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A Jane Dowling Mystery
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Chapter One

London, 1896



Jane was sitting at her desk wondering what to do next when a middle-aged woman came into the office, and looked around with an air of disquiet. She was dressed conservatively, behind the fashion, her dark hair done up in some tortuous style from a royal portrait.

“Are you the detective woman? He said you looked too young to be any such thing.”

“Yes. Jane Dowling.”

“I am a relative of the Bishop of Sussex. I mentioned my difficulties and he suggested I come to you.”

“Please sit down.”

“I suppose this is the kind of grubby little place that suits your business.” She sat down heavily, looking around with increasing disapproval. 

“How can I help you?”

“I can see you are even younger than I expected. Have you really had that much experience?” She sighed.

“A few years now, actually. May I ask your name?”

“Mrs Hay.”

“Now, Mrs Hay, how can I help you?”

“I need someone to take a look at my sister’s circumstances. I am worried about her.”

“I see, and why might that be.”

“I have been worried for some time, truth be told. However, she wrote me a letter two weeks ago. I have been barely able to sleep since.”

“Can you show me this letter?”

“It is nothing out of the ordinary, servant trouble, moths, her health.”

“What alarmed you about it then?”

“I know her usual handwriting. This showed she was feeling strained, not at all relaxed. It is just not her. It is like there is a scorpion watching her.”

“A scorpion? Where does she live?”

“St Margarets.”

“I see.”

“I know my sister. I can tell she is terrified.”

“Of what though? Can you explain her circumstances? Start at the beginning.”

“My sister is married to a man called Mr Michael Butterworth. They have a son and a daughter, the son is at Oxford. She is a little younger than me. Our parents have both passed over. They live in a villa in St Margarets, as I have said. Mr Butterworth’s brother James, who is back from the East, is staying with them.”

“What is the nature of Mr Butterworth’s business?”

“He has a shipping company, based by the river at Deptford. My sister does not go there herself, you understand. They have trade with India, where his brother was based. Bombay. When I saw them last there was talk of an agency to help set young gentlemen on a career in the tropics. I don’t like to say anything, but every year there seem to be new ideas and the old ideas are not mentioned again, and I know he has been frugal, shall we say, with my sister’s clothes allowance. Now James has come back, so there seems to be a problem with the Bombay end of things, though no one is saying that specifically.” 

“Is it a big house?”

“I suppose so, it sits in its own grounds with a wall around it. Rented, my sister told me once, that is why they never improve it, the garden is very drab, although they have a sort of odd job man who looks after it.They have a cook, of course. A housekeeper. A few other staff, you know. Bailey, who they call the butler, but he is no such thing, in my book, a couple of maids. I am going to stay with them next week, which I often do at this time of year. I want you to come with me.”

“Me? To come with you?”

“As my maid. We will take advantage of your age after all. I shall say I have got a maid to help me dress and accompany me around London. I read in the paper that you often went about your business in disguise.”

“They exaggerate.”

“You will need to get yourself a decent maid’s uniform, you can use it for other cases of course, I expect. I’ll go by train. Be at Victoria station next Tuesday at ten sharp. Under the clock.” Mrs Hay got up quickly.

“We have not discussed my fees.”

“You shall have board and lodging for two weeks with my sister.”

“My fees are two pounds a week.”

“Really, for a young woman. That is quite ridiculous.”

“Plus expenses, such as a maid’s uniform if I can’t borrow one. Do you want me to help you or not, I shall have to put my other cases on hold for two weeks.” Jane gestured to the thin pile of files on her desk.

“Really.” Mrs Hay fussed with her gloves, she had taken them off when she sat down and now started putting them on again. “You know I shall expect good results for that kind of outlay.”

“I cannot commit to finding anything you would like to know. I do the work, if I find something I will tell you, it may not be what you want to hear. That is what I tell all my clients.” 

Mrs Hay stood up as if she had decided to leave. Then she turned back.

“Something is going on.”

“Are you worried for your sister or is there something else?”

“Of course not, she is my sister.”

“Some financial implication, perhaps.”

“You must say what you mean, young lady.”

“When a man wants a woman investigated it is usually to do with romance or deceit. The same when a wife wants a husband followed. When a woman wants another woman in her family investigated, well, there may be other reasons, and it helps to know them.”

Mrs Hay sat down again, looking very uncomfortable.

“Mr Hay is dead, I presume.”

“Why do you presume that?”

“Because otherwise you would look to him for financial security.”

“It was not his fault, the strain of his work affected him. He left me a small pension, I am grateful for that, but everything seems to cost so much these days. If you want quality.”

“I see.”

“My sister is younger than me as I said, but my father did not approve of Mr Hay particularly, and so he arranged the capital he had earmarked for me to be held in trust with my sister, with the best intentions. It is my belief that Mr Butterworth has invested it on my sister’s behalf, and now it is out of my reach. It may well be spent. That is what I wrote to ask my sister about, but she gave me no clear response in the letter she wrote back. She was evasive, shall we say. I expect she will explain everything when I stay with her. She is a good woman.”

“So it is the money you are worried about, just to be clear. In part.”

“My father told my sister to look after me, when he was dying. He was quite definite about it and she accepted the responsibility. You realise this is a very private matter?”

“Of course.”

Mrs Hay stood up again, and checked she had her things.

“It would help if I knew Mr Butterworth’s address.”

“Of course. I will write it down for you. Do you want me to sign something?”

“I will prepare a letter for next Tuesday saying you are hiring me for two weeks from that date.”

“Good, good. They must not know of course.”

“No.”

 


Chapter Two



Jane went to tell her mother as soon as she got home. For some reason her mother found this enormously amusing, and rushed downstairs to the kitchen to tell the cook. Jane could hear them laughing as she followed her down.

“I don’t see what is so funny,” she said.

“You, a lady’s maid.”

“Why is that funny?”

“You need to know about hair and makeup and fashion, three subjects on which you are absolutely clueless. Not to mention getting stains out of clothes, ironing, starching collars, sewing, cleaning boots.”

“I need you to show me then, and I need a maid’s uniform.”

“You are sure it is a lady’s maid? You do know there are other kinds of maids.”

“I am going in disguise, to some grand house in St Margarets. They will have their own maids for cleaning and so on.”

“At least it is summer.”

“What difference does that make?”

“No fires to set, no fires to clean up after, no filthy smoke. Less mud.”

“Can you show me the basics?”

“I don’t know, dear. Lady’s maids are to help gentlewomen get ready for grand functions, for grand dinners. What social life does your client have?”

“Some kind of general maid then, who goes around with someone, helping them around London.”

“The other staff will quiz you, they can be very cruel and spiteful.”

“It is just for two weeks, but it will be good practice, I think. They say the servants are the ones who know what is really going on in a household.”

“That is a two edged sword. Come upstairs, dear. We must let cook get on.”

“Maybe I could shadow Betsy.”

“That is just going to annoy her, you will keep telling her she is doing it wrong.”

“I won’t.”

“Come upstairs. I’ll find you a book, or a magazine.”

“On what?”

“Beauty treatments, fashion. This woman you are going to be the maid for, what is she like?”

“Middle aged, nervous. She is worried about money.”

“How does she do her hair?”

“Some complicated plats in buns, either side. She knows I am not a real maid.”

“She wants you to spy on the family?”

“Sort of, she thinks her sister’s husband has lost her father’s inheritance.”

Her mother had led her up to her bedroom, and was sitting down at her dressing table.

“You have never shown any interest in makeup before.”

“You don’t use makeup.” Jane said.

“Of course I do, the trick is to not be too obvious.”

“Show me, then.”

“And to know what kind of light you will be seen in. Oil or gas are more forgiving than electric. This is face powder.”

“I know what face powder is.”

“You put a little cream on, then the face powder.”

“Why?”

“Cover any parts you don’t like, smooth things out. Then you darken the eyelashes and brows, a bit of rouge on the cheeks, a bit of red on the lips.”

“I can’t believe you do this. What does father think?”

“Everyone does it.”

“Women in a certain line of work do it.”

“Try it. On me.”

Jane looked at her mother.

“What else does a maid do?”

“Sewing and mending generally, cleaning. Preparing outfits for the next day. Listening to her lady’s woes. Looking after jewellery. What kind of thing does this woman wear?”

“Dark, velvet. Hats with black feathers.”

“She sounds a little dowdy.”

“She is. Old fashioned.”

“Then what on earth is she doing with a maid? The other servants will think you are pretty useless, if she has you and still looks dowdy.”

“We can make something up.”

“The other servants will guess. A real lady’s maid is quite an elevated position, they have the ear of the lady of the house.”

“Can you ask Betsy if I can borrow a uniform?”

“You ask her, Jane. Ask to rent it from her, that might work. She may have to take it in for you.”

“I will go and talk to her.”

“Do not upset her. You probably think you can take up the role of a maid in a trice, but you can’t.”

Jane went down to the kitchen, where Betsy was sitting at the wooden table talking to the cook.

“Betsy, I have a proposition to make to you. I need you to help me with my work.”

“Yes, miss.” Betsy was eighteen, she had been recommended by a parishioner four years earlier.

“I need to go into a big house in disguise as a maid.”

“What kind of maid, miss?”

“I am visiting with the sister of the mistress of the house. Not really a lady’s maid, she is not that grand, a sort of companion.”

“The house has its own maids?” 

“I expect so.”

“What will you do then?”

“I will accompany the lady on trips around London.”

“How will you dress?”

“That is just the kind of thing I need to know.”

“If you are working, cleaning in the morning, then you wear an old dress with an apron, then when you have finished all the cleaning, you change into a better dress, like this one.”

“Could I go to London like that?”

“No, ma’am. You would wear your own clothes in London. Just like church.”

“Sunday best?”

“Yes but nothing too fancy.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know.” Betsy looked at the cook for help, Jane suspected she was rolling her eyes.

“It doesn’t do to outdress the family,” the cook said, “that’s what Betsy means. Not that most maids can afford to.”

“I see. And if, of a evening, I was sitting down with the other staff. What would I be doing?”

“Cleaning, mending. Reading up on fashion. Chatting, if it is a friendly place. Some are quite strict, depends on the butler and housekeeper.”

“She is quite an old lady, really.”

“Then she will want to appear a little younger. With a little makeup.”

“What will they ask, the other servants?”

“You don’t have to say anything. Some mistresses tell their staff to keep stumm.” The cook put in, “servants can be very nosy, desperate for new gossip.”

“Will they expect me to help?”

“I would imagine everyone already has their own work to do, and they will expect you to have your own work to do as well. Cleaning each day’s outfit. Mending.”

“How do I do that?”

“Washing, drying, ironing, starching.”

“Can you show me? Not now, tomorrow.”

Betsy looked at the cook.

“Spend the day with her, Jane. See how hard she works, and it’s not even winter.” 

Jane’s mother came down the stairs, It was clear she had been listening.

“That’s settled then,” she sounded relieved, “we will leave you two to it. Come on Jane.”

They walked up stairs.

“In some houses the family wouldn’t be seen dead in the servants’ part of the house. We are lucky cook doesn’t mind. Your father never comes downstairs uninvited, wouldn’t dare to. Every house is different, remember that. Happy servants, happy household.”

 


Chapter Three



Next Tuesday, Jane was waiting at the appointed time with a small bag of borrowed clothes, and a couple of women's journals. Betsy had shown her how to pin back her hair, and they had selected the plainest, cheapest dress and shoes.

Mrs Hay arrived followed by a porter carrying a trunk on a trolley. She led the way to the underground, Jane followed behind.

An hour later they were at Richmond station and a cab was hired to take them through town and over the bridge to St Margarets. It pulled up in a quiet street in front of a large white house, set back from the road in a dull garden. The cabman unloaded the trunk, and carried it to the side of the house where steps went down to a basement entrance. Mrs Hay paid the cabman the exact fare and rang the door. 

A maid opened the door, and they went in and stood in the cool, dark hallway.

“You go downstairs, dear, and arrange to get my things taken up and unpacked.”

Jane followed the maid down the stairs, just as Mrs Butterworth appeared to greet her sister. She caught a glimpse of a younger, smarter woman, who greeted her sister warmly enough, and took her off to talk. 

The basement level of the house was more austere, with uncarpeted floors and unadorned walls. The stairs led to a large kitchen, where several servants were sitting and talking around a large wooden table. The room was also rather gloomy and cold, despite the sun outside. They all stopped to look at her.

“Who might you be?” The man at the head of the table asked. Jane’s first impression was that he was rather squat, with a large face and slightly protruding eyes. A brown, wrinkled head, the black hair greased back. His skin was tanned from the sun, eyes dark and suspicious. There was something unsettling and out of place about him being in a domestic setting. 

“I am Mrs Hay’s maid, Jane.”

“Mrs Hay has a maid now?” The man said with a smirk.

“I am to help her around London. I must unpack her things.”

“All in good time. They will be calling for coffee I expect.” The man cocked his head slightly to one side, as if listening for something. The cook filled the copper kettle and placed it on the range. Then a little bell rang in the corridor. The maid rushed out to check which room.

“Sitting room,” she said when she came back.

“You will share with Kate.” The maid nodded at this instruction. “When you have served coffee, Kate, show Jane to Mrs Hay’s room and help her unpack, then you can take her to your room.”

“Yes, Mr Bailey.”

At that moment a tradesman arrived at the kitchen door with a box of vegetables. Jane sat at the wooden table watching the servants. The cook went through the box checking the quality, then another maid appeared to put the vegetables away, while the cook presided over the coffee tray which Kate carried up. She was nothing like the friendly cook at home.

When Kate returned, Mrs Hay’s trunk was carried up to her room by one of the gardeners, who had to remove his boots. The maids tittered over the poor state of his socks, and Kate offered to darn them which turned the young man red with embarrassment. Kate’s voice seemed to shift in volume and tone according to who she was speaking to, she was loud and cutting with the gardener. 

Mrs Hay’s room overlooked the back of the house. Kate helped Jane unpack the trunk, while the gardener waited to take the empty trunk back to the basement. When he had gone, Kate turned to her. She was a sturdy young woman, with bright, intelligent eyes.

“Don’t mind us gawping at yer, we are just surprised, that’s all. Mrs Hay bringing a maid all of a sudden. I mean..” she glanced at the drab array of dresses they had been hanging up. She was not impressed.

“You think Mrs Hay does not need a maid?”

“It is up to her of course. You are to accompany her around London?”

“That is the idea. We are to visit the museums and galleries, St James’s park.”

“Of course. Lovely in summer. Bit of fresh air at least. Maybe she is worried about getting lost, you live in with her, I take it?”

“Yes,” Jane improvised.

Jane followed Kate up the steep and narrow servant’s staircase to the attic. It was a cool, dusty space.

“No one cleans the back staircase now. You should see the spiders. The family never use it. Nor do Mr Bailey or Mrs Barnes, if they can help it. They are the butler and housekeeper. Mr Bailey spoke to you earlier.”

“What are the green doors on each level?”

“They go through to the landing, or into a room. The thing is, the doors open really quietly, gives people a shock. It’s best to listen first.”

Kate’s room was warm and sparsely furnished. Jane’s leather bag had been placed at the foot of the second narrow bed. Kate’s underclothes were hanging up drying on a string across the room.

“It gets a little hot during the day, but you can see the trees miles away, on Richmond Hill, the park is beyond. I’ll take you, if we get a chance. It is really wild.”

“I am sorry to inconvenience you like this.”

“I don’t mind. It is just me up here at the moment, cook and the other maid are in the basement. Mrs Barnes says they will get a third maid in the autumn, or a gardener will help set the fires and clean them. Some houses in the road have gas heating now, imagine that, no getting up to set the fires. We send the laundry out, but it all needs sorting and labelling, or all hell breaks loose.”

“Do you like working here?”

“It is the only house I have worked in, but when I hear other people moan about the places they have worked, I think I have it good.”

“What happened to the maid who left?”

“She met a man who turned her head. She was not comfortable working in service any more. I told her my sister works in a factory, and you still have a boss man ordering you about and ogling you, just the same. She wouldn’t listen, then she had words with Mr Bailey. He did not like that.”

“Is he a strict man?”

“No. Not really. If you do your work, right. Don’t give him any cheek, you know. You can tell me all about Brighton. That is where Mrs Hay lives, is it not?”

“It is more Hove, very quiet really.”

“By the seaside.”

“Yes, of course. Wet and windy in the winter, jolly damp really.”

They went back downstairs to the kitchen, where the cook was preparing lunch. Jane sat back down at the kitchen table. The others bustled around her.

It was odd, they all knew their routines inside out, and she didn’t have one. Suddenly they all sat down for a quick lunch, before the family’s lunch. Mr Bailey sat at the top of the table, and he and the housekeeper, Mrs Barnes, were served first. 

The tradition seemed to be that Mr Bailey would choose a suitable topic of conversation, usually something from that morning’s paper, and would give his take on it. Some brief discussion followed, then any household matters were discussed. The son was returning from Oxford in the next day or two, and it was believed would be entertaining a couple of his friends. Mrs Hay was staying for two weeks, and so it went on.

To her immense relief, word came down after lunch that Jane was to accompany her mistress on a walk at three pm, and she made sure she was changed and waiting in the hallway in good time.

Mrs Butterworth went past her at one point, her face impassive as she glanced at her sister’s maid. Then Mrs Hay appeared and they went out.

“What do you think?” Mrs Hay asked as soon as they were away from the house.

“They do not know why you have brought a maid. I do not know what to do.”

“You just sit down there, waiting for me to need you.”

“I can hardly wander around the house, finding things out.”

“What do the servants think is going on? Did they say anything?”

“Nothing. As far as I can tell, they are just getting on with it. They seem quite happy.”

“What does that mean?”

“They have their jobs, their routine, they each know their place.”

“I hope you are not one of those revolutionaries, Miss Dowling.”

“The thing is, they clean, prepare meals, run the household. It is the same work whatever is going on in the lives of the people upstairs.”

“My sister is simply beside herself. I can tell you that. Hardly wants to talk to me.”

“What do you propose we do, then?”

“We will go out every day. That will give you an excuse to leave the house. You can follow her if she goes out, or follow Mr Butterworth to Deptford, to his office.”

“Alright.”

“In fact, she is supposed to be going to the local church this afternoon at four, to talk to the vicar about some charity project. I will go into Richmond, you can keep an eye on her.”

Mrs Hay passed over some sheets of notepaper.

“I copied those addresses down in case they are useful. They are from the letters in the hall. One is in Greenwich. Deptford the other, that is the shipping office.”

“Alright.”

“Good. The church is just up the road from the house. You can go down this lane to the river, and back through the park to the road so you do not have to pass the house. I will be sitting on a bench by the river at the end of this lane in two hours’ time.”

“Quite the professional,” Jane said.

“Well, we need to be organised.”

“Mrs Hay, why don’t you just ask your sister what the matter is?”

“Because then she will be forced into a lie. We will both know it is a lie and it will disappoint me. If you had a sister, you would understand.”

“How do you know I don’t have a sister?”

“Well, do you?”

“I have a brother. He has no trouble avoiding the truth if it suits him. He would just laugh if he was found out.”

Mrs Hay walked off along the path by the river. Jane went the other way. As soon as she could she found a path back towards the houses, across a meadow. A great white palladian mansion loomed on her left, overlooking the parkland. A two horse carriage had pulled up outside, with two footmen behind it, in stockings and long coats. A small crowd had stopped to watch who got out, but turned away when it was no one they recognised. Jane pressed on.

She found the church on the corner. A square tower next to a high vaulted window. The main door was open and she went into the cool interior. No one was around. She found a side pew and sat down, leaning forward as if she was in prayer.

A few minutes later Mrs Butterworth came in. She walked straight up to the front and round to the door on the left, where she disappeared. Jane crept forward. She hesitated at the half closed door. There were soft voices coming from inside.

She retreated to the nearest pew, and resumed her prayerful position.

It was quiet enough to hear what was going on. Any talking had stopped and a regular movement had started, something wooden, like a table or desk was squeaking in protest as the bodies moved against it. The man’s breathing became heavier.

Jane crept forward, crouched down and peered around the door at waist level. She could see little of the woman, apart from her bare legs and a good deal of layers of dress over the desk. The man looked to be in clerical garb, with his clothes bunched under his arms. She left them to it, and went outside to watch the entrance to the church from the porch.

Ten minutes later, Mrs Butterworth came out looking flushed and anxious. She headed off in the direction of her home. Then the vicar came out, a weak smile on his face. Jane had witnessed a number of infidelities in the course of her work, and she had seen this short lived male glow a few times. Sure enough, within a minute the vicar had found something in his examination of the church interior which had displeased him, and his features were sombre again.

Jane retraced her steps to the river, and waited on a bench. She stared at the water. For some reason it was now flowing from left to right, whereas before it had been flowing downstream to the sea. A number of sailing vessels were taking advantage of this, and the steady wind, and were moving goods upstream. A steam yacht motored past. Across the river she could see the grand houses of the terraces rising up Richmond hill.

Mrs Hay appeared beside her, carrying some shopping.

“I have bought some lace for you to fit for me. You can sew can’t you?”

“After a fashion.”

“I have bought black cotton and needles. I thought it would give you something to do in the servants’ hall in the evenings.”

“Very thoughtful, it is more of a kitchen, really.”

“What did you find out?”

“Brace yourself for some news.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Sit down, put the shopping down. That kind of thing.”

“I can hardly be seen sitting next to my maid. You should have stood up when I arrived.”

“Of course.” Jane stood up, and Mrs Hay sat down.

“Now, what is it, dear? I could kill for a cup of tea.”

“Your sister visited the vicar, in the vestry. I believe they had a connection, on the table there, if you know what I mean.”

Mrs Hay was silent for a short time.

“You are certain of it? I am sure in your line of work you are used to thinking the worst of people.”

“I saw her go in, I saw her come out afterwards. I saw him with his cassock under his arms and his bare arse, and what looked a lot like your sister with her dress up from behind.”

More silence.

“That is not what I expected at all.”

“Afterwards she looked anxious and he looked pleased with himself. Though, I am starting to think she always looks anxious.”

“What do you mean?”

“It is possible he is more in control of the arrangement than she is. That is just a very weak conjecture.”

“You think he has some kind of power over her?”

“I really don’t know, Mrs Hay.”

“Of course you don’t know. How could you possibly know about men? You are barely a woman yourself.”

“Adultery does come up quite often in detective work.”

“Grimy little business that it is.”

“Perhaps. Or just honest.”

“She always warned me off the man, she said his sermons were a terrible bore.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing, of course. This business may be neither here nor there. Tomorrow you should go to Deptford. I gave you the address. Try and see how well the firm is doing, that is the nub of it.”

“If you wish.”

“I will go into London, to a gallery or something. That will give you an excuse. Carry these for me. Try at least to look the part.”

“Of course.”

 


Chapter Four


Jane spent the evening in the servants’ kitchen trying to sew the black lace onto the hem of one of Mrs Hay’s dresses. Eventually she excused herself and went to bed, climbing slowly up the backstairs with a lit candle. At the first landing she waited beside the green door listening to the sounds within.

On the second floor there was a narrow passageway, away from the landing to a second green door, covered in baize as if it were a billiard table. She could hear muffled voices beyond this. Jane crept up close to this. The voices were clearer now. Male voices.

“Really Michael, you have to speak to your wife. This house is costing you too much.”

“James, it is late.”

“I can think of several cities where you could live like royalty for what you are paying here. Better still, come alone, and see what exotic pleasures a gentleman can buy for a few shillings in Delhi or Calcutta. Bombay is closed to us for the present.”

“James.”

“I mean it. You must establish yourself abroad before word gets out. While you can still get credit.”

“You make things sound worse than they are. We will pull through, I am sure of it.”

“When is the creditors’ meeting, in September?”

“Yes, the start of September.”

Jane heard something in the passage behind her, she turned to see a faint light. A candle was being carried up the stairs. She covered her own candle with her body, but it was too late. At the end of the passage she could see Kate’s bulky outline. She moved towards it.

“That passage was built so the original master could smuggle women into his study.” Kate whispered. “I am sure of it.”

“How odd.”

“Let’s go up, I’ve pinched some pudding.”

Jane followed Kate up the narrow stairs to their bedroom. They placed their candles down and Kate revealed a package of brown paper, in which was squashed the remains of a pudding.

“Nothing to carry the custard in, so I ate it downstairs.”

“I’m not hungry.” Jane said.

“Please yourself.” Kate finished the whole thing in a few mouthfuls.

“What time do you have to be up?”

“Seven in summer, Six in winter. The light will wake you.”

“We are going to London tomorrow. I am accompanying Mrs Hay.”

“Rather you than me. I get lost so easily, and everything is so pricey.”

Kate started licking her fingers.

Jane changed into her night wear.

“Are you walking out with anyone?” Kate asked.

“No, not really.”

“Either you are or you aren’t.”

“There was a man I was fond of last year, but we lost contact.”

“The groom over the way, I see him sometimes, on my afternoon off. We go down the river, or across the ferry into the woods.” She raised her eyebrows suggestively.

“I hope you are careful.”

“I am careful, on his behalf. Let’s put it that way. And you will see how handsome the son is, when he returns.”

“Sorry, it’s been a long day. I must sleep.”

Jane blew her candle out, and turned away.

Kate went to bed a few minutes later, after using the chamber pot noisily. The room filled with the weak tang of her urine.

Jane lay awake. There was little noise from the street outside, but people were still moving below them within the house. She thought she heard muffled shouting and cursing. Then a woman’s voice cried out and it stopped.

Later there was a tap at their bedroom door. Jane could see a light under the door. Kate was sound asleep.

“Who is it?” Jane called out quietly. 

Evidently hers was not the voice the caller was expecting. The light flickered for a moment and then whoever it was moved away. Jane could hear them going down the wooden steps. She crept to the bedroom door and opened it. Men were talking on the floor below, in low voices. If she could hear them up here, it probably meant one of the green baize doors had to be open. She crept down and glanced through the baize door. She could see the lights moving apart, and disappearing behind bedroom doors.

She could still smell the man who had knocked on her door, pipe tobacco and brandy. Now her eyes had adjusted, there was enough moonlight to see a little of the inside of the house, coming from a skylight
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