husband.’

      
      Monk did not answer. He knew it. It was the worst part of the beginning in any murder case: telling those who had cared about
         the victim. In the end, the worst was finding the person who had done it, and those who cared about them.
      

      
      Together they walked back up Narrow Street to the corner of Ropemakers Fields and then along it slowly. On the north side
         there were alleys every few dozen yards. Some led up to Triangle Place, and then on to the workhouse.
      

      
      They asked there, giving as good a description of the dead woman as they could, but no one was missing. In any case, the dead woman’s hands had not looked like those of a woman used to physical
         labour: red from long hours wet or in caustic soap, scrubbing floors or laundering, or calloused from the constant prick of
         the needle while sewing canvas.
      

      
      Was she a prostitute, well past her prime, perhaps desperate for a few shillings and easily persuaded to go anywhere, even
         the open space of a pier as darkness fell? With the money at least she could eat, or buy a few pieces of coal to keep herself
         warm.
      

      
      In spite of himself Monk imagined it: the offer, the need on both their parts, the brief struggle, which she easily mistook
         for fumbling, clumsy desire, perhaps a man angry with himself for needing such a release, angry with her because she had the
         power to give it to him, and was demanding money. Then the crushing blow and the consuming darkness.
      

      
      Why had he then mutilated her? Had he known her, and this was some uncontrollable personal hatred? Or was he a madman, and
         any victim would have done just as well? If that were so, then this would be only the beginning.
      

      
      They walked the length of Narrow Street again, and Ropemakers Fields, and up and down the alleys, but no one had seen anything
         that helped, no man and woman together going towards the pier at dusk or shortly before, or if they had they had barely noticed,
         or preferred not to remember. No amount of questioning elicited anything helpful.
      

      
      They needed to find out who she was, who she had been before this.

      
      ‘We’ll get a drawing of her,’ Monk said as they walked back towards the local police station as the sky darkened with late
         afternoon. ‘There’s a constable there who’s good with a pencil to catch a likeness. We’ll get him to make at least a couple
         of pictures. Try again in the morning.’
      

      
      Monk was tired enough to sleep well that night. He told Hester nothing about the woman on the pier, not wanting to shatter
         the brief peace of the evening. If she knew there was any worry, she was too wise or too gentle to say so.
      

      
      He woke early the next morning and went out before breakfast to get at least a couple of the daily newspapers from the stand
         on the corner of Paradise Street and Church Street. By the time he had walked the hundred yards or so back home, he knew the worst. ‘Woman Horribly Murdered on Limehouse Pier,’ read one headline. ‘Woman
         Gutted and Left to Die Like an Animal,’ said another.
      

      
      He had them folded, headlines concealed under his arm, when he reached his own kitchen door. He smelled bacon and toast, and
         heard the kettle whistling on the hob.
      

      
      Hester was standing with the toasting fork in her hand, taking the fresh piece off and putting it into the rack with the others,
         so it would stay crisp. She closed the oven door and smiled at him. She was dressed in her favourite deep blue. For a moment,
         looking at her, Monk could put off a little longer the remembrance of violence and loss, coldness, the constant movement of
         water and the smell of death.
      

      
      Perhaps he should have told her last night about the woman, but he had been tired and cold, and aching to put the horror of
         it out of his mind. He had needed to get warm and dry, to lie close to her and hear her talk about something else – anything
         at all that had to do with sanity and the small, healing details of life.
      

      
      She was looking at him now and reading in his face that something was badly wrong. She knew him far too well for him to dissemble
         – not that he ever had. She had been an army nurse in the Crimean War, a dozen years ago, before they had met. There were
         few horrors or griefs he could tell her that she did not already know at least as well as he.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ she asked quietly, perhaps hoping that he could tell her before twelve-year-old Scuff came down for his breakfast,
         eager for the new day, and everything he could eat. About a year ago they and Scuff had mutually adopted each other, Hester
         and Monk because Scuff was homeless, living precariously on the river, mostly by his wits. It was not that he was an orphan,
         but because his mother had too many younger children to have time for him, or maybe his mother’s new husband did not want
         him. Scuff had adopted Monk because he thought Monk lacked adequate knowledge of dockside life to do his job, and needed someone
         like Scuff to look after him. Hester he had grown close to more reluctantly, in small steps of which both of them had been
         careful, afraid of hurt. The whole arrangement had begun tentatively on all sides, but over the year it had become comfortable.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Hester repeated more urgently.

      
      ‘We found the body of a woman on Limehouse Pier at dawn yesterday,’ Monk replied, putting his folded papers on his chair and then sitting on them. ‘Badly mutilated. Hoped we’d keep
         the worst of it out of the papers, but we haven’t. They’re making a meal of it.’
      

      
      Her face tightened a little with only a tiny movement of muscles. ‘Who is she? Do you know?’

      
      ‘Not yet. From what I could tell, she looked ordinary enough, poor but respectable. Middle forties, at a guess.’ An image
         of the woman’s body came back to his mind. Suddenly he felt tired and chilled again, as if the lights had gone out, although
         the kitchen was bright and warm and full of clean, homely smells.
      

      
      ‘The surgeon said the mutilation was done after she was dead,’ he went on. ‘The papers didn’t say that.’

      
      Hester looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, as if she were going to ask him something. Then she changed her mind and served
         his breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast, carrying the hot plate with a tea towel and setting it down in front of him. The butter
         and marmalade were already on the table. She made the tea and brought it over, steam coming gently from the spout of the pot.
      

      
      Scuff arrived at the door, boots in his hands. He put them down in the hall and came in, looking first at Monk, then at Hester.
         In spite of almost a year here he was still thin, small for his age, his shoulders narrow. But now his hair was thick and
         shiny, and there were no blemishes on his fair skin.
      

      
      ‘Are you hungry?’ Hester enquired, as if it were a question.

      
      He grinned and sat down in what he now regarded as his chair.

      
      ‘Yeah. Please.’

      
      She smiled and served him the same as she had Monk. He would eat it all, then look hopefully around for more. It was a comfortable
         pattern, repeated every morning.
      

      
      ‘Wo’s wrong?’ Scuff regarded Monk with a frown. ‘Can I ’elp?’

      
      ‘Not yet, thank you,’ Monk assured him, looking up and meeting his eyes so Scuff would know he was serious. ‘Nasty case, but
         not mine, at least not yet.’ He knew that since it was in the newspapers, Scuff would unquestionably hear about it, but there
         were still a few hours’ peace. Since living here in Paradise Place, Scuff’s ability to read had increased dramatically. He
         was not fluent – there were some longer or more complex words he still had difficulty with – but the plain language of a newspaper
         was well within his ability.
      

      
      Scuff accepted his breakfast from Hester, but it did not distract his attention from Monk. ‘Why’s it not yours?’ he asked. ‘You’re ’ead o’ the River Police. ’Oo’s would it be, then?’
      

      
      ‘Depends on who she was,’ Monk replied. ‘We found her body on the pier, but she might have lived inland, so this case would
         belong to the local Limehouse police.’ Even as he said it he made up his mind. Lately the papers had been rife with criticism
         of the police for the violence and prostitution going on in the area close to the river. There had been several knife fights,
         one of which had degenerated into a full-scale street battle leaving half a dozen people wounded and two dead.
      

      
      The newspapers had said the police were incompetent to handle it and had lost control. Uglier suggestions still were that
         they had deliberately allowed it to happen, in order to infiltrate it and get rid if a few troublemakers they could not handle
         legally, because the whole waterfront was slipping out of their control.
      

      
      The only thing that might stop further destructive speculation after this crime was a quick solution.

      
      ‘No, it don’t belong ter them,’ Scuff argued. ‘They need yer ter ’elp ’em. If they killed ’er by the river, yer gotta do it.’

      
      Monk smiled, in spite of himself. ‘I’ll offer to,’ he conceded. ‘It’s not something I really want.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Scuff asked, his face puzzled, fair eyebrows drawn into a frown. ‘Don’t you care ’oo did it?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course I do,’ Monk corrected himself quickly. ‘It’s just that we don’t know who she was yet, so we don’t know where
         she lived. If it’s inland, the regular police would know the people better.’
      

      
      ‘They in’t better’n you,’ Scuff said with absolute certainty. ‘Yer gotta do it.’ He was watching Monk’s face closely, trying
         to read in him what he felt, so Scuff would know how to help. ‘It were a daft thing ter do,’ he went on. ‘If yer don’t want
         something found, you ’ide it. Yer don’t leave it out in the open so’s any ferry or lighterman can see it. That’s daft!’
      

      
      Monk did not try to explain homicidal lunacy to Scuff over breakfast, or what kind of rage gets hold of a man that causes
         him to rip a woman’s body open, even after she’s dead.
      

      
      Scuff rolled his eyes, then set the matter aside and started to eat his breakfast with intense pleasure. It would be years
         before he lost his excitement at a whole plate of eggs and bacon that was solely for him.
      

      
      
      ‘Can you give it to Orme, or one of the other men?’ Hester asked when Scuff had finished and left the kitchen.

      
      ‘No,’ Monk said with a brief smile at her. ‘If she was on or near the river, it’s ours. And it’s going to be very bad. The
         newspapers are already calling for questions to be asked in Parliament about the vice in the port areas: Limehouse, Shadwell,
         Bermondsey, Deptford – in fact both sides of the river all the way down to Greenwich.’ He hesitated a moment. ‘Perhaps we
         can solve it soon.’
      

      
      She smiled at him without answer. There was a world of things between them that did not require words.

      
      Monk went down to the water’s edge to take a ferry across the river to the Wapping Station. It was a grey morning with a hard
         wind making the water choppy. He pulled his coat collar up around his ears as he climbed into the boat and they moved out
         into the open stretch of the river where the slight lee of the buildings no longer protected them.
      

      
      They were in between the long strings of barges going up and down the waterway, laden with cargo. Close to the docks there
         were ships moored, waiting to unload. The quays were busy, men beginning the hard labour of lifting, wheeling, guiding cranes
         and winches, always watching the wind and the tide. Even out on the water, in spite of the slap of the current against the
         sides of the ferry and the creaking of the rowlocks as the oars swept back and forth, he could hear the cry of gulls and the
         shouts of men on shore.
      

      
      At the far side he paid the ferryman and thanked him. He saw the same few men every day and knew them by name. Then he went
         up the steep stone steps to the dockside and across the open space in the sharper wind to the Wapping Police Station.
      

      
      Inside was warm and there was tea brewing. He had a cup while he checked the news of the night and gave the few instructions
         that were necessary. Then he took a hansom to Limehouse Police Station and looked at the drawings the young constable had
         made of the dead woman. They were good. He had a talent. He had caught the features, but given them back life, parting the
         lips a little to show the slightly crossed front tooth, making her individual.
      

      
      The constable saw Monk looking at it, and perhaps misunderstood the sudden moment of pain in his face.

      
      ‘Isn’t it any good?’ he said anxiously.

      
      
      ‘It’s too good,’ Monk replied honestly. ‘It’s like seeing her alive. It makes her death more real.’ He looked up at the man
         and saw the slight flush on his face. ‘You did very well. Thank you.’
      

      
      ‘Sir.’

      
      Orme came in a few moments afterwards and Monk gave him one of the two drawings. They agreed where each of them would go:
         Orme to the north, Monk to the south, to the Isle of Dogs.
      

      
      The wind funnelled down the narrow streets, carrying the smell of the river and the dank odour of rubbish and wet stones,
         overrunning drains. Monk asked everyone he passed. The news clearly had reached them. Many affected to be too busy to answer
         him and he had to insist. Then they were angry, wishing to do anything to stop the horror and the fear from touching their
         own lives.
      

      
      He was still down near the docks when he stepped in at a small tobacconist who also sold a few groceries and the local newspaper.

      
      ‘I dunno anything about it,’ the man denied vigorously as soon as Monk told him who he was. He refused to look at the picture,
         brushing it away with his hand.
      

      
      ‘It’s not when she was dead!’ Monk said testily. ‘That’s what she looked like before. She could be a local married woman.’

      
      ‘’Ere,’ the old man held out his hand to take the picture again. Monk gave it to him and he studied it more carefully, before
         passing it back. ‘She could, an’ all,’ he agreed. ‘But I still don’ know ’er. Sorry. She din’ work around ’ere, married or
         not.’
      

      
      Monk thanked him and left.

      
      For the rest of the morning he walked miles through the grey streets, narrow and busy, all within the sight and sounds of
         the river. He spoke to several prostitutes but they all denied knowing the woman in the drawing. He had not expected them
         to admit it. They would want to avoid all contact with the police, whatever the reason, but he had hoped to see a flicker
         of recognition in someone’s face. All he saw was resentment, and always fear.
      

      
      He was inclined to believe that the dead woman was not one of their number; she was too different from them. She was at least
         fifteen years older than they were, perhaps more, and there was a gentleness in her face. It looked more aged by illness than
         coarsened by drink or life on the streets. He thought her more likely to be a married woman ill-used.
      

      
      He had asked the police surgeon if she had had children, but Overstone had told him that the mutilations had been so violent he could not tell.
      

      
      It was Orme who stumbled on the answer, further inland. At a small general store just over Britannia Bridge he had found a
         shopkeeper who stared hard at his version of the drawing, then blinked and looked up, sad and puzzled.
      

      
      ‘Said she looked like Zenia Gadney, from up Copenhagen Place,’ Orme told Monk when they met up at one o’clock for a quick
         lunch at a public house.
      

      
      ‘Was he certain?’ Monk asked. They had to learn who she was, but learning her name and where she lived gave her a sharp reality.

      
      ‘Seemed it,’ Orme answered ruefully, meeting Monk’s eyes, understanding the same dread. ‘It’s a good picture.’

      
      An hour later he and Monk were knocking on the doors at Copenhagen Place, which was just over a quarter of a mile from the
         river.
      

      
      A tired woman with two children at her skirts looked at the picture Monk held out for her. She pushed the straying hair out
         of her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Yeah. That’s Mrs Gadney from over the way. But yer shouldn’t be after ’er, poor thing. She in’t doin’ anyone no ’arm. Maybe
         she do oblige the odd gentleman now an’ again, or maybe not. But if she do, wot’s that hurtin’? In’t yer got nothin’ better
         ter do? Why don’t you go an’ catch that bleedin’ madman wot cut up the poor creature you found on the pier, eh?’ She looked
         at Monk with contempt in her pale, tired face.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure that’s Mrs Gadney?’ Monk said quietly.

      
      She looked at him again, then saw something in his eyes, and her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Gawd!’ she said in no more than
         a sigh. Her other hand instinctively reached for the younger of the children and gripped his hand. ‘That . . . that in’t ’er,
         is it?’
      

      
      ‘I think it may be,’ Monk answered. ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      The woman seized the boy and picked him up, holding him close to her. He was perhaps two. Sensing her fear, he began to cry.

      
      ‘What number did she live at?’ Monk persisted.

      
      ‘Number fourteen,’ the woman replied, nodding her head in the direction of the house opposite and to the left.

      
      ‘Has she family?’

      
      ‘Not as I ever saw. She were very quiet. Didn’t bother no one.’

      
      ‘Who else might know more about her?’

      
      
      ‘I dunno. Mebbe Mrs ’Iggins up at number twenty. I seen ’em talking once or twice.’

      
      ‘Do you know if she worked anywhere?’

      
      ‘In’t none o’ my business. I can’t ’elp yer.’ She held the child tighter and moved to close the door.

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Monk stepped back and he and Orme turned away. There was nothing further to ask her.

   




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘SIR OLIVER?’ the judge said enquiringly.

      
      Oliver Rathbone rose to his feet and stepped forward into the centre of the courtroom floor, which was almost like an arena.
         He was surrounded by the gallery behind him, the jury on his left in their two rows of high seats, and in front of him the
         judge in the great carved chair mounted as if it were a throne. The witness stand was almost above him, up the steps in its
         own little tower.
      

      
      He had stood here in major trials for most of his adult life, as one of England’s most brilliant lawyers. Usually he felt
         intensely about a case, whether he was acting for the defence or the prosecution. Often the battle was for a man’s life. Today
         he was committed to the defence because it was his job, but he was still uncertain in his own mind if the accused were guilty
         or not. That gave him a rare feeling of emptiness. He could put no passion into this work, no fierce caring for the sake of
         justice. He would be no more than competent, and that was far from enough to satisfy his nature.
      

      
      But very little had been going well lately. The things that mattered seemed to have slipped beyond his control ever since
         the Ballinger case, and all the miserable decisions that had led to the final split between his wife, Margaret, and himself.
      

      
      He concentrated on the witness, making himself recall the details of his testimony and one by one attack each point that was
         vulnerable, forcing the man to contradict himself so the jury would think him devious and unreliable.
      

      
      He succeeded. This was the last witness of the day and the court was adjourned. Rathbone rode home in a hansom cab and arrived
         comparatively early. It was one of those calm, still evenings of deepening winter when the storms are all yet to come. It
         was not cold enough for frost. As he stepped out of the cab and paid the driver, there was no bite whatever in the air. The last of the
         neighbour’s chrysanthemums were still heavy with bloom, and their earthy smell was sweet as he passed them.
      

      
      A year ago he would have been happy to be home with this extra time to spend. But that was before the whole business of the
         barges on the river with their obscene pleasures, their abuse of children, descending finally into murder.
      

      
      He and Margaret had been happy – in fact increasingly so with each passing week. There had been a tenderness, an understanding
         between them that filled all kinds of longings he had hardly acknowledged he felt, earlier in his life.
      

      
      Now, as he went in through the front door and the butler took his hat and coat, he felt the heavy silence in the house.

      
      ‘Good evening, Sir Oliver.’ The man was polite as always.

      
      ‘Good evening, Ardmore,’ Rathbone replied automatically. The butler, and the cook and housekeeper, Mrs Wilton, might be the
         only people whose voices he would hear until he left his house again tomorrow morning. The soundlessness would grow thick
         and oppressive, almost like another presence in the home.
      

      
      It was absurd. He was becoming maudlin. It had never bothered him when he was single, which had been long enough. In fact
         then he had found it rather pleasant after the constant noise of his chambers, or the courtroom. Occasional dinner with his
         friends, especially Monk and Hester, had been all the companionship he wished for – apart, of course, from visiting his father
         out at Primrose Hill now and then. But just at the moment Henry Rathbone was travelling in Europe – Germany, to be precise
         – and he would be there until well into the new year.
      

      
      Oliver would like to have gone out to see him this evening. His father was still his dearest friend, as he had always been.
         But one did not visit friends with one’s own emptiness. There was no interesting problem to challenge him with, not even any
         specific loss or difficulty for which to seek his comfort, just a sense of having failed. And yet he did not know what he
         would have done differently, and still with any honour.
      

      
      He sat in the beautiful dining room that Margaret had designed. As he ate his dinner he went over it all yet again in his
         mind.
      

      
      If he had fought harder to prove Ballinger’s innocence, even if he had been able to think of some trick, honest or dishonest, surely it would have made no difference to the eventual verdict?
      

      
      But Margaret had never seen it that way. She believed that Rathbone had put his ambition before loyalty to his family. Ballinger
         was Margaret’s father, and regardless of the evidence, she would not believe his guilt. Was it better or worse that he had
         been murdered in prison before he could be hanged?
      

      
      She had blamed Rathbone for that too, believing that some sort of appeal could have been made, and Ballinger would have lived.

      
      It was not true. There had been no grounds for appeal, and Rathbone, at least, knew that Ballinger had been guilty. In the
         end, privately between the two of them, Ballinger had admitted it. Rathbone could remember the arrogance in his face as he
         had told the full story. In his own mind he was justified.
      

      
      Rathbone ate mechanically, pushing the roast beef and vegetables around the porcelain plate and tasting little. It was an
         insult to Mrs Wilton, but she would never know. He would thank her exactly as if he had thoroughly enjoyed it. The staff were
         all trying so hard to please him. It was touching and a little embarrassing. They saw him more clearly than he would have
         wished. It was said that no man was a hero to his valet. That acute perception seemed to extend to the butler and the housekeeper
         as well. It might even extend to the maids and the footman for all he knew.
      

      
      Now that Margaret was gone, he had too large a staff, but he could not bring himself to let any of them go – not yet, anyway.
         Was that for their benefit? Or was it a refusal on his part to accept the situation as final?
      

      
      His mind returned to Ballinger, and that last interview they had had together. Had Ballinger been justified, a little, in
         the very beginning? Clearly he believed so. The descent had come after that.
      

      
      Or had the first step been wrong, and the rest always bound to follow?

      
      Rathbone finished the dessert: a delicate baked custard with a crisp, sweet crust. Mrs Wilton was trying very hard. He must
         remember to compliment her for it.
      

      
      He set his napkin beside his plate and rose to his feet. Without doing it consciously, he had made up his mind to go to see
         Margaret one more time. Perhaps it was the unfinished feeling that carved such a hollow inside him and made it impossible
         to close their acrimoniousness and begin to heal, whatever that might mean. He had not yet done everything he could to resolve the bitterness
         between them.
      

      
      She was mistaken. He had not set his ambition before family. Ambition had not been on his mind at all. He had never flinched,
         even for an instant, from representing Ballinger. Moreover he had believed in the very beginning that he could and should
         win the case. Margaret’s accusation was unfair. He still stung from the injustice of it. Perhaps now, with a little time passed,
         she would know that.
      

      
      He told Ardmore he would be out for an hour or two. Collecting his hat and coat, he went into the lamplit streets to look
         for a hansom.
      

      
      He arrived at the new, far smaller house that Mrs Ballinger had taken after her husband’s death. It was the fifth along in
         a very ordinary terrace, a dramatic fall from wealth and fashion after the house in which they had lived before, and in which
         Margaret had grown up.
      

      
      As Rathbone stood on the pavement and looked at it, he felt a stab of pity, almost of shame for the beautiful home he had
         moved into when he first married Margaret. She had chosen the colours and fabrics, which were subtle and beautiful. They were
         more daring than he would have picked, but once they were there he liked them. They made his previous conservative taste seem
         bland. She had placed the pictures, the vases, the best of the ornaments. Some of them were wedding gifts.
      

      
      She had enjoyed being Lady Rathbone. He knew with sadness, and a bitter humour, that she had stopped using the title, although
         she could hardly call herself Mrs Rathbone. There was no such person. Neither of them had mentioned the subject of divorce,
         although the question of it hung between them, waiting for the inevitable decision. When would that be?
      

      
      Perhaps he should not have come. She might raise it now, and he was not ready. He did not know what he wanted to say. Neither
         of them had sinned in the way usually accepted as making a marriage intolerable. Sometimes one or the other party invented
         an affair and admitted to it. Margaret would never do that, and Rathbone realised as he stood on the front doorstep, neither
         would he. Neither had wronged the other, in that sense. They were simply morally incompatible, and perhaps that was worse.
         It was not a matter of forgiving. The division was not in what either had done, but in what they were. 
      

      
      
      A parlourmaid opened the door and her face registered her dismay when she recognised him.

      
      ‘Good evening,’ Rathbone said, unable to remember her name, if he had ever known it. ‘Is Mrs Ballinger at home?’

      
      ‘If you’ll come in, Sir Oliver, I’ll ask if she’s able to see you.’ She stood back to allow him past her into the narrow hall,
         so different from the handsome, spacious one in the old house. It was darker, somehow shabbier in spite of the homely touches
         and the clean smell of polish.
      

      
      There was no place for him to wait except there. The house had no morning room or study, just a simple parlour, dining room
         and kitchens, probably just one to cook in, and a scullery for washing dishes. There was hardly need for more than a cook/housekeeper,
         one maid and a manservant of some sort, and perhaps one lady’s maid for both Margaret and her mother. Rathbone wondered wryly
         how much of this was paid for by his very generous allowance. Wherever she chose to live, she was still his wife.
      

      
      The maid appeared again, her face careful to show no expression.

      
      ‘Mrs Ballinger will see you, Sir Oliver, if you will come this way, please.’ She led him not to the parlour but an unexpected
         small room next to the baize door into the kitchen. Possibly it was the housekeeper’s room.
      

      
      Mrs Ballinger was standing inside. She wore black. Incredibly, it was only weeks since Ballinger had died. Rathbone felt a
         wave of pity as he looked at her. She seemed smaller, as if everything in her life had shrunk. Her hair had faded and looked
         thinner; her shoulders sagged so that her gown hung awkwardly, even though it was an excellent one, kept from happier times.
         She did not fill it out as she used to. Her face was pale but there was a flicker of hope in her eyes.
      

      
      Rathbone found himself floundering for words. He knew she wanted a reconciliation between himself and Margaret, as if their
         happiness could be rebuilt, even if her own could not. Margaret’s anger and misery must weigh even more heavily on her than
         any other. Rathbone was certain of that as he looked at her face now. He had never really liked her. She had seemed to him
         self-absorbed, unimaginative, in many ways superficial in her judgements. Now he was overwhelmed with compassion for her,
         and he knew he could do nothing to help, except perhaps keep his temper, try harder to reach some accommodation with Margaret.
      

      
      
      Had Margaret ever thought what her bitterness was costing her mother? Or was she too filled with her own pain to consider
         anyone else’s? Rathbone realised with a cutting self-awareness that the very anger he wanted to control for Mrs Ballinger’s
         sake had welled up inside himself again, scalding him.
      

      
      They were standing facing each other in silence. It was up to him to speak first, to explain why he had come, uninvited and
         at this hour of the evening. Without planning to be, he was uncharacteristically gentle.
      

      
      ‘I wanted to see how you were,’ he began, as if that were the kind of emotion he often felt. ‘There might be something I could
         do that I haven’t thought of. If you would permit me?’
      

      
      She was silent for several moments, weighing his intention behind the words.

      
      ‘For Margaret’s sake?’ she asked finally. ‘You must still hate Mr Ballinger, and me because of him. I had no idea . . .’ It
         sounded like an excuse, and she stopped as soon as she realised it.
      

      
      ‘I had never imagined that you knew,’ he said quickly, and honestly. ‘The shock of finding out such a thing, and beginning
         to understand what it meant, is enough to paralyse almost anyone. And you had no alternative except loyalty. By the time you
         knew of it there was nothing to be done to save anyone.’
      

      
      She looked puzzled for a moment, as if trying to distinguish between his judgement of her, and of Margaret.

      
      ‘You were his wife,’ he said, in self-defence as well as by way of explanation.

      
      ‘Have you come to see Margaret?’ Hope refused to die in her.

      
      ‘If I may?’ That was a polite fiction. Mrs Ballinger had never refused him; it was Margaret who would not speak.

      
      She hesitated. He knew she was considering not whether to take the message, but how; what manner would offer any chance of
         success.
      

      
      ‘I will go to ask her,’ she said at last. ‘Please wait here. I . . .’ She swallowed with difficulty. ‘I would rather not have
         a scene that would embarrass any of us.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ he agreed.

      
      It was nearly a quarter of an hour before she returned, which showed a measure of the difficulty she had had in persuading
         Margaret. As Rathbone thanked her and followed her back across the hall, he found himself increasingly angry with Margaret,
         not on his own behalf but on her mother’s. He could not even imagine the blow Mrs Ballinger had taken from her husband’s guilt, and
         then his murder, cutting off all hope of a reprieve. Not that there had been any. He would have died with the hangman’s noose
         around his throat. Her entire world had collapsed hideously. She had no one but her children on whom to lean. The failure
         of Margaret’s marriage and her refusal to accept her father’s guilt must keep all the wounds deep and bleeding.
      

      
      Margaret was standing in the middle of the overcrowded parlour, waiting for him. She was very plainly dressed. Like her mother,
         she was still in black, although hers was relieved by jet jewellery and a brooch with seed pearls, which gave a tiny glimmer
         of white against the darkness. As always, she stood with grace, her head high, but she was thinner than the last time he had
         seen her, and very pale, almost colourless.
      

      
      She did not speak.

      
      To ask how she was would be absurdly formal, setting a tone it would be hard to break. Her health had always been excellent,
         and was hardly the issue between them. Any distress she felt now was emotional, and something no doctor could even address,
         let alone cure.
      

      
      He felt awkward and he knew that in his immaculately tailored clothes he must look out of place in this room with its drab
         walls, and too many family pictures on every surface.
      

      
      What could he say that was honest? Why had he come?

      
      ‘I wanted to talk to you . . .’ he began. ‘To see if we could understand each other a little better, perhaps move towards
         some kind of reconciliation . . .’ He stopped. Her face gave nothing away, and he felt both foolish and vulnerable.
      

      
      Her fair eyebrows rose. ‘Are you saying what you think you ought to, Oliver?’ she asked quietly, no lift in her voice. ‘Paving
         the way to justify yourself because you want to set me aside with a clear conscience? After all, you need to be able to tell
         your colleagues that you tried. It would reflect poorly on you if you didn’t. Everyone would understand that an eminent lawyer
         like you would not wish to be married to the daughter of a criminal, but you should at least not make that offensively clear.’
      

      
      ‘Is that how you think of yourself: the daughter of a criminal?’ he said with far more edge to his voice than he had meant
         to.
      

      
      
      ‘We were talking about you,’ she responded. ‘You are here, I did not come to you.’

      
      That also hurt, although he should not have expected her to come to him. Right or wrong, it was always the man who pursued
         – except perhaps with Hester. If she had quarrelled with someone she cared for, whether she had been right or wrong, she would
         have sought them out. He knew that from the past. Was he unfairly comparing Margaret with her? Hester had faults as well,
         but big, brave ones, never a pettiness of mind. He was the one who had not been daring enough for her. He should not be petty
         now.
      

      
      He took a deep breath. ‘I came hoping that if we spoke, we might heal at least some of the breach between us,’ he said as
         gently as he could. ‘I have no idea what the future will bring, and I was certainly not trying to make excuses for it. I don’t
         need to explain myself to anyone else—’
      

      
      ‘Which is as well, because you can’t!’ she cut across him. ‘Not to me, or to my family.’

      
      He kept his temper with difficulty. ‘I was not thinking of you as someone else.’ They were both still standing, as if physical
         ease were impossible. He thought of asking if he could sit down, or even simply doing it, and he decided not to. She might
         take it as an implication that he thought he belonged here, and that he saw it as a right, not a privilege.
      

      
      ‘How were you thinking of me, then?’ she asked.

      
      ‘As my wife, and – at one time at least – also as my friend,’ he said.

      
      Without warning the tears filled her eyes.

      
      For an instant he thought that there was hope. He started to take a step towards her.

      
      ‘You threw that away,’ she said quickly, raising her head a fraction, as if to ward him off.

      
      ‘I did what I had to do!’ he protested. ‘Everything the law allowed me to defend him. He was guilty, Margaret!’

      
      ‘How often do you repeat that to yourself, Oliver?’ she said bitterly. ‘Have you convinced yourself yet?’

      
      ‘He admitted it to me,’ he said wearily. They had been over all of this before. He had lived out the whole wretched tragedy
         for her – Ballinger’s desperate fight for life, then finally his admission of guilt. He had given her few details, to spare
         her distress, and her knowledge of details that were ugly and cruel, things she need never know.
      

      
      
      ‘And that’s enough for you?’ She flung the words at him like an accusation. ‘What about the reasons, Oliver? Or didn’t you
         want to know them? Can’t you for once be honest and stop hiding behind the law? Or is it all you know, all you understand?
         The book says this! The book says that!’
      

      
      ‘That’s not fair, Margaret,’ he protested. ‘I can’t work outside the law—’

      
      ‘You mean you can’t think outside it,’ she corrected him, her eyes burning with contempt. ‘You are a liar, perhaps first to
         yourself before lying to me, but you can consider actual morality when you want to. You can for Hester. You’ll bend all your
         own precious rules when she asks you to.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what this is?’ he said with painful understanding. ‘Jealousy of Hester, because you think I would have done differently
         for her? Can’t you understand that she would never have asked me to?’
      

      
      She gave a harsh, bitter laugh. The sound of it lacerated the last of his emotions. ‘You’re a coward, Oliver! Is that why
         you care for her so much? Because she’ll fight the battles for you, and never expect anything of you but to follow? What about
         Monk? Would you fight for him?’
      

      
      He did not know how to answer her. Could any of what she said be true?

      
      ‘Did you ask my father why he did all those things you accused him of?’ she went on, perhaps sensing her victory. ‘Or did
         you not want to know? It might disturb your comfortable world of right and wrong where everything is decided for you by generations
         of lawyers from the past. No need to think! No need to make any difficlut decisions, or stand alone. Certainly no need to
         take any dangerous action yourself, question any of your own comfortable certainties, or risk anything.’
      

      
      At last he was angry enough to reply. ‘I’ll risk my own safety, Margaret, but not anyone else’s.’

      
      Her eyes widened in amazement. ‘That man was filth!’ she said with swingeing contempt. ‘Worse than vermin. You know what he
         did.’
      

      
      ‘And the girl?’ he said quietly.

      
      ‘What girl?’ She looked blank.

      
      ‘The girl he killed as well?’

      
      ‘The prostitute!’

      
      ‘Yes, the prostitute,’ he replied coldly. ‘Or was she vermin too?’

      
      
      ‘She would have had him hanged!’ she exclaimed.

      
      ‘So it was all right to kill her? That’s your courage, your brave morality? You decide who lives and who dies, not the law,
         not other people?’
      

      
      ‘He had reasons, terrible choices to make.’ Now the tears ran freely down her cheeks. ‘He was my father! I loved him.’ She
         said it as if that explained it
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