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About the Book

In the tenth Victorian mystery featuring Thomas and Charlotte Pitt, a murderer strikes as Members of Parliament cross Westminster Bridge

In the few minutes it takes to cross Westminster Bridge, Sir Lockwood Hamilton has his throat slit and is tied to a lamppost with his evening scarf. The killer vanishes without being seen. Inspector Thomas Pitt thinks the motive might have been personal . . . or political. When a second Member of Parliament is murdered in the same way, politics seems certain to be the reason. Soon the suspect list includes anarchists and suffragettes. Public outrage mounts and fear grips London and Parliament after a third lamppost murder. Deep in his own investigation, Pitt must rely on his wife, Charlotte, and Great-aunt Vespasia to explore the drawing rooms of the upper class for clues to the mystery. With burning social issues swirling around them, the three of them must solve the case before another MP falls victim to the Westminster cutthroat.


To Ruth, for her many gifts to me


One

HETTY STOOD AT THE edge of Westminster Bridge and stared across the dark roadway at the man lounging rather awkwardly against the beautiful three-headed lamppost on the far side. A hansom cab passed between them, clattering northwards over the great span towards the Houses of Parliament on the far side, and the newly installed electric lights like a row of golden moons along the Victoria Embankment.

The man had made no move since she had come. It was after midnight. Such a well-dressed gentleman, with his silk hat and white evening scarf and the fresh flowers in his buttonhole, would hardly be lounging around here waiting for an acquaintance! He must be a likely customer. What else would he stand here for?

Hetty sauntered over to him, swishing her gold skirts elegantly and cocking her head a little to one side.

‘Evenin’ ducky! Lookin’ fer a little comp’ny, are yer?’ she asked invitingly.

The man made no move at all. He could have been asleep on his feet, for all the notice he took of her.

‘Shy, are yer?’ she said helpfully – some gentlemen found themselves tongue-tied when it came to the point, especially if it was not their habit. ‘Don’ need ter be,’ she went on. ‘Nothin’ wrong in a spot o’ friendship on a cold night. My name’s ’Etty. Why don’t yer come along wiv me. ’Ave a nice tot o’ gin, an’ get ter know each other, eh? Don’ corst much!’

Still the man neither moved nor spoke.

‘’Ere! Wot’s wrong wiv yer?’ She peered at him, noticing for the first time that he was leaning back in rather a strained position, and that his hands were not in his pockets, as she would have expected at this time of a spring night in such chill, but were hanging by his sides. ‘Are yer sick?’ she said with concern.

He remained motionless.

He was older than he had looked from the far side of the road, probably into his fifties; silver-grey hair caught the lamplight, and his face had a blank, rather wild stare.

‘You’re soused as an ’erring!’ she exclaimed with a mixture of pity and disgust. She understood drunkenness well enough, but one did not expect it from the gentry, not in so public a street. ‘You better go ’ome, before the rozzers get yer. Go on! Yer can’t spend all night ’ere!’ No custom after all! Still, she had not done badly. The gentlemen on the Lambeth Walk had paid handsomely. ‘Silly ol’ fool!’ she added under her breath to the figure against the lamppost.

Then she noticed that the white scarf was round not only his neck but round the wrought iron decorative fork of the lamppost as well. Dear God – he was tied up to it – by his neck! Then the hideous truth struck her: that glassy stare was not stupor, it was . . . death.

She let out a shriek that cut through the night air and the deserted road with its beautiful lamps and triple pools of light and shot up into the empty void of the sky above. She shrieked again, and again, as if now she had started she must continue on and on until there were some answer to the horror in front of her.

At the far side of the bridge dim figures turned; another voice shouted and someone began to run, footsteps clattering hollowly towards her.

Hetty stepped back away from the lamppost and its burden and tripped over the curb, falling clumsily into the road. She lay stunned and angry for a moment. Then someone bent over her, and she felt her shoulders lifted.

‘You all right, luv?’ The voice was gruff but not ungentle, and she could smell damp wool close to her face.

Why had she been so stupid? She should have kept quiet and gone on her way, left some other fool to find the corpse! Now a little knot of people was gathering round her.

‘Gawd!’ someone squealed in sudden horror. ‘’E’s dead! Dead as a mackerel, poor beggar!’

‘You’d better not touch him.’ This was an authoritative voice, quite different in tone, educated and self-confident. ‘Someone send for the police. Here you go, there’s a good chap. There should be a constable along the Embankment.’

There was the sound of running feet again, fading as they drew farther off.

Hetty struggled to stand up, and the man holding her hoisted her with good-natured concern. There were five of them, standing shivering and awed. She wanted to get away, most particularly before the rozzers arrived. Really, she had not used the wits she was born with, yelling out like that! She could have held her tongue and been half a mile away, and no one the wiser.

She looked round the ring of faces, all shadows and eerie highlights from the yellow lamps, breath making faint wisps of vapor in the cold. They were kindly, concerned – and there was no chance whatsoever she could escape. But she might, at least, get a free drink out of it.

‘I’ve ’ad an ’orrible shock,’ she said shakily and with a certain dignity. ‘I feel all cold an’ wobbly like.’

Someone pulled out a silver flask, the light catching on its scrolled sides. It was a beautiful thing. ‘Have a sip of brandy?’

‘Thank you, I’m sure.’ Hetty took it without protestation and drank every drop. She ran her fingers over it, tracing the engraving, before reluctantly handing it back.

Inspector Thomas Pitt was called from his home at five minutes past one in the morning, and by half past he found himself standing at the south end of Westminster Bridge in the shivering cold looking at the corpse of a middle-aged man dressed in an expensive black overcoat and a silk hat. He was tied by a white evening scarf round his neck to the lamppost behind him. His throat had been deeply cut; the right jugular vein was severed and his shirt was soaked in blood. The overcoat had hidden it almost entirely; and the folded scarf, as well as holding him up and a trifle backwards so the stanchion of the lamp took some of his weight, had also covered the wound.

There was a group of half a dozen people standing on the far side of the bridge, across the road from the body. The constable on duty stood beside Pitt with his bull’s-eye lantern in his hand, although the streetlamps provided sufficient light for all that they could do now.

‘Miss ’Etty Milner found ’im, sir,’ the constable said helpfully. ‘She said as she thought ’e were ill, an’ inquired after ’is ’ealth. Reckon more like she were toutin’ fer ’is business, but don’t suppose it makes no difference, poor devil. ’E’s still got money in ’is pockets, an’ ’is gold watch ’n chain, so it don’t look as if ’e were robbed.’

Pitt looked again at the body. Tentatively he felt the lapels of the coat, taking off his own gloves to ascertain the texture of the cloth. It was soft and firm, quality wool. There were fresh primroses in his buttonhole, looking ghostly in the lamplight, with the faint wisps of fog that drifted like chiffon scarves up off the dark swirling river below. The man’s gloves were leather, probably pigskin; not knitted, like Pitt’s. He looked at the gold-mounted carnelian cuff links. He moved the scarf aside, revealing the blood-soaked shirt, studs still in place, and then let it fall again.

‘Do we know who he is?’ he asked quietly.

‘Yes, sir.’ The constable’s voice lost some of its businesslike clarity. ‘I knows ’im meself, from bein’ on duty round ’ere. ’E’s Sir Lockwood ’Amilton, member o’ Parliament. ’E lives somewhere souf o’ the river, so I reckon as ’e was goin’ ’ome after a late sittin’, like usual. Some o’ the gennelmen walks of a fine night, if they lives close, an’ a lot o’ them do, wherever they’re a member for.’ He cleared his throat of some impediment, perhaps cold, perhaps a mixture of pity and horror. ‘Could be some town the other end of the country. They ’as to ’ave a place in town w’en the ’ouse is in session. And o’ course them as is ’igh in government ’as ter be ’ere all the time, ’cept fer ’olidays and the like.’

‘Yes.’ Pitt smiled bleakly. He already knew the customs of Parliament, but the man was trying to be helpful. It was easier to talk; it filled the silence and drew one’s mind from the corpse. ‘Thank you. Which one is Hetty Milner?’

‘’Er over there, with the light-coloured ’air, sir. T’other girl’s in the same line o’ business, but she isn’t got nothin’ ter do with this. Just nosy.’

Pitt crossed the road and approached the group of people. He looked at Hetty, noted the painted face, hollow in this harsh lamplight, the low neckline of her dress, the fair skin which would be coarse in a handful of years, and the cheap, gaudy skirts. They were torn from when she had stumbled off the curb, showing slender ankles and a fine leg.

‘I’m Inspector Pitt,’ he introduced himself. ‘You found the body tied up to the lamppost?’

‘Yeah!’ Hetty did not like the police; it was an occupational hazard that her associations with them had all been to her disadvantage. She had nothing against this one in particular, but she must do what she could to rectify her earlier stupidity by saying as little as possible now.

‘Did you see anyone else on the bridge?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Which way were you going?’

‘’Ome. From the souf.’

‘Over towards the Palace of Westminster?’

She had a suspicion he was laughing at her. ‘That’s right!’

‘Where do you live?’

‘Near the Millbank Prison.’ Her chin came up. ‘That’s close on to Westminster, in case as you dunno!’

‘I know. And you were walking home alone?’ There was nothing sardonic in his face, but she looked at him disbelievingly.

‘Wot’s the matter wiv yer? You daft or suffink? Course I was alone!’

‘What did you say to him?’

She was about to say who? and realized it would be pointless. She had just virtually admitted she was there plying her trade. Bleedin’ rozzer had led her into saying that!

‘Asked ’im if ’e was ill.’ She was pleased with that answer. Even a lady might ask after someone’s health.

‘So he looked ill?’

‘Yeah – no!’ She swore under her breath. ‘All right, so I asked ’im if ’e wanted a spot o’ comp’ny.’ She twisted her face in an attempt at sarcasm. ‘’E didn’t say nuffin’!’

‘Did you touch him?’

‘No! I in’t no thief!’

‘And you’re sure you saw no one else? Nobody “going home”? No tradespeople?’

‘At this time o’ night? Sellin’ wot?’

‘Hot pies, flowers, sandwiches.’

‘No, I didn’t; just a cab as passed wivout stoppin’. But I didn’t kill ’im. I swear by Gawd, ’e were dead w’en I got ’ere. Why would I kill ’im? I in’t crazy!’

Pitt believed her. She was an ordinary prostitute, like countless thousands of others in London in this year of grace, 1888. She might or might not be a petty thief, she would probably unwittingly spread disease and herself die young. But she would not kill a potential customer in the street.

‘Give your name and address to the constable,’ he said to her. ‘And make it the truth, Hetty, or we’ll have to come looking for you, which would not be good for trade.’

She glared at him, then swung round and walked over to the constable, tripping again on the curb but this time catching herself before she fell and continuing with her chin even higher.

Pitt went over to the other people and spoke to them, but none had seen anything, having come only when they heard Hetty’s screams. There was nothing more he could do there, and he signaled to the mortuary carriage waiting at the far end of the bridge that it could come and remove the body. He had looked carefully at the scarf: the knot was such as anyone would tie without thinking, one end over the other, and then again. The man’s weight had pulled it so tight it could not be undone. He watched them cut it with a knife and lower the corpse, then put it gently in the carriage, which drove away, a black shadow against the lights, clattering across the bridge and turning under the great statue of Boadicea in her chariot with the magnificent horses, and right along the Embankment till it disappeared. Pitt went back to the constable and the second uniformed man who had arrived.

Now came the duty that Pitt hated more than almost any other, except perhaps the final unwinding of the solution, the understanding of the passions and the pain that produced tragedy. He must go and inform the family, watch their shock and their grief and try to disentangle from their words, their gestures, the fleeting emotions on their faces any thread that might tell him something. So often it was some other pain or darkness, some other secret that had nothing to do with the crime, some ugly act or weakness that they would lie to protect.

It was not difficult to discover that Sir Lockwood Hamilton had lived at number seventeen Royal Street, about half a mile away, overlooking the garden of Lambeth Palace, the official London residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury.

It was hardly worth seeking a cab; it would be a short walk, and on a clear night very pleasant – no doubt that was what Lockwood Hamilton himself had thought when he left the House. And it would give Pitt time to think.

Ten minutes later he was standing on the step rapping with the brass knob on the fine mahogany door. He waited several moments, then rapped again. Somewhere in the attics a light came on, then one on the second floor, and finally one in the hallway. The door opened, and a sleepy butler in hastily donned jacket blinked at him, realized he was a stranger, and drew breath to be indignant.

‘Inspector Thomas Pitt, of the Bow Street Station,’ Pitt said quickly. ‘May I come in?’

The butler sensed a certain gravity, perhaps a shadow of pity either in Pitt’s face or voice, and his irritation dissolved.

‘Is something wrong? Has there been an accident?’

‘I’m sorry – it is more distressing than that,’ Pitt replied, following him in. ‘Sir Lockwood Hamilton is dead. I would omit the circumstances if I could, but it will be in the morning newspapers, and it would be better if Lady Hamilton were prepared for it, and any other members of the family.’

‘Oh—’ The butler gulped, took a moment to gain his composure while all sorts of horrors raced through his mind, scandals and disgrace. Then he straightened himself and faced Pitt. ‘What happened?’ he said levelly, his voice very nearly normal.

‘I am afraid he was murdered. On Westminster Bridge.’

‘You mean . . . pushed over?’ The man’s face registered disbelief, as though the idea were too ludicrous to credit.

‘No.’ Pitt drew a breath. ‘He was attacked with a razor, or a knife. I’m sorry. It will have been very quick, all over in a moment, and he will have felt very little. I think you had better have her maid call Lady Hamilton, and prepare some restorative; a tisane, or whatever you think best.’

‘Yes – yes, sir, of course.’ The butler showed Pitt into the withdrawing room, where the embers of the fire were still glowing, and left him to turn up the gas lamps and find a seat for himself while he set about his unhappy task.

Pitt looked round the room; it would tell him something of the people who lived here and made it their home while Parliament was sitting. It was spacious, far less cluttered with furniture than was the fashion. There was less fringing on couches and chairs, fewer hanging crystals on the light fixtures, no antimacassars or samplers, no family portraits or photographs, except one rather severe sepia tint of an elderly woman in a widow’s white cap, framed in silver. It was at odds with the rest of the room, a relic of another age. If this was Lady Hamilton’s choice of decor, then the woman might be Sir Lockwood’s relative, perhaps his mother.

The pictures on the walls were cool, romantic, after the style of the Pre-Raphaelites; women with enigmatic faces and lovely hair, knights in armor, and twined flowers. On the decorative tables by the wall there were pewter ornaments of considerable age.

It was ten minutes before the door opened and Lady Hamilton came in. She was of above average height, with interesting, intelligent features which in her youth had probably had a certain loveliness. Now she was in her middle forties, and time had taken the first bloom from her skin and replaced it with marks of character which to Pitt were far more appealing. Her dark hair was coiled in the hastiest of knots at the nape of her neck, and she wore a dressing robe of royal blue.

She made an immense effort to remain dignified. ‘I understand you have come to tell me that my husband has been killed,’ she said quietly.

‘Yes, Lady Hamilton,’ Pitt answered. ‘I am extremely sorry. I apologize for distressing you with the details, but I believe you would prefer to hear them from me, rather than from the newspapers or from other people.’

She paled so markedly he was afraid for a moment she might collapse, but she drew in her breath and let it out very slowly, managing to retain her composure.

‘Perhaps you should sit down?’ he suggested. He held out his hand, but she ignored it and made her way to the couch, indicating that he be seated as well. Her fists were clenched and shaking where she held them in her lap, to hide them from him, and perhaps from herself.

‘Pray proceed,’ she instructed him.

He felt her pain and was powerless to do anything but add to it.

‘It appears that Sir Lockwood was walking home after a late sitting of the House of Commons,’ he continued. ‘When he reached the south end of Westminster Bridge he was attacked by someone with either a knife or a razor. He sustained only one injury, in the neck, but it was fatal. If it can be of any comfort to you, he will have felt only the briefest instant’s pain. It was extremely rapid.’

‘He was robbed?’ She spoke only to maintain the show of composure she was fighting so hard to keep.

‘No, it would appear not – unless he carried something we don’t know of. He still had his money, watch and chain, and cuff links. Of course, the thief may have been interrupted before he could take anything. But that does not seem likely.’

‘Why—’ Her voice broke; she swallowed. ‘Why not?’

Pitt hesitated.

‘Why not?’ she repeated.

She would have to know; if he did not tell her, someone else would, even if she refused to read the newspapers. By tomorrow it would be all over London. He did not know whether to look at her or away, but to avoid her eyes seemed cowardly.

‘He was propped up against a lamppost and tied to it by his neck scarf. No one who was interrupted would have had time to do such a thing.’

She stared at him speechlessly.

He pressed on because he had no choice. ‘I must ask you, ma’am, if Sir Lockwood had received any threats that you were aware of. Had he any rivals in office, or business that might have wished him harm? This may have been done by a lunatic, but it’s possible that it was someone who knew him.’

‘No!’ The denial was instinctive, and Pitt had expected it. No one wished to think such an atrocity could be anything but random fate, an accident of mischance in time and place.

‘Did he often walk home after a late sitting?’

She collected herself with difficulty. He could see from her eyes that her inner vision was on the bridge in the darkness, imagining the horrific act. ‘Yes – yes, if the weather was pleasant. It takes only a few minutes. It is well lit – and—’

‘Yes, I know, I walked it myself. So many people might well have expected that sooner or later he would do so.’

‘I suppose they might, but only a madman would . . .’

‘Jealousy,’ Pitt said, ‘fear, greed can strip away the normal restraints and leave naked something that is not unlike a kind of madness.’

She made no reply.

‘Is there anyone you would like me to inform?’ he asked gently. ‘Any other relatives? If we could save you distress . . .’

‘No – no, thank you. I have already had Huggins call my brothers.’ Her face tightened, a strange, bleak, wounded look. ‘And Mr. Barclay Hamilton – my husband’s son by his first marriage.’

‘Call . . .?’

She blinked, then realized the meaning of his question. ‘Yes, we have one of those telephones. I don’t care for it much myself. I think it is a little uncivil to be speaking to people when you cannot see their faces. I prefer to write if a visit is not possible. But Sir Lockwood finds – found it convenient,’ she corrected herself.

‘Did he keep any business papers here in the house?’

‘Yes, in the library. I cannot see that they would be of any use to you. There is nothing of a confidential nature. He did not bring those home.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘Quite certain. He told me so on several occasions. He was Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Home Secretary, you know. He knew how to be discreet.’

At that moment there was a noise in the hallway. The front door opened and closed, and two men’s voices were plainly audible above the butler’s murmured protestations. Then the withdrawing room door swung wide and one of the men stood in the entrance, his silver hair gleaming in the lamplight, his handsome face with its powerful nose and sweeping brow now strained and bleak with shock.

‘Amethyst, my dear.’ He came in, ignoring Pitt, and placed his arm round his sister. ‘This is appalling! I cannot tell you how I grieve for you. We shall do everything we can to protect you, of course. We must avoid a lot of stupid speculations. It might be less disagreeable for you if you were to leave London for a little while. You are welcome to stay at my home in Aldeburgh if you wish. You will have privacy there. A change, a little sea air.’ He swung round. ‘Jasper, for heaven’s sake, don’t stand there! Come in. You’ve brought your bag with you; haven’t you anything to help?’

‘I don’t want anything, thank you,’ Lady Hamilton replied, hunching her shoulders a little and turning away from him. ‘Lockwood is dead – nothing any of us do will alter that. And thank you, Garnet, but I won’t go away yet. Later perhaps.’

Garnet Royce turned finally to Pitt.

‘I assume you are from the police? I am Sir Garnet Royce, Lady Hamilton’s brother. Do you require her to remain in London?’

‘No, sir,’ Pitt said levelly. ‘But I imagine Lady Hamilton is anxious to assist us as much as possible in catching whoever is responsible for this tragedy.’

Garnet regarded him with cold, clear eyes. ‘I cannot imagine how. She is hardly likely to know anything about whatever lunatic did this. If I can persuade her to leave London, can I assume you will not make yourself objectionable?’ There was a plain warning in his voice, the voice of a man used to having not only his orders but his wishes obeyed.

Pitt met his gaze without a flicker. ‘It is a murder inquiry, Sir Garnet. So far I have no idea at all who is responsible, or what motive there can have been. But as Sir Lockwood was a public figure of some note, it is possible someone bore him an enmity for whatever reason, real or imagined. It would be irresponsible to come to any conclusions so soon.’

Jasper came forward, a younger, less forceful version of his brother, with darker eyes and hair and with none of the magnetism. ‘He’s quite right, Garnet.’ He put his hand on his sister’s arm. ‘You’d best go back to bed, my dear. Have your maid make a tisane of this.’ He proffered a small packet of dried herbs. ‘I’ll come by again in the morning.’

She took the packet. ‘Thank you, but you need not neglect your usual patients. I shall be quite well. There will be much to do here: arrangements to make, people to inform, letters and other business to see to. I have no intention of leaving town now. I suppose later – afterwards – I may be glad to go to Aldeburgh. It is considerate of you, Garnet, but now, if there is nothing more . . .?’ She looked questioningly at Pitt.

‘Inspector Pitt, ma’am.’

‘Inspector Pitt, if you would excuse me, I would prefer to retire.’

‘Of course. Will you permit me to speak again to your butler tomorrow?’

‘Naturally, if you feel it necessary.’ She turned and was on her way out when there was another sound in the hall and another man appeared in the doorway, slender and dark, very tall, perhaps ten years younger than she. His face was pinched with shock and his eyes had the wide, white-rimmed staring look of someone under a great strain.

Amethyst Hamilton froze, swaying a little, and every vestige of color left her skin. Garnet, a step behind her, put out his arms, and she made an ineffectual brushing movement to get rid of him, but her strength failed.

The young man also stood rigid, struggling to control some deep emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. There was pain in the set of his mouth; his face had a numb, almost broken look. He tried to form some sentence appropriate to the situation and could not.

It was she who commanded herself first.

‘Good evening, Barclay,’ she said with a supreme effort. ‘No doubt Huggins has told you about your father’s death. It was considerate of you to come, especially at this hour. I am afraid there is nothing to be done tonight, but I thank you for your presence.’

‘Accept my condolences,’ he said stiffly. ‘If there is any assistance I can give, please allow me. People to inform, business affairs—’

‘I shall make all the arrangements,’ Garnet put in. Either he was unaware of the young man’s emotion, or he wished to ignore it. ‘Thank you. Naturally I shall keep you informed.’

For a long moment no one moved or spoke. Jasper looked helpless, Garnet perplexed and impatient, Amethyst close to collapse, and Barclay Hamilton so tortured by anguish that he had no idea what to say or do.

Then at last Amethyst inclined her head with a courtesy so chill, in other circumstances it would have been blatantly rude.

‘Thank you, Barclay. I am sure you must be cold. Huggins will bring some brandy, but if you will pardon me I will retire.’

‘Of course. I – I –’ he stammered.

She waited, but Barclay found nothing further to say. In silence she passed him and with Jasper at her elbow walked out into the hall. They heard her footsteps on the stairs and dying away across the landing.

Garnet turned to Pitt. ‘Thank you, Inspector, for your . . . civility,’ he said, choosing the word carefully. ‘Now I assume you have inquiries to make; we will not detain you. Huggins will show you out.’

Pitt remained where he was. ‘Yes, sir, I do have inquiries to make, and the sooner they are begun the better my chances of success. Perhaps you could tell me something about your brother-in-law’s business interests?’

Garnet’s eyebrows rose in incredulity. ‘Good God! Now?’

Pitt held his ground. ‘If you please, sir. It would then make it unnecessary for me to trouble Lady Hamilton tomorrow morning.’

Garnet looked at him with growing contempt. ‘You cannot possibly imagine some business associate of Sir Lockwood’s would commit such an outrage! You should be combing the streets, looking for witnesses or something, not standing here warming yourself by the fire and asking damn-fool questions!’

Pitt remembered the shock and perhaps grief that must be afflicting him, even if for his sister rather than himself, and his temper dissolved. ‘All that has been begun, sir, but there is only a certain amount that we can do tonight. Now, can you tell me something about Sir Lockwood’s career, in business and in Parliament. It will save time, and the unpleasantness of having to ask Lady Hamilton tomorrow.’

The irritation smoothed out of Garnet’s face, leaving only tiredness and the dark, smudged shadows of exhausting emotion.

‘Yes – yes, of course,’ he conceded. He took a breath. ‘He was Member of Parliament for a country constituency in Bedfordshire, but he spent nearly all his time in London; he was obliged to when Parliament was sitting, and he greatly preferred city life anyway. His business was fairly commonplace: he invested in the manufacture of railway carriages somewhere in the Midlands, I don’t know where precisely, and he was a senior partner in a firm dealing in property here in London. His chief associate is a Mr. Charles Verdun, whose address I cannot give you, but no doubt it will be simple enough for you to find.

‘His Parliamentary career is a matter of record. He was successful, and all successful men make enemies, even if mainly of those less able or less fortunate, but I was unaware of Sir Lockwood’s having any of violent disposition or unbalanced mind.’ He frowned, staring past Pitt towards the closed curtains at the window, as if he would see beyond them. ‘Of course there is a certain instability in some quarters at the moment, among a section of the community, and there are always those ready to foment dissatisfaction and attempt to gratify their desire for power by exploiting restless people with little moral sense or knowledge of their own best interests. I suppose this could be political – the work of some anarchist, either acting alone or as part of some conspiracy.’ He looked at Pitt. ‘If it is, you must apprehend them rapidly, before we have panic in the streets, and all sorts of other elements seize their opportunity to create civil unrest. I don’t suppose you know fully how very serious this could be? But I assure you, if it is anarchists, then we have grounds for grave concern, and it is our duty, those of us with sense and responsibility, to take care of those less fortunate. They rely upon us, as they have a right to. Inquire of your superiors and they will confirm to you that I am correct. For the good of everyone, this must be stopped before it goes any further.’

These thoughts had already crossed Pitt’s mind, but he was surprised that Garnet Royce was aware of the unrest in the vast slums and docklands of the East End, and the whispers of riot and revolution over the last few months. He had thought Parliament largely blind to such things. Certainly reform was hard and slow, but perhaps that was not what was desired by the agitators Royce was referring to. There was no power to be gained from a satisfied people.

‘Yes, sir, I am aware of the possibilities,’ he replied. ‘All our sources of information will be tried. Thank you for your help. Now I shall return to the police station and see if anything further has been learned, before I report the matter to Mr. Drummond.’

‘Is that Micah Drummond?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Garnet nodded. ‘Good man. I’d be obliged if you would keep me informed, for Lady Hamilton’s sake as well as my own. It is a very dreadful business.’

‘Yes, sir. Please accept my condolences.’

‘Civil of you. Huggins will show you to the door.’

It was dismissal, and there was no point in trying to pursue anything further here tonight. Barclay Hamilton, white-faced and drained of all vitality, sat on the couch as if drugged, and Jasper had come downstairs again and was in the hall waiting until he could decently leave. He could prescribe sleeping drafts, tisanes for the nerves, but he could not alleviate the grief or the inevitable pain that would come with the morning when the first numbness had worn off.

Pitt thanked them and walked out into the hall, where the butler, still with his jacket a trifle crooked and his nightshirt tucked into his trousers, gave a sigh of relief and let him out with barely a word.

There were no hansoms about at this hour, and Pitt walked briskly back, turning left down Stangate Road to Westminster Bridge Road, across the bridge itself and past the statue of Queen Boadicea, the huge tower of Big Ben to his left, and the gothic mass of the Houses of Parliament. On the Embankment he found a cab to take him to the Bow Street Police Station, just off the Strand. It was a little before three o’clock in the morning.

The duty constable looked up and his face took on an added gravity.

‘Any reports?’ Pitt asked.

‘Yes, sir, but nothin’ a lot o’ use so far. Can’t find no cabby, not yet. Street girls in’t sayin’ nothin’, ’cept ’Etty Milner, an’ she can’t ’zactly take it back now. Reckon as she would if she could. Got one gent as said ’e walked over the bridge abaht ten minutes afore ’Etty yelled, and there weren’t nobody ’angin’ on the lamppost then, as’ ’e remembers. But then o’ course ’e prob’ly weren’t lookin’. ’Nother gent abaht the same time said ’e saw a drunk, but took no notice. Don’t know if it were poor ’Amilton or not. An’ o’ course Fred sellin’ ’ot pies down by the steps to the river, but ’e ’adn’t seen no one, ’cause ’e’s the wrong end o’ the bridge.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘No, sir. We’re still lookin’.’

‘Then I’ll kip down in my office for a couple of hours,’ Pitt replied wearily. There was no point in going home. ‘Then I’ll go and see Mr. Drummond.’

‘Want a cup o’ tea, sir?’

‘Yes, I’m perished.’

‘Yes, sir. It in’t goin’ ter get no better, sir.’

‘No, I know that. Bring me the tea, will you.’

‘Right you are, sir. Comin’ up!’

At half past six Pitt was in another cab, and by quarter to seven he stood in a quiet street in Knightsbridge, where the spring sun was clear and sharp on the paving stones and the only sounds were those of kitchen maids beginning their breakfast preparations and footmen collecting newspapers to be ironed and presented to their masters at table. Fire grates had long since been cleaned out, blacked, and relit and carpets sanded and swept so that they smelled fresh.

Pitt climbed the steps and knocked on the door. He was tired and cold and hungry, but this news could not wait.

A startled manservant opened the door and regarded Pitt’s lanky disheveled figure, clothes askew, knitted muffler wound twice round his neck, unruly hair too long and ill-acquainted with a barber’s skill. His boots were immaculate, soft leather, highly polished, a present from his sister-in-law, but his coat was dreadful, pockets stuffed with string, a pocketknife, five shillings and sixpence, and fifteen pieces of paper.

‘Yes, sir?’ the man said dubiously.

‘Inspector Pitt from Bow Street,’ Pitt told him. ‘I must see Mr. Drummond as soon as possible. A Member of Parliament has been murdered on Westminster Bridge.’

‘Oh.’ The man was startled but not incredulous. His master was a senior commander of police, and alarms and excursions were not uncommon. ‘Oh, yes, sir. If you’ll come in I’ll tell Mr. Drummond you are here.’

Micah Drummond appeared ten minutes later, washed, shaved and dressed for breakfast, albeit somewhat hastily. He was a tall, very lean man with a cadaverous face distinguished by a handsome nose and a mouth that betrayed in its lines a quick and delicate sense of humour. He was perhaps forty-eight or forty-nine, and his hair was receding a trifle. He regarded Pitt with sympathy, ignoring his clothes and seeing only the weariness in his eyes.

‘Join me for breakfast.’ It was as much a command as an invitation. He led the way to a small hexagonal room with parquet flooring and a French window opening onto a garden where old roses climbed a brick wall. In the centre of the room a table was set for one. Drummond swept some of the condiments aside and made room for another setting. He pointed to a chair and Pitt drew it up.

‘Did Cobb have it right?’ Drummond sat down and Pitt did also. ‘Some Member of Parliament has been murdered on Westminster Bridge?’

‘Yes, sir. Rather macabre. Cut the poor man’s throat and then tied him up to the last lamppost on the south side.’

Drummond frowned. ‘What do you mean, tied him up?’

‘By the neck, with an evening scarf.’

‘How the devil can you tie somebody to a lamppost?’

‘The ones on Westminster Bridge are trident-shaped,’ Pitt replied. ‘They have ornamental prongs, a bit like the tynes of a garden fork, and they’re the right height from the ground to be level with the neck of a man of average build. It was probably fairly simple, for a person of good physical strength.’

‘Not a woman, then?’ Drummond concentrated on his inner vision, his face tense.

Cobb brought in a hot chafing dish of bacon, eggs, kidneys, and potatoes and set it down without speaking. He gave each man a clean plate and then left to fetch tea and toast. Drummond helped himself and offered the server to Pitt. The steam rose deliciously, savory, rich, and piping hot. Pitt took as much as he dared consistent with any kind of good manners and then replied before he began to eat.

‘Not unless she was a big woman, and unusually powerful.’

‘Who was he? Anyone in a sensitive position?’

‘Sir Lockwood Hamilton, Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Home Secretary.’

Drummond let out his breath slowly. He ate a little more before speaking. ‘I’m sorry. He was a decent chap. I suppose we have no idea yet whether it was political or personal, or just a chance robbery gone wrong?’

Pitt finished his mouthful of kidney and bacon. ‘Not yet, but robbery seems unlikely,’ he said. ‘Everything of value – watch and chain, keys, silk handkerchief, cuff links, some nice onyx shirt studs – was still on him, even the money in his pockets. If someone meant to rob him, why would they tie him up to a lamppost beforehand? And then leave before anyone even raised an alarm?’

‘He wouldn’t,’ Drummond agreed. ‘How was he killed?’

‘Throat cut, very cleanly, so probably a razor, but we haven’t got the surgeon’s report yet.’

‘How long had he been dead when he was found? Not long, I imagine.’

‘A few minutes,’ Pitt agreed. ‘Body was warm – but apart from that, if he’d been there longer, someone would have seen him sooner.’

‘Who did find him?’

‘Prostitute called Hetty Milner.’

Drummond smiled, a brief humour lighting his eyes, then dying immediately. ‘I suppose she tried to solicit a little business – and found her prospective client was a corpse.’

Pitt bit his lip to hide the shadow of a smile. ‘Yes – which was a good thing. If she hadn’t been so startled she wouldn’t have screamed; she’d have collected herself and walked straight on, and we might not have known about him for a lot longer.’

Drummond leaned forward, all the irony gone from his features, a thin line of anxiety between his brows. ‘What do we know, Pitt?’ he asked.

Briefly Pitt summarized for him the events on the bridge, his visit to Royal Street, and finally his return to the station.

Drummond sat back and wiped his lips with his napkin. ‘What a mess,’ he said grimly. ‘The motive could be almost anything – business or professional rivalry, political enmity, anarchist conspiracy. Or it could be the work of a random lunatic, in which case we may never find him! What do you think of a personal motive: money, jealousy, revenge?’

‘Possible,’ Pitt answered, remembering the widow’s stricken face and her gallant struggle to maintain composure, the cool civility between her and her stepson that might cover all manner of old wounds. ‘Very ugly. It seems a bizarre way to do it.’

‘Smacks of madness, doesn’t it,’ Drummond agreed. ‘But perhaps that doesn’t mean anything. Please God we can settle it soon, and without having to go into family tragedies.’

‘I hope so,’ Pitt agreed. He had finished his breakfast, and in the warm room he was overwhelmingly tired.

Cobb came in with the newspapers and handed them wordlessly to Drummond. Drummond opened the first and read from the headlines, “‘Member of Parliament Murdered on Westminster Bridge,”’ and from the second, “‘Shocking Murder – Corpse on the Lamppost.”’ He looked up at Pitt. ‘Go home and get some sleep, man,’ he ordered. ‘Come back this afternoon when we have had a chance to find a few witnesses. Then you can start on the business associates, and the political ones.’ He glanced at the papers on the table. ‘They aren’t going to give us much time.’


Two

CHARLOTTE PITT HAD NOT yet heard about the murder on Westminster Bridge, and at the moment her mind was totally absorbed in the meeting she was attending. It was the first time she had been part of such an assembly. Most of those gathered had little in common with each other, except an interest in the representation of women in Parliament. Most had no thought beyond the wild and previously undreamed of possibility that women might actually vote, but one or two extraordinary souls had conceived the idea of women as members of that august body. One woman had even offered herself for election. Of course, she had sunk with barely a trace, a joke in the worst taste.

Now Charlotte sat in the back row of a crowded meeting hall and watched the first speaker, a stout young woman with a strong, blunt face and red hands, as she got to her feet and the muttering gradually fell to silence.

‘Sisters!’ The word stuck oddly on such a mixed company. In front of Charlotte a well-dressed woman in green silk hunched her shoulders a little, withdrawing from the touch and the association of those she was forced to be so close to. ‘We’re all ’ere for the same reason!’ the young woman on the platform continued, her voice rich, and hardened with a strong northern accent. ‘We all believe as ’ow we should ’ave some say in the way our lives is run, wot laws is made an’ oo makes ’em! All kinds o’ men get a chance to choose their members o’ Parliament, an’ if ’e wants to get elected, that Member ’as to answer to the people. ’Alf the people, sisters, just ’alf the people – the ’alf that’s men!’

She went on speaking for another ten minutes, and Charlotte only half listened. She had heard the arguments before, and in her mind they were already irrefutable. What she had come for was to see what support there was, and the kind of women who were prepared to come from conviction rather than curiosity. Gazing round at them as discreetly as she could, she saw that a large number were soberly dressed in browns and muted tones, and the cut of their coats and skirts were serviceable but not smart, designed to last through many changes of fashion. Several wore shawls pulled round their shoulders for warmth, not decoration. They were ordinary women whose husbands were clerks or tradesmen, struggling to make ends meet, perhaps striving after a little gentility, perhaps not.

Here and there were a few who were smarter; some young with a touch of elegance, others matronly, ample bosoms draped with furs and beads, hats sprouting feathers.

But it was their faces that interested Charlotte most, the fleeting expressions chasing across them as they listened to the ideas that almost all society found revolutionary, unnatural, and either ridiculous or dangerous, depending on their perception of any real change awakening from them.

In some she saw interest, even the glimmer of belief. In others there was confusion: the thought was too big to accept, required too great a break with the inbred teaching of mother and grandmother, a way of life not always comfortable but whose hardships were at least familiar. In some there was already derision and dislike, and the fear of change.

One face held Charlotte’s attention particularly, round and yet delicately boned, intelligent, curious, very feminine, and with a strong, stubborn jaw. It was the expression which drew Charlotte, a mixture of wonder and doubt, as though new thoughts were entering the woman’s mind and enormous questions arose out of them instantly. Her eyes were intent on the speaker, afraid lest she lose a word. She seemed oblivious of the women packed close to her; indeed, when one jostled against her and a feather from a rakish hat brushed her cheek she did no more than blink without turning to see who the offender might be.

With the third speaker, a thin, over-earnest woman of indeterminate age, the hecklers began. Their voices were still moderately good-natured, but their questions were sharp.

‘Yer sayin’ as women knows as much abaht business as men? That don’t say much fer yer man, then, do it?’

‘That is if yer ’as one!’ There was a roar of laughter, half raucous, half pitying: a single woman was in most eyes a sad object, a creature who had failed in her prime objective.

The woman on the platform winced so very slightly that it might even have been Charlotte’s imagination. She was used to this particular taunt and had grown to expect it.

‘You have one?’ she flung back with certainty blazing in her face. ‘And children, do you?’

‘Sure I ’ave! Ten of ’em!’

There were more shouts of laughter.

‘Do you have a maid, and a cook, and other servants?’ the woman on the platform asked.

‘Course I don’t! Wotcher think I am? I ’ave one girl as scrubs.’

‘Then you manage the household yourself?’

There was silence, and Charlotte glanced at the woman with the remarkable face and saw that already she understood what the speaker was intending. Her face was keen with appreciation.

‘Course I do!’

‘Accounts, budgeting, the purchase of clothes, the use of fuel, the discipline of your ten children? Seems to me you know a great deal about business – and people. I daresay you are a pretty good judge of character too. You know when you are being lied to, when someone is trying to give you short change or sell you shoddy goods, don’t you?’

‘Yeah . . .’ the woman agreed slowly. She was not yet ready to concede, not in front of so many. ‘Don’t mean I know ’ow ter run a country!’

‘Does your husband? Could he run a country? Could he even run your house?’

‘Isn’t the same!’

‘Does he have a vote?’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘Isn’t your judgment as good as his?’

‘My dear good woman!’ another voice burst in, rich and piled with scorn, and heads turned towards the wearer of a plum-coloured hat. ‘You may be very proficient at buying enough potatoes to feed your family and assessing the cost any given week; I don’t doubt you are. But that is hardly on the same level as choosing a Prime Minister!’

There were giggles of stifled mirth, and someone called out, ‘Hear, hear,’ in agreement.

‘Our place is in the home,’ the woman with the plum hat continued, gathering momentum. ‘Domestic duties are among our natural gifts, and as mothers, of course we know how to discipline our children – such instincts awake in us when we bear our young. It is God’s order of the world. But our judgments on matters of high finance, foreign affairs, and concerns of state are utterly hopeless. Neither nature nor the Lord designed us to meddle in such things, and we rob ourselves and our daughters of our proper place, and the respect and protection due us from men, if we try to go contrary to it!’

There were more murmurs of approval, and a sprinkling of tentative applause.

The woman on the platform was exasperated at the irrelevance of the argument. There were spots of color high on her thin cheeks. ‘I am not suggesting you become a Minister of State!’ she said sharply. ‘Only that you have as much right as your butler or your poulterer has to choose who shall represent you in the Parliament of your country! And that your judgment of character is probably just as competent as theirs!’

‘Oh! You impertinent creature!’ The woman in plum was quite outraged; her face coloured darkly and her rather heavy jowls shook as she raced through her mind for words scalding enough to satisfy the occasion.

‘You are quite right!’ Suddenly the woman who had drawn Charlotte’s attention broke the silence. Her voice was husky and pleasant; both her diction and her poise revealed she was of considerable breeding. ‘Women’s judgment of character is quite as good as men’s; on the whole, I think very often rather better. And that is all that is required to have a useful opinion as to who should represent one in Parliament!’

Everyone in the cramped hall swung round to look at her, and she blushed with slight self-consciousness, but it did not prevent her continuing.

‘We are bound by the laws; I think it is only proper that we should have some say as to what they shall be. I—’

‘You are quite wrong, madame!’ A deeper voice cut across her, the rich contralto of a very large woman with jet beads across her bosom and a fine mourning brooch on her lapel. ‘The law, framed by men whom you so despise, is our finest protection! As a woman you are guarded by your husband, or should you be single, your father; he provides for your needs both spiritual and temporal; he exercises his wisdom to gain what is best for you, without the least exertion on your part; he undertakes your well-being; should you transgress or fall into debt, it is he, not you, who answers the magistrates and must satisfy your creditors. It is only just that he should also frame the laws, or elect those who do!’

‘Stuff and nonsense!’ Charlotte said loudly. She could contain herself no longer. ‘If my husband falls into debt, I shall be just as hungry as he is; if I commit a crime, the general public may look down upon him, but it is assuredly I who shall go to prison, not he! And if I kill someone, it is I who will hang!’

There was a sharp collective intake of breath and a little hiss of surprise at such unnecessary coarseness of reference.

Charlotte was not deterred: she had intended to shock, and the feeling of success was quite exhilarating.

‘I agree with Miss Wutherspoon – women’s judgment of character is easily as good as men’s. What could be more important in your life than who you marry? And upon what basis does a man choose, if left to himself?’

‘A pretty face!’ someone answered sourly.

Someone else gave a reply a good deal less refined, and raised a loud laugh.

‘Beauty, charm, a winning way,’ Charlotte answered her own question before the purpose of it was lost. ‘Often upon flattery, and the color of her eyes, or the way she has of laughing. A woman chooses a man who can provide for her and her children.’ Here she winced at her duplicity, she who had chosen Pitt entirely because he intrigued her, charmed her, frightened her with his directness, made her laugh, fired her with his anger at injustice, and because she both loved and trusted him. The fact that he was socially and financially a disaster, and likely to remain so, had not weighed an ounce with her. But she knew unquestionably that most women had more sense. She sailed on regardless both of that, and of her earlier infatuation with her brother-in-law Dominic, for which she did blush, but it was lost under the high color of her zeal. The principle was right.

‘Men may go on all manner of adventures and brave the result, come what may, but most women will look to the outcome of a thing, knowing that their children must eat and be clothed, that there must be a safe home for them not only today and tomorrow, but next year and ten years from now! Women are less reckless.’ She thought of all the wise and brave women she had known, discounting the idiotic things she had done herself, and the risks both she and Emily had taken. ‘When all the shouting and the heroics are over, who is it that will tend the sick, bury the dead and start over? Women! Our opinions should count, our judgment of a man’s honesty and worth to represent us should weigh in the balance too.’

‘You’re right!’ Miss Wutherspoon cried from the platform. ‘You’re absolutely right! And if Members of Parliament had to account to women as well as men to get elected, there wouldn’t be the injustices there are now!’

‘What injustices?’ someone demanded. ‘What does a good woman need that she does not have?’

‘No natural woman wants to expose herself to ridicule,’ the woman in the plum-coloured hat said loudly, her voice rising with increasing indignation, ‘by parading for people to accept or reject her, pleading with them to listen to her, choose her, believe in her opinions or trust her judgment in affairs she knows nothing about! Miss Taylor is a laughing stock, and far from being a friend to women, she is our worst enemy. Not even Dr. Pankhurst would be seen in public with her! Standing for Parliament, indeed! Next thing you know we’ll become harridans, like that miserable Ivory woman, who has abandoned all semblance of decency and restraint which is essential to a woman and all that is precious to society – indeed to civilization!’

There were several cries of approval and even louder hisses and expostulations of outrage. Some even demanded that the traitors to the cause should leave and go back to their nurseries, or whatever other confining place they usually inhabited.

A stout woman in bombazine raised an umbrella, unfortunately catching the ferrule of it in an elderly housemaid’s skirts. There was a hiccup and a shriek of alarm. The housemaid, thinking she was being assaulted for her abuse of the lady in the plum hat, whisked her handbag round and landed it soundly on the head of the woman in bombazine, and the resulting melee had very little to do with the exercise of privilege or responsibility, and even less to do with Parliament.

Having no wish to become involved in a brawl, Charlotte withdrew. She was only a few yards outside the hall via the rear exit when she saw the woman whose face had drawn her attention. She was standing quite close, unaware of Charlotte, her attention caught by a hansom drawn up at the curb. The woman had her back to Charlotte and was arguing fiercely with a slim, elegantly dressed man whose fair hair shone almost white in the sun. He was obviously extremely annoyed.

‘My dear Parthenope, this is both unseemly, and to be frank, a trifle ridiculous. You are letting me down by even being seen in such a place, and I am distressed that you should not have realized it!’

Charlotte could not see the woman’s face, but her voice was thick with a confusion of emotions.

‘I am tempted to make the obvious answer to excuse myself, Cuthbert, and say that no one there knew who I was. But that is irrelevant.’

‘Indeed it is! The risk—’

But she cut him short. ‘I am not talking about the risk! What if I am known to care that women should be represented in Parliament?’

‘Women are represented!’ He was exasperated now, and there was a flash of impatience in his face. ‘You are excellently represented by the present members of the House! For heaven’s sake, we don’t legislate simply for ourselves! Who on earth have you been listening to? Have you seen that wretched Ivory woman again? I most specifically told you that I did not wish it! Why do you insist on disobeying me? The woman is a virago, a miserable, unbalanced creature who embodies everything that is most to be deplored in a woman.’

‘No, I have not seen her!’ Parthenope’s voice was low, but it now held an intensity of anger. ‘I told you I would not, and I have not! But I shall not stop listening to what people have to say about women one day obtaining the franchise.’

‘Then listen at home; read articles, if you must – although it will never happen. It is quite unnecessary and unsuitable. Women’s interests are very well cared for now, and all women with any sense are fully aware of it!’

‘Indeed!’ Her voice grew harder, and high with sarcasm. ‘Then I have little sense! Only that which is required to govern a household of eight servants, see to the accounting, maintain discipline and good order and fellowship, raise and teach and nurse my children, entertain our business and
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