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THE SPENDTHRIFT AND THE SWALLOW

AMBROSE PARRY


EDINBURGH,
MONDAY, JANUARY 3RD, 1853

[image: image]lose your eyes. Breathe deeply. Allow your muscles to soften and . . . relax.’

Dr Simpson’s voice was soft and mellifluous, sufficiently so that Sarah felt her own eyes closing. The room was warm, a sense of cosiness enhanced by the fact that a cold northerly wind was lashing rain against the windows. She felt her breathing slow and had to force herself to open her eyes in order to observe what was happening to the patient.

The patient’s head was beginning to loll on her shoulders, finally quiet and at peace. This in itself was a remarkable achievement.

Miss Durwood had arrived at 52 Queen Street, as was her wont, in a state of high dudgeon about the various ways her body was trying to betray her. Her list of complaints was lengthy and her demands that ’something must be done’ could be heard by everyone in the doctor’s waiting room and beyond.

Dr Simpson had watched her limp towards his consulting room with a sigh of resignation and whispered to Sarah, ‘Quite the performer, isn’t she?’

Nonetheless, upon hearing Miss Durwood’s latest complaint, of a constriction in the throat and difficulty swallowing, Sarah was surprised when Dr Simpson had suggested mesmerism.

‘Mesmerism?’ Sarah had asked.

‘I’ve had some success over the years in those whose ailments are supratentorial in nature,’ he had whispered, then winked at her.

Now that Miss Durwood had ceased complaining and had in fact nodded off, Dr Simpson began to issue instructions.

‘When you awake you will be rendered mute, unable to speak, incapable of phonation. You will remain in that state until I instruct otherwise, in order that the tissues of the throat be allowed to heal.’

Sarah had heard talk of mesmerism but knew little of the theory or properties that lay behind it. She knew Raven was particularly dismissive of it, which made her sceptical that it could have the effect of staying Miss Durwood’s tongue. It struck her that nothing short of chloroform would be capable of that.

Remarkably, then, Miss Durwood emerged from her trance in silence, which was maintained as she gathered her belongings and made her way to the door. Sarah regarded her like a thing of wonder as she proceeded down the stairs calmly and without a word. It was an unprecedented sight.

‘Two days ought to be enough,’ Dr Simpson said to Sarah.

‘Shall I make a note of that?’

‘No need,’ Dr Simpson replied, pointing to his temple, where he insisted important information was filed away and never forgotten. ‘My mind is like a steel safe when it comes to such details.’

Sarah’s experience was that the professor’s mind was more like a steel sieve, but she kept this to herself.

Once he was sure of Miss Durwood’s exit through the front door, Dr Simpson descended the stairs in search of his children, intent on bidding them farewell ahead of an imminent trip. Sarah had barely returned to the study to begin tidying it when Will Raven appeared at the door, holding a newspaper.

‘We have a problem,’ he said.

‘Good morning to you too,’ Sarah replied.

Raven bustled past her with an air of purpose and a faint whiff of scones. He must have been in the kitchen before coming upstairs. The cook, Mrs Lyndsay, had always been indulgent of him, even when he first pitched up here as an apprentice. These days he was the professor’s assistant. Sarah’s station had improved too, having started working under Mrs Lyndsay as a housemaid, but unlike Raven, her medical ambitions had no path to advancement, only frustration.

‘What’s he been up to this morning?’ Raven asked as he laid his copy of The Scotsman on the desk in the professor’s study. There was no need to specify who he was talking about.

‘Mrs Durwood,’ she replied.

Raven rolled his eyes, a common response within these walls whenever the name Durwood was invoked. Then he frowned.

‘Wait, was that her who just left?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘I glimpsed someone going out the front door but as I didn’t hear any complaining, I failed to recognise her. Perhaps my ears are failing me.’

‘No, Dr Simpson mesmerised her.’

Raven took a moment to process this, then emitted a sigh.

‘Mesmerism? Really? He couldn’t have picked a worse time to start dabbling in that again.’

‘What do you mean?’

Raven pointed at a story in the newspaper. Sarah picked it up and read it out.

‘“Sudden death at Albyn Place. Mrs Cora Carlton, wife of entrepreneur and philanthropist Finlay Carlton, collapsed and died yesterday at her home. The cause of this sudden and unexpected death has not been ascertained . . .”’

‘She is . . . was one of Dr Simpson’s patients,’ Raven said. ‘She was here only last week, in fact.’

Sarah put the paper down.

‘What does this have to do with anything?’

‘It’s happening again,’ Raven stated, concern in his tone.

‘What is?’

‘Simpson’s enemies are whispering. They’re spreading rumours that he missed something.’

Sarah looked through the window and watched as Dr Simpson hefted himself into his carriage. He was wearing his sealskin coat against the cold and carried an overstuffed leather bag with him, full of the instruments that he might need for a difficult confinement. He was a skilled practitioner but even in his hands the safe delivery of child could never be guaranteed.

‘Does he know?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t told him.’

The carriage began to move off, the horses’ hooves clattering on the cobbles.

‘He’s going to be in Fife for the next few days,’ Raven said. ‘So, the plan is to get to the bottom of this before he gets back.’

‘The plan?’

‘Yes. You’re going to help me find out what happened.’

Sarah took Raven’s arm as they crossed Queen Street and headed for Albyn Place. She knew the Carltons’ housekeeper, Mrs Lanigan, who would hopefully be willing to impart some useful information, even under these rather difficult circumstances.

It was hard for Sarah to understand why Dr Simpson had accrued so many critics. He was a kind and caring man, an innovator who through painful personal experimentation had discovered the anaesthetic effects of chloroform, and in doing so delivered a great boon to mankind. According to Raven, his success was in fact the problem. There were those who envied his meteoric rise to medical fame, among them some who felt that their part in the discovery had been overlooked. Dangerous enemies to have.

‘You don’t think he mesmerised her as well, do you?’ Raven asked, referring to Mrs Carlton.

‘I have no idea,’ Sarah replied as they approached the imposing front door. ‘Depends on whether her complaint was supratentorial or not. What does that mean, anyway?’

‘It’s the term the professor uses when he thinks the source of a problem lies within the mind rather than the body.’ Raven pointed at his head and smiled. ‘Above the tentorium cerebelli.’

An anatomical joke but not one that Sarah found particularly amusing. In her experience medical men were a little too ready to label women’s symptoms as hysterical in nature.

‘What was ailing her?’ Sarah asked.

‘Therein lies the problem,’ Raven replied. ‘Dr Simpson was unable to make a definitive diagnosis. He suspected the issue was an underlying unhappiness of the mind rather than a condition of the body, but if one dismisses a woman’s ailments as somehow emotional, then she suddenly drops dead . . .’

Raven had no need to finish this thought.

They climbed the steps at the front of the Carltons’ residence and Raven reached for the bell. The newspaper had depicted them as quite the society couple, known for their largesse in throwing lavish parties. Cora Carlton was a renowned beauty; Finlay Carlton a flamboyant figure once regarded as among the most eligible bachelors in Edinburgh. Sarah had heard Mrs Simpson’s sister Mina talk about them in wonder and envy. It was her idea of the perfect marriage, but fate and death took no heed of the society pages.

‘What will we say?’ Sarah asked.

‘We’ll just state our business. Say we’ve been sent by the professor with his condolences.’

The door was answered by a harassed young woman in a starched apron and cap whom Sarah had not met before. The place seemed to be in disarray, luggage piled in the hallway, servants rushing about.

‘The master’s not receiving visitors,’ she said curtly. ‘No matter who you are.’ She closed the door on them.

‘So much for stating your business,’ Sarah said. She pulled at Raven’s arm. ‘Come on, let’s try another way.’

They walked around the corner into Wemyss Place to access the rear of the building, hoping for a better reception at the back door. They had to make their way past a horse and cart waiting in the lane, an elegantly upholstered chaise longue sitting on it. Then, as they approached the back door, they had to make way for two men carrying a grandfather clock, purposeful expressions on their faces as though to brook no questions as to their business.

Mrs Lanigan the housekeeper stood watching, gently shaking her head. She looked dazed, overtaken by events. She looked up in surprise as Sarah approached, making an effort to put on a public face in greeting.

‘Oh, Sarah. Such a terrible thing. What are we going to do?’

Sarah and Raven stepped inside, into the passageway. Sarah noticed an armoire and several paintings resting against the wall, evidently awaiting collection. She also noted an open crate of champagne just inside the kitchen door, the sight of it tragically inappropriate.

Mrs Lanigan leaned against the wall, running her hands over her tightly bound hair.

‘How can such a thing just happen? How can a person be here one minute and gone the next?’

Sarah placed a hand on the distraught woman’s shoulder.

‘Who are those men and what is happening to the furniture?’ she asked softly. ‘Is Mr Carlton moving out?’

‘I don’t know. And I don’t know what will become of us. The house doesn’t belong to him. It belongs to Mrs Carlton’s father, Mr Dewar.’

‘Can you tell us what happened?’ Raven asked. ‘When did Mrs Carlton become ill?’

‘She wasn’t quite herself for a few days, but I think she must have become quite poorly some time on Hogmanay, for Mr Carlton had planned a party but it was cancelled. We had to send notice all over the city to dozens of guests.’

‘Is that what the champagne was for?’

Mrs Lanigan nodded.

‘The newspaper said the death was sudden,’ Sarah prompted.

‘Yes. With the party cancelled, I was at a loose end, so I decided to turn in early. I was in my bed, just dropping off to sleep when I heard a commotion. When I got down the stairs, the butler told me Mrs Carlton had died.’

‘She died in her sleep?’ Raven asked.

‘No. She died in the dining room.’

‘Do you know of what?’

‘Only that it was instant and without warning. Mr Carlton has been too distraught to talk about it.’

‘Did anyone else witness it?

‘I think Mr Harrison was present, poor man. He’s the butler.’

‘Can we speak to him?’

‘No. He left the house and has not returned. He was terribly upset. If I had witnessed Mrs Carlton drop dead in front of me, I think I might need some time to myself, too.’

Just then a door opened down the hall and Sarah saw a fair-haired man step into view. He looked around her own age, in his mid-twenties, and might be boyishly handsome were his face not looking so gaunt and wearied. He was dressed in an expensively tailored suit, though its finery was offset by the suggestion that he had slept in it, to the extent that he had slept at all. He looked bleary-eyed, wrung out.

‘I heard voices,’ he said, his voice low and distant. He squinted at the new arrivals. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

Sarah got the impression he would have demanded it more forcefully had he the energy.

Raven stepped forward.

‘Dr Will Raven,’ he answered. ‘I am assistant to Dr James Simpson, your late wife’s physician.’

Mr Carlton nodded, largely to himself, a look of regretful understanding on his face.

‘Dr Simpson sends his condolences. He is anxious to know what caused this tragedy.’

Mr Carlton wore a look of consternation. Raven thought for a moment that he was about to denounce Simpson for what he had missed.

‘All will be revealed soon enough,’ he said, with unexpected bitterness.

‘How so?’ Raven asked.

‘Her father has demanded her body,’ the man replied, his voice threatening to break. ‘He is giving her over to the police surgeon to cut her open. I can’t stand the thought of it. I can’t . . .’

Mr Carlton began to tremble, a piteous sight.

‘Perhaps some tea,’ Sarah urged.

‘Indeed,’ Mrs Lanigan agreed.

Mr Carlton allowed himself to be led upstairs and into the drawing room, where he sat on one of only two remaining side chairs. The room was otherwise empty, the walls bare.

‘He is taking her body as he takes everything else.’

‘We saw men removing furniture,’ said Raven. ‘Are they . . . ?’

‘Yes. She was barely cold before his vultures descended.’

Mr Carlton held his head in his hands for a moment then straightened again. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair plastered to his scalp in places, sticking up in others.

‘He never thought I was good enough for her. Nobody could be good enough for her. I married her, but he made sure she was always his daughter before she was my wife.’

He glanced first at Sarah and then at Raven.

‘Are you married?’ he asked him.

‘Yes.’

‘Then take care you do not end up in her father’s debt. It is a wretched place to live.’

‘I gather this is his property,’ Raven said.

Mr Carlton did not answer.

‘I tried my best, but I had damnable luck with my investments. I thought if I made my fortune, I might wrest his hooks from her. That he would have less influence, less say over everything. I would have made her happy.’

Sarah and Raven shared a look. There was an unspoken part of what Mr Carlton had just said, and they both recognised it.

‘I understand she saw Dr Simpson several times,’ said Raven. ‘He suspected some manner of anxiety to be the source of her symptoms rather than a physical affliction.’

Mr Carlton emitted a scornful grunt.

‘Her father was the source of her symptoms. When you raise a daughter to be your precious little doll, you convince her that she is fragile. Cora was not fragile. Cora was beautiful, perfect. But she worried about her health. That’s why she would be horrified to think of her’ – he grimaced – ‘her body being desecrated.’

Mr Carlton looked pleadingly at Raven.

‘You are a medical man. Is there not some influence you or Dr Simpson might wield? Dewar will not listen to me, but please, can’t you beg him to see reason? To let me bury her intact. He has interfered in everything else. For the love of God, he could at least grant me this.’

Sarah knew that precisely because he was a medical man, Raven found it difficult to relate to lay people’s squeamishness when it came to the treatment of human remains, but he could not fail to appreciate Mr Carlton’s distress.

‘Perhaps if we had a greater understanding of why she died, Mr Carlton,’ Raven said softly. ‘You can surely see why a father who has lost his daughter would need to comprehend the reason for it. In the absence of an explanation, suspicion festers and people find that they need someone to blame.’

Mr Carlton stared fixedly at a spot on the carpet. Sarah remembered Mrs Lanigan saying Mrs Carlton had died in this room, so she could imagine what he was seeing.

‘I am to blame,’ he said. ‘That is what is impossible to bear.’

Mrs Lanigan chose this inopportune moment to enter bearing a tea tray. Sarah shot her a look warning her off, one that she understood and responded to with good grace, retreating again quietly.

‘How are you to blame?’ Raven asked.

‘Cora was not well on Hogmanay. We cancelled the party that was planned. But later in the evening she was feeling a little better and I suggested we share a bottle of the champagne, just the two of us. I think she felt bad that the party had been cancelled on her behalf, so she pretended to be more enthusiastic than she felt. The bottle must have been mishandled, the contents agitated.’

At this point, Mr Carlton’s voice faltered, tears forming in his eyes. He took a moment, breathed in, readying himself to continue.

‘The cork was stiff. Cora moved in front of me just as it came free. She was laughing, her mouth open. The cork shot straight into her throat where it jammed fast. I was unable to dislodge it as she choked and, dear heavens, the colour drained from her before me. I admit that in my panic I handled her roughly, in a way I would never have touched her otherwise. I shook her and even threw her to the floor in an attempt to force it out.’

Mr Carlton looked at that spot on the carpet again, a painful silence in the room. Who could know what to say? Eventually he spoke again.

‘It was over so quickly,’ he said. ‘So impossibly quickly. Do you know what that is like? To have the woman you love laughing in front of you, and within two minutes be dead, taken from you by some freak occurrence? I’ve told Dewar this but he doesn’t believe me, and I can’t blame him. It’s hard to accept myself. I could try a thousand times, ten thousand times to recreate such an incident and would surely fail.

‘I thought I had known bad luck before, but that was as nothing compared to what befell Cora. So please, once again I beseech you. Do not let his anger at me result in him letting them butcher his daughter.’

Mr Dewar’s residence was named Gayfield House, a handsome dwelling to the east of London Street, just beyond the New Town. Sarah thought there was something almost haughty about how it stood apart, physically and architecturally, as though stating that it had been here long before the New Town was constructed and would be there once it was dust. It was the home of a family who had been there for generations; a family who had enjoyed money for generations. They owned coal mines in Fife, but lived a long way from the sight of black dust and blackened faces.

Sarah could normally tell within a moment of stepping inside a house what manner of person owned it. There were subtleties in the conduct of the staff, of housemaids such as she had once been. She detected an air of severity about Gayfield House, but could not discern whether this was a permanent condition or merely a solemnity born of bereavement. The master’s daughter having died would explain the staff’s footfalls being softer, their movements that bit more considered. Even that they were admitted so easily indicated how bereavement could upset the order of things. People in distress could be more open to receiving anyone who might offer human comfort, or at least information. Nonetheless, the door would not be opened to just anyone, so in this, Raven being Dr Simpson’s ostensible representative was crucial.

They were shown into a drawing room where Mr Dewar sat by the fire. He was an imposing man, even seated, broad-shouldered and commanding. He looked tired, but there was an air of something powerful simmering beneath the surface; whether anger or mere grief, she did not know.

‘We do not mean to intrude at such a delicate time,’ Raven explained. ‘Dr Simpson wishes to ascertain what might have been ailing Mrs Carlton. He would be distraught to think he had missed something.’

Mr Dewar said nothing for a long time, long enough for Sarah to wonder if they were about to be dismissed, then he spoke, evenly and with conviction.

‘Dr Simpson is not to blame. He could not accurately diagnose Cora, for she never presented her true symptoms at Queen Street. She hid the nature of her affliction from the world.’

‘What affliction might that be?’ Raven asked delicately.

‘Finlay Carlton. The man is a leech. He was sucking the life from her. And now she is gone.’

A silence grew, one that had the air of becoming final.

‘The common impression is that the marriage was a happy one,’ Raven said softly. ‘I trust you would dissent.’

Mr Dewar gave a bitter smile.

‘I don’t doubt that is the common impression. Carlton is unquestionably charming, as my daughter was unquestionably radiant. Her smile would convince just about anyone that she was happy. But not I. It takes a father to see the difference between when his daughter is happy and when his daughter is pretending to be happy. And, worst of all, trying to fool herself.’

‘Why would she pretend?’

Mr Dewar glanced at Sarah’s wedding ring, then up at Raven.

‘Do you have children?’ he asked. His tone was solicitous, warm even.

‘One. A son,’ Raven answered. ‘With another on the way.’

Dewar glanced at Sarah’s middle. She and Raven shared a look, did not speak.

‘There is nothing you would not do for them,’ Mr Dewar said. ‘Nothing you would not give. But sometimes giving is not what they need.’

He sighed, pain and regret in the long issue of breath.

‘Cora was my youngest. We had her after we thought we would have no more, and I indulged her. Indulged her when I should have shown her discipline. Indulged her when I should have told her difficult truths, and never more so than when she fell for him.

‘Carlton turned her head with dreams and visions. He calls himself an entrepreneur. It’s French for one who takes, which sounds more accurate in English, for she was always in my pocket on his behalf. He spent lavishly to make himself look like a success, in the hope that other fools would lend him money. Eventually I told her: no more.’

There was a noise of hooves on the cobbles outside. Dewar glanced at the window, through which Sarah could see the cart that had been in the lane behind the Carlton house.

‘Cora had an image of the man she believed he could be. I saw the man he truly was. It was the most painful thing, but I had to force the scales from her eyes.’

He sighed again, glancing towards the flames. A difficult memory.

‘How did you do that? Raven asked.

‘By taking her to see where he made his “investments”. At Musselburgh,’ Dewar added.

‘The racecourse,’ Raven stated by way of acknowledgement.

‘That’s why I’m taking back the furniture. I had a man ask around and it is my understanding that Carlton is in hock to a bookmaker by the name of Borthwick, a thoroughly unpleasant individual. I’m taking back what’s mine before Carlton can sell it. I wasn’t fast enough for Cora’s jewellery, though. Some of that’s already gone.’

Mr Dewar looked on with grim satisfaction as the two men began unloading the cart.

‘Anyway,’ he said, standing up, which Sarah understood was an overture to their being dismissed. ‘If that is all . . .’

‘There was one thing,’ said Raven. ‘We just came from your daughter’s house. Mr Carlton seems particularly distressed at the prospect of a post-mortem. I was curious as to why you were insisting upon it.’

‘My daughter might have fooled herself for a while, but she was not an idiot. As I said, I forced the scales from her eyes, so she believed me when I told her there would be no more money. I assume she told him, for his latest extravagance was cancelled. And then one day later, I am told she is dead. Carlton claims she choked on a champagne cork. I think he strangled her in his rage.

‘It appals me more than him to think of Cora being cut open by some sawbones. But I will not rest again until I have the truth of it. And if my son-in-law is lying, then I will see him hang.’


TUESDAY, JANUARY 4TH, 1853

[image: image]he address Raven had been given was in a lane off the Cowgate, not the kind of premises he envisaged Finlay Carlton frequenting. Perhaps his dealings had all been conducted on-site at Musselburgh, but there was no meeting scheduled for at least a week, and Raven didn’t have the time to wait.

‘I don’t think you should be accompanying me in here,’ he told Sarah.

‘Shouldn’t you save that speech for the police office?’

‘No. For the dead pose you no danger.’

He could tell that she was not to be deterred. He suppressed a sigh and ventured inside.

The interior was smoke-filled and low-ceilinged, with about a dozen men sitting around on benches sipping gut-rot. Raven could see a crude counter at the back, formed of two ancient tables pushed together, a screen constructed of old wood from packing crates obscuring whoever was behind it.

Taking note of their arrival, a tall and rakishly thin fellow with a mouthful of black and yellow teeth got to his feet and stepped into Raven’s way.

‘Are you lost?’ he asked, aggression in his tone.

‘I am looking for Mungo Borthwick. I need to speak to him.’

The thin man frowned.

‘This is a place of business, and we don’t deal in information. We deal in wagers.’ He looked past Raven and gazed leeringly at Sarah. ‘So perhaps you’d like to make a bet. Or maybe your lady friend could entertain us, by way of payment in ki—’

Before the thin man could finish his sentence, Raven had his Liston knife pressed to the man’s throat. There was a chorus of creaks on the floor as men stood up from benches all around.

‘I bet,’ said Raven, ‘that you would be dead in less than twenty seconds if I opened your carotid artery, which with a blade this sharp would take a mere twitch of my wrist.’

A voice sounded from the back, and Raven saw a figure emerge from behind the screen. He wore a suit of dark purple, flamboyant to the point of dandified, and thus thoroughly incongruous beneath a scarred and pock-marked face that boasted only one eye. Nonetheless, there was a case for the regal purple being appropriate, for he was clearly monarch of what he monocularly surveyed.

‘Everybody stand down,’ he commanded. A subsequent glare told Raven he was included in this. He withdrew the knife.

‘I’m Borthwick. What do you want?’

‘I am inquiring about a client of yours.’

‘Then you’re wasting your time. Matters between me and my clients are strictly confidential. Now, be on your way.’

Borthwick began to turn back, giving a nod to his lieutenants to ensure Raven and Sarah’s departure.

‘I merely wish to know whether it is true that you are owed money by Finlay Carlton.’

At this, Borthwick held up a hand to halt his men.

‘In the case of that name, I can make an exception.’

He looked at Raven and gave him a cold smile.

‘I’ve never heard of the man. Good day.’

Ten minutes later, Raven and Sarah stood outside a soot-stained building on Bank Street.

‘At least this one’s on the way,’ Raven said.

A handwritten wooden sign above the door read Harrison’s Ironmongery; the windows were filled with kettles, pans and buckets. The man behind the counter had a drinker’s nose and a stained apron but gave them a broad smile when he took in their appearance, anticipating money being spent.

‘How can I help?’ he said.

‘We’re trying to locate Mr Douglas Harrison,’ Raven said. ‘I believe he’s your brother.’

The man’s smile vanished.

‘Who sent you?’ he said, a snarl in his voice.

‘Sent us?’

‘I’ve had all sorts in here already this morning. Asking questions about what happened. You two don’t look like you’re from the papers. Some sort of disguise, is it?’

‘We’re not from the newspapers,’ Sarah said.

‘What do you want then?’

‘We’d like to speak to Mr Harrison,’ Raven asked, keeping his tone ameliorative.

‘Well, you can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he’s not here.’

‘Can you tell us where he is?’

The man folded his arms across his chest.

‘Do you know, I can’t quite remember. Maybe you’d like to purchase something, give me some time to think.’

A few minutes and as many shillings later, Raven and Sarah were in reluctant possession of a copper kettle and a coal scuttle, their attempts at purchasing smaller items roundly rejected.

‘He’s gone to Glasgow,’ the ironmonger said.

‘Do you think you might be a little more precise,’ Raven said, ‘or would that require the purchase of an anvil?’

‘I can’t be more precise, as I don’t know where exactly he was bound.’

Raven felt like launching the kettle through the window. Perhaps the ironmonger sensed as much.

‘I can tell you what he is about, though,’ he volunteered. ‘Came in here asking for advice, like I would know such things. Snobby so-and-so has always looked on me like I’m beneath him, just because he serves drinks and wipes up vomit for the quality. I gave him short shrift.’

‘Advice on what?’ Raven asked.

‘Where he might sell some jewellery.’

They entered the police office on the High Street and asked the young officer behind the front desk to take custody of their recent purchases.

‘Is Inspector McLevy in?’ Raven asked.

‘Not at the moment. He’s due back—’

Raven held his hand up to forestall any further information, satisfied with the knowledge that the Ulsterman was not around. He had managed to avoid McLevy for the best part of three years and wanted to extend that as long as possible. Raven seemed to have an unerring ability to get on the wrong side of the man, and McLevy’s wrong side was not a place anyone wanted to be.

‘I’m actually here to see Dr Littlejohn. Is he through the back?’

Raven began walking along the corridor without waiting for confirmation or permission. Sarah gave the young man behind the counter a reassuring smile and followed. Raven enjoyed the officer’s resultant look of discomfort.

They entered the dingy basement room assigned to Dr Struthers, the police surgeon. Struthers was an old man, and his eyesight was not what it once was. He was due to retire soon and most of his work was now performed by Henry Littlejohn, Raven’s friend since their student days. Henry had hopes of succeeding his boss when he finally downed his scalpel.

Henry was at the other side of the room laying out his instruments: knives, a saw, a chisel and scissors. The body lay on a table in the middle of the room, covered in a white calico sheet stained in places with whorls of bloody fluid.

Henry looked up at the sound of the door opening.

‘Will. What are you doing here?’

Raven nodded at the body on the table.

‘Cora Carlton was one of Dr Simpson’s patients. We’re eager to know the cause of death.’

‘Do you suspect something in particular?’

‘Her husband claims a champagne cork flew into her mouth and choked her. I don’t know about you, but I have to say I find that rather—’

‘Please don’t,’ Henry interrupted.

‘Difficult to swallow,’ Raven continued, undeterred.

‘I can only apologise,’ said Sarah, tutting and shaking her head.

‘We’ve been looking into the death,’ said Raven, ‘hoping to head off any whispering campaigns implying the professor missed a diagnosis. I believe that the dead woman’s father, Mr Dewar, insisted on this post-mortem because he believes his son-in-law murdered her in his anger when she informed him that Dewar would no longer be financing their lavish lifestyle. Dewar painted him as a profligate gambler, in debt to a bookmaker by the name of Borthwick, while Carlton painted his wife’s father as possessive and controlling. It is my instinct that the father was the more trustworthy. However . . .’

‘What?’

‘We just spoke to Borthwick, who said he’s never heard of Carlton.’

‘One would hope for Mr Carlton’s sake that’s true,’ said Henry. ‘By reputation, Mungo Borthwick would make your old acquaintance Mr Flint seem an angel of charity.’

‘I can’t see why Dewar would lie,’ Sarah said.

‘What troubles me more is why might Borthwick,’ Raven replied. ‘But I can certainly see why Mr Carlton wished to prevent a post-mortem examination of his wife. He’s made a rather bizarre claim, one that would take a matter of moments to disprove.’

‘I believe that’s my cue,’ said Henry.

Sarah stood at the side of the room and watched the proceedings. She liked that Henry had not questioned her presence there. He was well used to her involvement in matters related to Dr Simpson or cases that she and Raven occasionally had reason to investigate together.

She was not a squeamish person. Never had been. She was often exposed to sights and sounds that others would find disturbing or repulsive. Working alongside Raven and Dr Simpson had inured her to such things but only because the intention was to help and to heal. Violence, brutality: those were the things she found hard to stomach.

Sarah looked at the body on the table, a reminder that no matter how high we climb, whatever advantages we are born with, we are all the same in the end. Sarah sometimes found it difficult to summon any sympathy for those who led a privileged existence, insulated as they were from the hardships most had to endure. But death is the same for all of us. There is no insulation from that.

Henry pointed to his desk in the corner of the room where pen and paper lay ready.

‘Make yourself useful,’ he told Raven. ‘Take some notes while I do this.’

‘Fire away,’ Raven said, dipping the nib.

‘Bruising to both arms,’ Henry intoned. ‘Bruising also to the left side of the chest wall.’

‘Carlton told us he handled her roughly in an attempt to dislodge the cork,’ Raven said as the nib of his pen scratched the paper.

‘Let’s just stick to the evidence in front of us, shall we?’ Henry admonished.

‘Sorry,’ Raven said.

Sarah had to stifle a laugh. It was rare to see Raven looking contrite.

Henry placed his hand on the chest wall. ‘That’s interesting,’ he said.

‘What is?’ Raven asked, immediately abandoning his role as scribe. Sarah walked over to the desk and picked up the pen.

Raven placed his hand on the chest.

‘Crepitus.’

‘Crepitus?’ Sarah queried.

‘Subcutaneous emphysema. Little pockets of air beneath the skin.’

Henry placed his hands on either side of the chest.

‘The left side is more mobile than usual.’

‘Rib fractures?’ Sarah asked.

Henry nodded.

Still clutching pen and paper, Sarah moved closer as Henry continued to work. She watched him put his fingers in the mouth, then give a frown. He picked up his scalpel and began to meticulously dissect out the tongue and the lower portion of the pharynx. The room was quiet, with only the sound of shallow breathing as Henry concentrated on what he was doing.

‘Well, I never,’ Henry declared.

Sarah moved closer and peered over Raven’s shoulder.

There was a cork sitting tightly wedged into the upper part of the larynx, fragments of the wax seal still adhering to the top end.

Henry poked at it with a pair of forceps.

‘Carlton was telling the truth after all,’ Raven stated, astonished.

‘It would appear so,’ Henry observed. ‘Staggeringly improbable, but here we are.’

‘Ten thousand to one, Carlton reckoned.’

‘More, I would have thought,’ said Henry.

‘If he is in hock to a bookmaker, then it’s little wonder,’ said Raven. ‘Ending up on the wrong end of odds like those.’

Sarah looked again at the young woman on the table.

‘I rather think that it’s Cora Carlton who has been the unfortunate one,’ she said. ‘And not in a matter of probability.’

‘How so?’ asked Raven.

‘Well, I am neither a pathologist nor the child of a vintner,’ she began, looking at Henry and Raven respectively. ‘So forgive my presumption, but I think there is one small and subtle property of this cork that you both might have overlooked.’

‘Enlighten us,’ invited Henry.

‘It’s the wrong way round. The only way this could have lodged in her throat wax-end uppermost is if someone rammed it in there.’


THURSDAY, JANUARY 6TH, 1853

[image: image]arah stood back and congratulated herself in restoring order to the chaos. The professor’s study had never been so tidy. His papers were stacked in neat piles, books had been returned to their allotted places on the bookshelves, specimen jars and instruments in the cupboard, hidden from view. There were things in those jars that patients and small children really shouldn’t see.

She could hear the children, voices raised, in some other part of the house. Their father had been away for the best part of the week and was due home imminently. They would be excited to see him and, knowing Dr Simpson, their excitement would be reciprocated. A romp with the children was the best medicine for the doctor’s flagging spirits. Or so he liked to say.

Sarah sat in the chair behind the doctor’s desk. She wondered if he was still unaware of the Carlton case. Unlikely. The news must have reached him by now. It had been covered in all of the Edinburgh newspapers, though much of the copy was speculation, as Finlay Carlton had not yet been located. Inspector McLevy had discovered him gone from the house on Albyn Place, perhaps anticipating the consequences of the post-mortem he had sought to prevent.

Sarah heard the front door closing. She got up and looked out of the window, expecting to see Dr Simpson’s carriage, but it wasn’t there. She heard a voice in the hallway downstairs and went out onto the landing to investigate.

She saw Raven leading Henry into his consulting room and immediately headed in that direction. She knocked and stuck her head round the door.

‘Tea?’ she offered.

‘Come in,’ Raven said. ‘And close the door. Henry has news.’

Henry threw himself into a chair and took off his hat. He looked tired.

‘They found the butler,’ he said. ‘He was picked up in Glasgow and delivered back to McLevy for questioning. He was in possession of a gold brooch set with diamonds and rubies.’

‘Mrs Carlton’s?’ Sarah asked.

‘It would seem so.’

‘He didn’t steal it though, did he,’ Raven said. This was more of a statement than a question.

‘No. He was bought off. Paid for his silence regarding what he saw and overheard on Hogmanay. The party was cancelled because Cora’s father was cutting off the money. She told Carlton she had found out that all his talk of investments was purely gambling. Carlton was drunk and angry, swigging back the champagne that should have been for his planned party. Cora announced she was leaving him and going back to her father. Harrison said there was silence after that and he thought the argument was spent, but when he entered the room a little later . . .’

Henry did not need to elaborate. They had all seen the results.

‘McLevy got all this from the butler?’ Raven asked.

‘I don’t know what he threatened him with, but Harrison’s made a statement and is willing to testify. It’s all moot now, anyway.’

‘Because Carlton is still missing?’

‘No. Because he was found yesterday, hanging from the rafters in the stables at the back of the house. He’s dead.’

They all took a moment to let this revelation sink in.

‘So, he killed her in a fit of rage and then killed himself,’ Raven said.

‘That’s the way McLevy’s presenting it anyway. As far as he’s concerned it saves the hangman a job.’

‘So there’s more?’

‘Confidentially, yes. And it returns us to the question of whether Borthwick was lying about never having heard of Carlton.’

‘How so?’

‘Because when they found him, he had his hands tied behind his back.’

Henry had not long departed when the doorbell rang again, and shortly afterwards, Sarah heard voices in the hallway. One of them considerably louder than the other.

‘That’ll be Dr Simpson home,’ she said.

‘Sounds like he’s brought someone with him,’ Raven observed as he got up from his chair to investigate.

Sarah followed him into the hallway, where they found the professor, still in his coat and hat, being castigated by an irate Miss Durwood.

Mrs Simpson was attempting to pacify the woman, luring her towards the drawing room with the promise of tea and cake.

‘What’s going on?’ Raven asked.

Sarah already knew.

‘You forgot, didn’t you?’ she asked the professor.

‘She’s been mute for the best part of a week,’ Simpson admitted sheepishly. ‘When I restored her voice to her, she let me know precisely and at great length what she thought of me.’

He sighed. Shrugged his shoulders.

‘Nonetheless,’ he continued, ‘I consider the treatment to have been a complete success.’

‘Why?’ Sarah asked.

‘Because she says she’s never coming back.’

HISTORICAL NOTE

Like all Raven and Fisher novels, this short story is based on real historical cases. When he was Edinburgh’s police surgeon, Henry Littlejohn investigated the death of a woman found with a cork stuck in her throat. It was suggested that this might have occurred while opening a bottle with her teeth, but when Dr Littlejohn carried out his post-mortem examination, he observed the cork to be lodged with the waxy end uppermost.

Dr Simpson did dabble with mesmerism, and resorted to it in the case of a patient who today might be euphemistically categorised among ‘the worried well’. He instructed her that she could not speak, then unfortunately forgot about her for a week, after which she was fit to be tied. It is not recorded whether her throat complaint was cured.
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PROLOGUE

[image: image]he smell of oil was all around him, sharp and yet cloying. He had splashed it about the stage until the can was empty, taking care to make sure its grim centrepiece in particular was thoroughly doused.

Sometimes you do not choose the part. Sometimes it is the part that chooses you. A life in thrall to the theatre ought to have prepared him for that. The course of his future had changed in a matter of moments. Though he could not have conceived of it mere hours ago, the new path before him was clear: what he had to do, who he had to become. The role he had to play.

He was grateful that the body had stopped twitching. It seemed strange to say, but he bore the dead man no ill-will. He wished it could have gone differently, wished their fates had not become entangled. However, he had been given no choice. The man had come here and confronted him with a direct accusation. More than an accusation: they both knew the truth of what he had done. It was pointless to pretend otherwise.

What followed had felt repulsive and yet inevitable, an action he was compelled to pursue. But once that compulsion was spent and the act was done, he understood that in carrying out this fatal deed, he had killed himself also. He was undone by his own hand, everything he had worked towards and striven for destroyed. It appeared his whole world was at an end, his situation hopeless. Then he had looked again and remembered where he was.

The theatre was where he had spent so many of his happiest times, and it had given him one more gift. He loved it because it was a place of infinite escape and of boundless possibility, thus reminding him that he was the kind of man who could always clothe himself anew.

He stepped away from the stage before striking the match, flicking it onto the boards.

He was not ready for the ferocity with which it caught. With precipitate terror he realised that his sleeve was alight, the heat immediate and relentless. He threw himself to the floor, quickly shedding the jacket and tossing it away. Some of the oil must have splashed back onto it as he shook the can. Fortunately, he had not got any on the hat.

The rising flames held his gaze longer than was prudent. He watched the scenery transformed in tongues of orange and red, Elsinore engulfed, until one of the flats collapsed onto the already burning body. He needed to satisfy himself that it would be truly consumed, but having seen that, it was time to leave.

He exited through a side door into the darkness of an alley, aware he could not afford to be seen upon the street. Not yet.

He knew he needed to make haste, for he now had a journey ahead of him, one from which he could never return. Despite that, he tarried just a moment at the corner, unable to look away quite yet as the smoke billowed beneath the theatre’s colonnade and the flames lit up the night.
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[image: image]aven’s heartbeat surged as he woke to the sound of screaming and a presence at the end of his bed. Not screaming, wailing. He recognised his mother’s cries, mournful and distraught, while the cause of them loomed in the half light. His father was not dead. He was standing mere feet away, returned to avenge himself upon the son who had stood up to him.

Then both sound and image shifted, resolving themselves into more rational truths. What he could hear was the crying not of his mother, but of a child, the familiar discordant symphony that for almost two years had punctuated his days and his nights. The menacing shape was simply the coat he had hung over the edge of the wardrobe door. There was no ghost, no phantom, yet only moments ago it had appeared so vividly real. How much the mind extemporised from the merest glimmer of suggestion.

As he came to, he found himself wishing it truly had been his father. The man had been a drunken brute but at least he would relent once his rage was spent. Raven was now in thrall to a worse tyrant.

Crying was good, he had been told. A silent child was far more troubling.

Raven had foresworn all quietening syrups; Godfrey’s Cordial in particular was not permitted in the house, particularly given its association with the shocking events of summer 1850, but the perpetual noise was wearing away at his resolve. He now understood the pervasiveness and popularity of such soporific draughts.

Raven sighed, resigning himself to yet another early start. He counselled himself that Dr Simpson would probably be up already, writing letters to the Lancet and preparing papers for presentation at the Edinburgh Medico-Chirurgical Society. Raven envied his energy: he seemed to have an endless supply. Raven also envied Simpson’s ease with his children, the way he could play with them as though he was a care-free child too.

Little James seemed eternally displeased, erupting in outrage at the slightest frustration, as though permanently resentful at having been brought into existence. Raven had been assured that it would get better when the child could crawl, and then when he could walk, but in each case, James’s greater mobility merely expanded the ambit of things he could be tearful about.

Simpson’s children all seemed to be of milder natures than Raven’s. He wondered, was this because Simpson’s attentions served to imbue them with his own infectious calm? By contrast, the more time Raven spent around James, the more agitated the boy became. Or was it that Simpson’s children had inherited the professor’s gentle nature, while Raven’s son inherited his rage?

When he had suggested this to Sarah, she was scornful. ‘No one is born angry, Will,’ she told him.

His wife was with the little one now, already awake for who knew how long, toiling to keep the child amused in their less than expansive home. He knew she was tired and strained but she remained indefatigably more patient than him despite being heavily pregnant with their second. Which was not to say her patience was limitless; just that these days she had far more of it for James than for Raven.

She had been particularly angry with him last night. It had been her stated intention that the three of them spend the day together as a family, but Raven had found a reason to be somewhere else. It was true that he had been asked to attend a birth, but he had been disingenuous regarding just how urgent it had been. And more disingenuous still regarding how long the delivery had taken. Raven felt a hollowing shame about this now, but there was a limit to how much tearful disgruntlement he could subject himself to, and that was just from the bairn.

Yesterday had been a Sunday. That used to be his day of rest. These days when Monday came around, he was grateful to be going to work. Number 52 Queen Street used to feel like chaos: a menagerie of children and animals roaming unfettered as the day washed an unpredictable tide of souls through the front door for Raven to deal with. Now it felt like an oasis, a sanctuary.

As though to emphasise the point, his bedroom door swung open, crashing noisily against the wall as James burst into the room. His mother was upon him like a falcon, scooping him up and quietly urging ‘We must let Daddy sleep’ as she spun the boy’s grasping arms away from where Raven lay.

She had spoken as though she was protecting Raven from interruption, mindful of his rest as the household provider, but he couldn’t help thinking that in truth she was acting to protect the child from him.

He began pulling on his clothes, stubbing his toe on the wooden chest at the end of the bed, which did nothing to improve his mood. He briefly distracted himself with the thought of the breakfast that would be served at Queen Street, then calculated that this would not be for almost three more hours. Time enough for a dozen further tempestuous tantrums.

He was wondering how long he could stretch out his ablutions when he heard the jingle of the doorbell.

Raven stuck his head into the hall as a man was shown inside, clutching a note. He looked rather old to be a messenger boy. Then Raven took in the whip clutched in his other hand. A driver.

‘It’s from Dr Littlejohn,’ the man said, handing him the note.

I require your urgent assistance at Surgeons’ Hall on a matter that requires the utmost discretion. My apologies for the early intrusion. I will be greatly in your debt.

No, Raven thought, as James began howling once again: it will be I who is in yours.

There was a bitter wind whipping in off the Forth as the carriage climbed North Frederick Street, but the sky was clear and the morning’s colours vivid. Raven instinctively welcomed the spring and its lengthening days, but as James was adapting to the changing season by waking with the first beam of sunshine, he thought that the winter had had its consolations.

Edinburgh was a city beginning its day. He was seldom on the street at this time, and it offered different sights to later hours. From the coach he watched bakers’ boys carrying their trays of fresh loaves and warm rolls to hotels along Princes Street. Raven had known a time when he was not above lightening their loads undetected, and counselled himself that perhaps he didn’t have so much to complain about these days. There had been a time when he dreamed of having what he had now. It wasn’t that he lacked gratitude for his lot; but despite how much had changed, he still worried whether it would be enough, particularly now it wasn’t just himself he had to provide for.

The driver took him over the North Bridge and along to Nicolson Street, where the Roman columns of Surgeons’ Hall loomed before them. Raven was a licentiate of the College of Surgeons, but he could not displace the sense that he was approaching enemy territory. The surgeons were increasingly inclined to see obstetricians as an upstart breed, an attitude typified by Professor Syme recently suggesting they be categorised alongside veterinarians, and the appointment of Dr Archibald Christie as the College’s new head was unlikely to pour oil on troubled waters. He was new both to his position and to the city, but his reputation had preceded him. He was renowned for being as combative as he was ambitious, a man restlessly in search of new enemies to conquer. Consequently, he had been nicknamed ‘Corpus’ behind his back, less for the bodies he had dissected than for those he had climbed over to get where he was.

‘I dinnae envy you venturing inside,’ said the driver, bringing his horses to a halt.

Raven was briefly unsettled by this statement, thinking the man was referring to Dr Christie before realising he must mean something else.

‘Why would that be?’ he asked, curious as to what superstition or misapprehension the man might be about to share.

‘Heard they found a hacked-up corpse in there.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Raven replied. ‘And quite necessary for the subject of anatomy to be adequately taught.’

‘Porter told me he saw guts and livers and all sorts, a severed leg still dripping blood.’

It must have been the porter’s first day, Raven thought. Wandered into the dissecting room without warning.

‘It’s common enough to have specimens on display,’ Raven reassured him.

‘On display, aye,’ the coachman said. ‘Not in somebody’s desk drawer.’

As Raven stepped down from the carriage, he saw his friend Henry striding to greet him, and a second man hurrying from the building at his back. Henry was recently returned from Selkirk, where the country diet had evidently been to his liking. He looked relieved to see Raven, his impatience and anxiety evidently deriving from the presence of the stern figure behind him. Corpus Christie was marching grim-faced across the flagstones, his brow knitted together in a mixture of consternation and disapproval, a man with questions to which he already knew he would not like the answers.

‘You’ve called for someone else?’ Christie asked, taking in Raven’s arrival much as he might the delivery of a wheelbarrow full of cow dung. ‘I asked for discretion.’

Henry sent Raven a look conveying both gratitude and apology for what he was being dragged into.

‘I appreciate that, sir,’ Henry replied, ‘but I explained that I would need some assistance in conducting my enquiries. That meant engaging either Dr Raven or Mr McLevy. Which would you have preferred?’

This spiked Dr Christie’s ire. Nobody wanted the belligerent Irish detective at their door, even someone as preeminent as the head of the College of Surgeons. This also made Raven reassess why he had been summoned, having initially assumed his role would involve administering chloroform. Henry was assistant pathologist at the Infirmary, but he was also assistant to the police surgeon, Dr Struthers, which lent weight to his remarks regarding McLevy.

Dr Christie seemed to remember himself and belatedly offered a greeting. This was in keeping with what Raven had heard about the man. It was said he was garrulous around men of status but had little time for anyone who could not directly further his goals.

‘Dr Archibald Christie,’ he said gruffly, like he grudged the breath.

Christie was a tall and ascetically slender man with a dark mane of flowing hair, about which he was reputedly vain.

‘Dr Will Raven.’

‘Ah, yes. Assistant to Simpson.’

The great man’s coat-tails had been of substantial benefit to Raven, but on this occasion he quickly ascertained the association would serve him ill. Christie had not referred to his mentor as Professor or even Doctor; merely ‘Simpson’.

‘Where is the patient?’ Raven asked.

‘I think it’s a little late for that,’ said Henry.

Christie tutted at this, visibly agitated.

Raven gave them both a quizzical look.

‘Best that we simply show you,’ said Henry.

Raven glanced up as they led him beneath the columns of the building’s imposing facade. He wondered why such monuments always strove to evoke the Romans or the Greeks. Raven’s schooling had served to instruct him that they were brutal and bloodthirsty times. He suspected the wealthy men who had commissioned them did so in tribute to epochs when slavery had been altogether less controversial.

Raven’s mother had given him the name Wilberforce, after the man who led the campaign to abolish slavery towards the end of the last century. He consequently saw it as his duty to be a driver of progress, and to look to the future rather than the past. Simpson had been an inspiration in that regard. Not only had the professor changed the course of medicine with his discovery of the effects of chloroform, but he was a strident sceptic of humbug and quackery. A duty to progress was a duty to scientific enquiry.

‘It’s Professor Cooper,’ said Henry, leading Raven along a corridor.

‘We don’t know if it’s Professor Cooper,’ insisted Christie.

‘I meant to say it’s Professor Cooper we’re concerned with.’

‘What about him?’ Raven asked, the words of the coach driver coming back to him and taking on a new and sinister resonance.

Christie opened a door on the left and led Raven into a well-appointed suite of offices. The room was warm, despite the fact that the furnace in the corner appeared to be unlit. The walls were wood-lined, three of them covered floor to ceiling with shelves of books and of preserved specimens. The sight of these alone might have been sufficient to startle whoever the driver had spoken to, but even allowing for exaggeration, they were hardly the stuff of nightmares.

Something was wrong here, something both Christie and Henry were reluctant to describe. Instead they wished Raven to see for himself, and the closer he got to doing so, the less Raven relished the prospect.

Remembering the driver’s words, he glanced at the desk, a sturdy and expansive bureau covered in volumes and papers. Its drawers were closed. Henry and Christie had already walked past it anyway. They made for a wall press, a shallow cupboard adjacent to the windows, its door conspicuously open.

As he approached it, he could see more shelves, bearing vials, boxes and yet more books. Raven remained unable to discern what had occasioned either urgency or concern. Then he saw that on the floor of the cupboard was a dark grey blanket, its contours vaguely describing a shape underneath.

Henry delicately tugged it away to reveal a human foot. A left foot. It wasn’t still dripping blood and it could not be described as a leg, but the carriage driver was right about one thing. It did look freshly severed.

Raven felt a hollowing inside himself. Mere yards away, human specimens were dissected every day: sights, smells and sensations with which he had developed a quotidian familiarity. But something hidden in a cupboard and covered beneath a blanket spoke not of scientific exploration but of darker deeds.

Raven took it in for a moment then turned to Henry and Christie, the latter looking simultaneously agitated and affronted; whether by the presence of the foot or of Raven he was not sure.

‘I’m a little confused as to my role here,’ Raven confessed.

‘As am I,’ said Christie, addressing Henry. ‘Other than his not being James McLevy, what do we gain from Dr Raven being here?’

‘He has a proven record of making discreet enquiries. The matter of the French midwife a few years ago, and of the notorious Mrs King.’

‘I would hardly call the latter discreet,’ Christie observed distastefully. ‘It was the talk of the city.’

‘The city knew only a fraction of the truth,’ Raven said, for there were aspects of that affair that would shake the town to its volcanic core were he ever to reveal them.

‘We don’t know where Professor Cooper is,’ Christie volunteered. ‘He was last seen on Friday.’

‘And was he walking with a bit of a limp?’

‘This is no matter for levity, Dr Raven,’ Christie grumbled.

‘I merely mean to ask whether you believe this to be part of Dr Cooper.’

‘This was discovered by one of our porters late last night,’ Christie said. ‘He informed me, and I sought Dr Cooper at his house. He was not at home. I returned here a few hours ago and summoned Dr Littlejohn.’

‘Is Dr Cooper a tall man?’

‘Of average height.’

‘It’s just that this looks a small foot to me. I assume this is not a specimen from the dissecting room?’

‘There is only one cadaver being anatomised at the moment, and it has the full complement of feet,’ Christie replied. ‘We do not know who this belongs to or where it came from. There might be a perfectly mundane explanation for it, which is what I am hoping Dr Littlejohn might be able to arrive at.’

Raven looked again at the foot, which struck him as having been concealed hurriedly rather than carefully hidden. He noted too the lack of evidence suggesting violence had happened here, far less the messy business of hacking through a limb.

‘I can think of an explanation that excludes Dr Cooper having murdered anyone or having been murdered himself,’ Raven said. ‘Unfortunately, it is not one that would continue to exclude Mr McLevy.’

Christie looked at him with an uncomfortable combination of expectation and apprehension.

‘Perhaps someone has been acquiring dissection specimens, shall we say, independently,’ Raven suggested.

Since the Anatomy Act of twenty years before, any unclaimed bodies could be used for dissection, so there was usually a sufficient supply. Nonetheless, some doctors were still not above procuring specimens by underhand means, particularly if they were unusual in some way.

Christie’s expression indicated that an explanation involving murder might now seem preferable. The man had only recently taken up his post and anything suggestive of body-snatching would provide a calamitous start to his tenure.

‘Is it possible to make some discreet enquiries at the Infirmary?’ Raven suggested.

‘I will certainly ask,’ Henry replied. ‘But if a body had turned up anywhere in this town missing a foot, it would already have attracted the attention of Struthers, and therefore McLevy. We should be grateful that does not appear to be the case.’

Christie did not look grateful. ‘Until such time as we are able to account for this, it is imperative that the matter remains confidential. I do not wish to invite speculation or public alarm.’

He then turned so that his simmering glare took in Raven too.

‘I realise that I am new to this city, so let me state very plainly that I am not a man who deals well with disappointment. I expect this matter to be resolved without the unnecessary involvement of anyone who is not already present in this room. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, of course, Dr Christie,’ Henry replied.

Raven remained silent. His thoughts turned to the driver who had brought him here. It might have been a porter he had spoken to, but his would not be the only wagging tongue. The fishwives of Newhaven were as nothing compared to the doctors of this city when it came to trading gossip and rumour.

Little in Edinburgh stayed secret for long. Apart from those things that stayed secret for ever.
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‘Utterly compelling’

Denise Mina



[image: image]









[image: image]


‘Brilliantly conceived, fiendishly plotted and immaculately realised’

Mick Herron
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‘The immersive world of Ambrose Parry just gets better and better’

Jess Kidd
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