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Chapter One

Croydon, 1902



Jane felt very flat that September morning. Yesterday’s argument with Joe seemed to still reverberate around the office, and Kitty and Walker were walking on eggshells, going about their business without looking at her. She really needed to get away, from the office, from London, but without Joe’s cooperation it was going to be difficult.

Five years they had held it together. Why was he so angry now? And the things he had accused her of, generating publicity for herself, being reckless, arrogant, feckless. Ignoring him and his contribution. Well, they were not completely untrue, she accepted. But that was how one built a reputation, and they had a reputation now, she did at least.

Some of it was his new wife. In the past year Joe had abandoned the mother of his two children and set up home with a younger woman he had met on a case. It is fair to say the rest of them had found this out of character. Over the last few months, Joe himself had been showing the strain. The work demanded long hours, and a certain amount of self control. Twice in the last month she had seen him stumbling drunk in the market, and had even found him asleep in the office in the morning, after apparently deciding not to go home.

None of this was helping Jane concentrate on a very boring letter from a prospective client, who listed in great detail her husband’s failings, and her suspicions about which of her friends he was getting his new ideas from. It was none too gently hinted that some of these new ideas were of an intimate nature, but no details were given. Mostly they were arguing about how ornate interior design should be, and her dress sense, which he had never bothered about before. He was often away on business and the wife had a lot of time to think over these tiny changes in his behaviour.

Jane’s drifting muses were interrupted by the arrival of a new client. Kitty welcomed her at the office door and brought her to Jane’s desk then went to get her a coffee.

The client was a middle aged woman, well dressed, but not in the latest of fashions, to Jane’s limited eye. She had an angular face, within which intelligent dark brown eyes glanced around the spartan office, hiding her conclusions. She started to take her gloves off, then thought better of it.

“My name is Mrs Grace Smallbach, I hope you are expecting me, I did write to say I was coming.” She sat down.

Jane glanced guiltily at the pile of unopened letters on her desk.

“Of course, what did you want to discuss?”

“My husband should be here, but he can’t leave Devon at the moment.”

Mrs Smallbach was not exactly a handsome woman, a certain austerity of manner seemed to forbid that. Her children might be handsome though. She was clear skinned with wisps of light brown hair under her hat. Dressed for the country, but well dressed for it. A thin tweed coat over a dark dress. Brown boots that could be ridden in.

Kitty put down the coffee in front of her and she tasted it politely.

“The problem of course has been the war, that is why we had so little news. And then this very unpleasant surprise, shock even. I need someone to accompany me, and you were personally recommended to me by Lady Bloomfield.”

For a moment the woman lost her train of thought. Something stopped her, like a wave of recent grief. Jane had seen it a few times after a death in the family, that unexpected jar of remembering something very awful, that caught one in the mundane routine of life.

“Please take your time.”

“It is all going to sound so foolish. Why are the family so concerned now? Why didn't we do anything before it came to this tragedy.”

Jane nodded.

“Just tell me everything, from the beginning.”

“My husband has two brothers, John and Luke. He is the oldest, so he is occupied with the estate. His father has no title, but he had some successful investments on the railways and so on, or he did at one time. The estate itself is in Devon, by the moor, most of it just looks after itself. You see, if they had had the sense to build the castle with more of an eye on the Devon weather, that would look after itself as well, but it doesn’t. It needs money, constant repairs to the roof and windows, and so on. Iron windows that rust like anything once they start.”

“I do see.”

“Why John’s father wanted a castle, rather than just a simple comfortable home, I could not tell you. Anyway, five years ago, before the troubles there, my husband’s younger brother John became convinced there were opportunities for investment in the mines in South Africa, which were described in glowing terms in all the papers. So he left, having persuaded his brother and father to take out a loan on the castle and grounds, and leaving his young wife and child behind in Devon. A year later, the third brother Luke joined him. Then, of course they had the worst possible luck, the war started and there was little or no news.”

“What are these brothers like?”

Grace’s eyes narrowed.

“There is no need to speak of them both in the present tense, I am afraid. I will explain. John was always to my mind a fundamentally good man, a bit naive and impetuous perhaps. Curious and energetic. He would have been well suited to reversing the fortunes of the estate.”

“He was easily taken in, then?”

“Why do you say that?”

“I understand there are men in Cape Town waiting for naive investors to come off the mail boats. Mining is a perilous investment at the best of times, and these times are definitely not those. Then there are the companies who firmly control the successful mining operations, and discourage outsiders. I gather that for all their faults, they are sounder investments. If one is not squeamish.”

Mrs Smallbach smiled at her. 

“It sounds like you know more about it than we did when they left.”

“It is a story repeated in Australia and California and Alaska, I am afraid. There are men in the London clubs with stories from all these places. A group of powerful men take control. They find local men to work underground for a pittance, in dangerous circumstances, but no one seems to worry about that.”

The woman looked a little taken aback at this point of view.

“Well, in Devon, it sounded simple enough. Anyway, we thought John was reliable enough to give it a try. Luke bore no sense of responsibility towards the family when John left, but several months later he was suddenly eager to leave Devon and avoid scandal. And we felt we were due a rest from him. I hope I am not doing him a disservice, speaking plainly like this, but it is too late now anyway.”

“What kind of scandal?”

“Broken promises of matrimony, gambling debts, an accidental shooting. Luke is like a lightning conductor for trouble. He got away with it, because he was charming and funny. Anyway, by then, John had been away for nearly a year and we were eager for news, so his father gave Luke some money and sent him off. His father makes decisions based on sentiment and a view of the world which has long since passed. My husband indulges him.”

“Why do you say they cannot both be spoken of in the present tense?”

Grace’s irritation showed at last.

“As I told you in my letter, I do not know how I could have been any more clear. We have received information from the Paris police. The bare facts are that a week ago, Luke’s beaten and emancipated body was found in a brothel in a poor quarter of the city. They want a family member to come and identify the body, and presumably we can bring it back home afterwards. You must see how awful this looks for the family.”

“You did not know Luke was in Paris?”

“No, and we have absolutely no idea where John is, or the money for that matter.”

“Surely he would write if he was still alive.”

“Perhaps. He could of course be very embarrassed if he had failed, but it is true he may well be dead. I think we all just want to know what has happened to him at this point, however bad. Luke is another matter, as I said.”

“Might John have wanted to join in the fighting?”

“Who knows with men. He seems to have no concern for the heartbreak he has caused.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, was it your idea or your husband’s that you go alone to identify the body?”

“I am not going to be going alone, not if you will accompany me. I did mention this in my letter.”

“Of course, I am just curious. You do not know me.”

“It was my idea. My husband is convinced that it is some kind of trick to extort more money from us. He sees tricksters and con men everywhere outside Devon, which is why no money has been properly invested in the stock exchange for years, and so we are where we are. In his great wisdom, he has poured money into the fishing industry in the West Country, but it cannot compete these days.”

“I have contacts at Scotland Yard who can check if the Paris police are telling the truth.”

“I am here now, we can be in Paris tomorrow night. There is no more money to extort, we have that on our side. What can they do to us?”

“You wish to start immediately?”

“I would prefer it, if it is convenient to you. It will only take two days or maybe three.”

“If the Paris police are cooperative.”

“They invited us. We can bury him there if there are problems, it would certainly reduce the scandal at home.”






Chapter Two



Twenty-four hours later, the two women stood in a Paris morgue looking down at the body of Luke Smallbach. His sunbrowned face was still young, serene almost, and the limbs were thin and athletic. The Paris detective helping them was a small man with sharp eyes, well dressed with a flash of silver chain at his waistcoat, precisely cut hair and a thin moustache. He did not seem that interested in how Luke had died.

The police doctor on the other hand, a large man with a bloody overall, who might as well have spent the morning butchering cattle. He sounded a little more blunt. He chain smoked cigarettes and spoke to the detective out of the side of his mouth, only a third of their conversation was translated for them by the detective.

The surgeon asked if Luke had a history of taking opium, or anything like that. Such habits made a man forgetful of his appetite. He had not burnt his skin such a warm brown shade in Paris, the weather had been foul all summer. The policeman supplied the information that Luke had arrived at the brothel half drunk with the money for one last encounter, and no bags or spare clothes. He had promptly expired in a young lady’s bed. Most likely his heart had failed, although he also had recent bruising over his stomach and legs.

Then it was over. The stained cotton sheet was replaced over Luke’s head and they were escorted from the foul place. Back on the street, Mrs Smallbach seemed relieved. Ten minutes later they were looking for a place for lunch.

For two nights Jane and Mrs Smallbach stayed at a small hotel in the centre of Paris while the officials decided what to do. Then they were able to leave with the body, after settling a few bills here and there.

The steamboat trip back across the channel was uneventful, and Jane did not feel she knew her client much better than when they had first met. Her client did not seem curious in any way as to how her brother-in-law had died and seemed to find the whole subject inconvenient and distasteful. To Jane’s eyes, she was focussed on the practical details, their comfort and convenience, and certainly seemed to have no real lack of money. 

If anything, putting out of her mind the cause of their trip, Mrs Smallbach seemed to find the opportunity to travel abroad stimulating. She seemed to enjoy the meals and drinks and conversation, much more than Jane did. She also seemed to find Jane’s independence and career fascinating, and longed for Jane to meet her own daughter, to show her a fine example of what a modern woman could be. Jane found this kind of attention highly awkward.

On the train to London, at Mrs Smallbach’s request, Jane agreed to accompany her with the body down to Devon, and carry on her engagement until the family decided what to do about John. It was a curious journey, not particularly solemn. Slowly, the two women were growing to enjoy each other’s company. It was only on the last leg, as they waited in Exeter station with their bags and the travelling coffin, that Jane sensed Mrs Smallbach tensing up as she waited to be reunited with her family.

As they waited with the coffin and their bags, a carriage arrived, and Mrs Smallbach’s husband dismounted. He spoke quietly to his wife out of Jane’s hearing, then Mr Smallbach came over to her.

“This is a difficult business. I understand you have been of great comfort to my wife, and you have agreed in principle to see it through. I have a hearse ordered, if you could be so good as to wait for it and then accompany the body, that would be convenient. I need to go back with my wife to make the household ready. They do not quite believe it, you see. We will have as quick a funeral as we can manage, so as to not make more of it than is necessary. My preference was to have him buried in Paris, and be done with it, but my wife would not hear of it and here we are. I will write to the vicar tonight.”

“Of course, if that is what you both want.”

So Jane was left alone with the coffin until a hearse arrived. It proved to be a cheap thing, no more than a long square covered wagon, pulled by an aging grey horse. Jane had to sit up in the open air, alongside the ancient driver. Mr Smallbach had known this of course.

They set off in the dark gloom of the afternoon, in the thin, cold drizzle. On the streets of Exeter, men and women glanced at the strange waggon, perhaps discerning its purpose, perhaps not. No one tipped their hats. The cheapness of their vehicle did not warrant it.

Soon the city was left behind and they were climbing into the hills to the west of the city. The driver did not speak, but he seemed sure of his way. He skillfully negotiated the steep declines and rises of the last few miles, through narrow lanes which were often made very dark by the tree cover overhead.

Eventually, they passed between two solid granite pillars beside a gate house, and then up a short drive before a turn brought them in front of the castle, which was well lit. A gaggle of servants tumbled out and got into line just before the family appeared from the main hall to welcome the coffin. From their shocked expressions at seeing her, the servants presumably assumed the undertaker had taken leave of their senses and hired a woman by mistake.

 


Chapter Three



The coffin was unloaded from the hearse and carried by the male servants into a room off the hall. Here another undertaker was waiting with a better wooden coffin propped up against the wall, and a couple of black wooden trestles to hold it. The family left him to his art, and repaired to the dining room where dinner had been delayed awaiting her arrival.

There were only two other men around the table, Mr Smallbach and his father, grey of beard and watery of eye. The mother was indisposed. Beside Grace Smallbach there was a young woman who was presumably John’s wife, and an even younger woman, who Grace introduced as her daughter Ruth, who was indeed quite handsome. She seemed to be the only one who welcomed this macabre break in routine and who looked on Jane with any favour.

Jane usually hated formal dining arrangements like this, but she was hungry and it was interesting to observe the family dynamics. Much of the discussion was on how to speed up the funeral and minimise scandal and expense. Ruth alone was interested in the circumstances of Uncle Luke’s death, and had to be repeatedly dissuaded by her parents from asking about it.

After the meal, Mr and Mrs Smallbach went off to talk to the undertaker, who had not been invited to dinner. This meant that Ruth was able to corner Jane in the sitting room where coffee was being served. There was a full fire burning in the fireplace and a waiting maid. It was hard for Jane to see how the family were trying to save money.

“Well, we only have a few moments. Please tell me everything.”

“I do not think I should go against your mother’s wishes.”

“It is said he died in a brothel, not even a fashionable one. Did you see inside it?”

“We did not.”

“And he was very thin, like a lizard, burnt in the sun.”

“How well did you know your uncle?”

“Ah, I can see you are trying to turn the questions on me. I have read about you, Miss Dowling. In fact I have made quite a study of your profession, and I must warn you now, I have many questions about it.”

Ruth’s mother returned at this point and sent her daughter to bed. 
 




Chapter Four


Jane had been given a small room at the top of the house. It had a beautiful view in the morning, looking over the rolling hills to the high moor to the west. However the room itself was cold and damp, and in a corner of the corridor outside there were traces of black mould on the wallpaper from rain damage. There was rust on the iron window frames in the corridor as well, and these problems were repeated everywhere one looked. The castle was clearly huge and impractical, and probably needed a dozen internal servants just to run it, at Jane’s estimation.

After breakfast, there was a meeting of the senior family figures in the library. As the family reluctantly gathered, Jane thought about their predicament, which seemed to come down to an obsession to maintain the family status, even though there was something ludicrous about having such a huge building to live in, surrounded as they were by humble cottages, thick woods and moorland. She followed quietly into the library, not quite invited, but not explicitly excluded, and sat quietly in the corner not knowing what to expect.

Peter Smallbach opened the proceedings.

“So, the nightmare we imagined has become reality. Luke has died, and died in Paris of all places, and we have no idea how he got there, and John is still missing. Furthermore, we have three months left before the bank in Exeter will ask for their loan back. There can be no more extensions.”

“I cannot believe the name of Smallbach counts for nothing in this county anymore.” Peter’s father said bitterly. 

No one responded. After a moment, Peter continued.

“We have one last opportunity to try and do something about our situation. Grace has proposed that she goes to Cape Town to make enquiries after John and review any investments he has made. I will manage things here.”

“She cannot go on her own,” Jane said after no one else responded.

“We were hoping you could go with her, Miss Dowling.” Peter said.

“I forbid it,” Mr Smallbach senior said quietly.

“I will stay here with you and mother, father.”

“Two women, going to South Africa on their own, what are you thinking, man?”

“He does have a point,” Jane added.

“Alright, but it will take three weeks to get there, so a month if you left today with time to make  arrangements, then you might have to go upcountry. I must emphasise that we really need to know what has happened to the money.”

“To John and the money,” Grace interrupted.

“Have you no information at all to go on?” Jane asked.

“We have letters from the first year,” Grace replied, “they describe the area he was interested in for investment, but he seemed to, I don’t know. Change his mind.”

“Can you show me these letters later? There may be something in them.”

She nodded. 

Peter resumed.

“I simply cannot go back to the bank without something solid. This business with Luke has made our position very much more difficult, reputationally. I can’t believe he would do it to us.”

“We don’t know all the facts.” Grace said. “Perhaps he was on his way back here.” 

“It is clear they fell out, got mixed up with the war. Who knows.”

Jane cleared her throat.

“I think the war would have caused a lot of confusion, mines closed and so on. John might have had to wait to see how much damage was done to their investment, if there was one.”

“I can tell you that De Beers have done alright out of it. And the others.” Peter responded bitterly. “What do you suggest I tell the bank?”

“Tell them you are sending some people to find out what has happened. You cannot be the only family in this position, because of the war.”

“They will want to cut their losses.”

“It will give you time to think of an alternative. Say both brothers are dead, what is best for John’s wife and children? For all of you. Lots of families are giving up these huge estates these days, there is no shame in it.”

They looked at Jane like she had lost her senses.

“We are not at that point yet.” Peter said firmly. “There is still hope.”

The resulting silence did not support this view.

…

Later that afternoon, Grace sat with Jane in the library and showed her the small stack of letters they had received from John Smallbach.

“Ruth wants to come with us. She is quite insistent. Do you think it will be dangerous?”

“Depends what we have to do. I am sure Cape Town is safe enough.”

“You will come?”

“I have to check with my office, it is quite a commitment time wise, and I do not know the country. Personally, I would make enquiries in London first.”

Grace hesitated for a moment before replying.

“I have to tell you privately that we have some concern from information in the letters, that any investment John made might be unofficial, if you see what I mean.”

“Not really,” Jane replied, her heart sinking.

“It is probably quite normal out there. Tell me what you think, anyway. There are some books and maps and things that John brought before he left. I am not sure I can bear to look at it all again.”

“It’s alright, I can do it.”

Jane was left sitting by the fire in the library. Outside she could hear the rain was falling steadily. She had been hoping to take a walk around the grounds to try and understand the area a little. That was the thing with these country houses, they were all trapped in the traditions and routines of the house, the family, the staff, the visitors, everyone was trapped, or that was how it felt to her.

She took out her notebook and made a list of the letters and their dates. There were six letters in all, and they stopped abruptly two and a half years ago, pretty much about the time the war started. The first letter had a slightly brittle tone, as if John accepted he had gone against advice and the family wishes. It had a lot of background on the steamer trip and Cape Town. The second was more cynical.

I am getting a grip on this place and believe me it is a mystery. All the time you meet men with different theories, but there are some common themes. Firstly the Cape Colonies are bordered by the German territories to the North, and the Dutch to the North East, although there is a mix everywhere, worse than a mix with the interbreeding, and the Malays and every other kind of fellow a port always attracts. 

No one trusts the Germans and they are reputed to be treating their natives very badly. All that is relative though. The various groups’ contempt for each other has to be seen and heard to be believed. The big money is in mining, diamonds in the Cape and gold in the Rand and Transvaal, that is the Dutch areas. It is dirty and dangerous work, and lots of men are required to work at cheap rates, to make it profitable. 

The mines have made some men and some companies very rich, and in turn those men have turned a screw on the business, so that mining is heavily controlled by a small number of companies, at least once it becomes established. I have been to a mining compound outside Kimberley, and they are like prisons. The natives, who need the work, are very roughly controlled and searched all the time, and kept in mining communities which are dangerous places for a white man, or that is how it feels.

In terms of investment, I could just as easily have stayed in London and invested in De Beers or one of the big gold companies. My idea was to come here and work independently, but I now see that that approach is very risky, the odds are stacked against the independents. The last alternative, well, there are a few, is that we could pay a prospector to start claims and then sell those claims on, or we could invest in a smaller company and hope they prosper. But sound information is very hard to come by. 

Imagine the races at Cheltenham, going up to every half drunk fellow you meet dressed as a gentleman and asking them for a tip. There are continual rumours of new finds, diamonds loose on the ground on the sands by the sea by the German border, trackers who can follow a trail of diamonds up river to the source. Still, it must be done. I have found a geologist who I believe is sound and I will trek with him next month. It will be hard.

The politics, finally, I am giving you this in dribs and drabs because the whole loaf would choke you. There are local British and Dutch representatives, such as the viceroy Milner. But they are not in charge of the mining areas which make the real money, so there is another layer of power if you like, which is the mining companies, and you keep coming back to one or two names, Rhodes and Beit, for example. The viceroy is reputed to be at odds with the government in Whitehall, who think the whole thing should be a British colony, or some of them do. The Boers are a stubborn lot, but they have had troubles of their own with the native tribes, which the Brits have helped them with, but they are not grateful. And the mines have attracted all sorts of foreigners of course, who the Boers try and control.

The Boers have the gold fields which are worth even more than the diamonds, but the surface has been worked out, so now it needs big investment and deep mines. So the big players consolidate their position and hold the country to ransom.

Sorry, I have poured it all out, and it sounds like Tavistock council politics written large. But it really is like that. Those rumours which are not about finds upcountry, are mostly about how in the end these three proud countries, Germany, Britain and the Dutch are going to have to fight it out at some point. Or at least their country men here will, all the local groups are also at odds with their own governments back home, for one beef or another.

The next letter, after the trip up country, was much less certain.

I am sorry I have not written, you must all be wondering what has become of me. Well, I have been sick for a week or two since my return from the north. I think it is mainly just exhaustion or too much sun, this is a rough dry country, with many sudden hills and gorges and endless troubles. We had a mule cart with supplies, especially water, but we still got caught short a number of times.

It is hard to describe the men you meet on the trail. The Hottentots from the German province just speak some kind of clicks, but they are desperate fellows, the ones we met. It is incredible in a country with railways and large towns, that there are so many rough tracts of land where a man might fall dead of thirst or hunger, or one of the hundred other dangers of the trail. Scorpions, snakes, an injury from an animal or a fall, or a fight. For there is no law out there, except the natural law which should compel a man to help another in need, though some do not.

My companions were not charlatans. I contributed little except to pay for some equipment and supplies. One spends nothing in the rough country, because there are no opportunities. They were not charlatans as I said, not drunks, but they were surely fools. Every tiny rumour of some blue carpet of diamonds thick on the ground, or red copper outcrops, and they were off for days down a new trail.

They took so many chances, the paths are vertiginous, the drops sudden and the land is made of unstable rock and shale which can fall under you or fall on you. Many times the cart and mules had to be left behind to follow a lead, we had a couple of native men with us to stay with them. The food is dried beef as tough as boot leather. The water, when it is found, is dirty and needs boiling, at least to my mind. 

The men who do this kind of trail, they can sleep anywhere, walk through the hottest sun, survive without any comforts. Try and imagine the toughest Welsh drovers or Cornish miners, if they never washed ever, and their country was a desert, and their clothes and boots were worn to pieces, and they spoke in grunts, and you do not even have the start of it.

By the end, I got sick and they helped me to a station before leaving me and I came back here and have laid on my bed for days drinking water and smoking, barely rising to eat. I think for the first time I understand how desperate the search is, and why when men have found a valuable source, they protect it with such cruelty and ruthlessness. Still the businessmen in their suits always get to it somehow and they are the only ones who make the money.

Anyhow I am no wiser as to what I should do next, and I must report that if, as you suggest, Luke was to come out, he should bring some more funds because it is not as cheap as I hoped to live here. Tell him not to bother with the shops in London who will sell him a tropical suit or a thousand gadgets. All you need is brought cheaper here, and the fully London-equipped fresh man is a source of great humour to the locals.

Grace appeared.

“Were there separate letters to his wife?”

“I think so, at first.”

“What does she think of his disappearance?”

“You can ask her if you like, she has not been well.”

“And the child is grown without a father.”

“A familiar enough tale. The rain is easing, if you wanted a break.”

“It would be interesting to see the grounds.”

“The family have no gardeners any more, luckily it is mainly native woodland. I find it very comforting. And there are rides up onto the moor, if you want.”

Jane got the impression Grace really wanted to talk somewhere quiet outside. She closed her notebook, organised the letters and got up to follow her.

Grace lent Jane a coat from a line of old rainware waiting on hooks by the door off the kitchen. They also exchanged their footwear for heavy boots. Then Grace set off in the rain at quite a pace, and Jane followed as best she could. Ten minutes later they were sheltering in a dense wooded valley, a few feet above a busy stream.

“This is what they call the rain easing in Devon?”

“I’m sorry. I just needed to get out of there. What do you think of the letters?”

“Well, it is clear that John did not really know what he was doing. Not for the first few months, until he went on his first trek.”

“And he was the sensible one. Luke did not write at all.”

“Men have to grow up fast in a place like that, in order to survive.”

“If he survived?”

Grace looked back at her, the rain wet on her face. Outside, she looked older, more worried. Jane wondered if she was hoping someone would talk her out of her plan.

“You know, it is a risky business to go and look for someone in a huge country where a war has just been fought. Would we even know where to start?”

“The letters were all from the same hotel in Cape Town, we wrote back to him there. The money was transferred to a bank in Cape Town. The money was there until six months ago.”

“Then what happened?”

“It was withdrawn, presumably for an investment.”

“You think John did that?”

“We can enquire at the bank, in person, I am
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