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			Author’s Note
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			Chapter One

			“This is not the time to be coming back here,” grumbled Verity in my ear, as the car negotiated the packed streets of London. From our seat in the front sitting beside Andrew, the chauffeur, we could see everything; the crowds jostling on the pavement in the September sunshine; the tall buildings - such a contrast to the cosy little cottages we had been used to down in the West Country; the bustle and hum of the capital city, thrumming along as it always had.

			“Dorothy wanted to return, so, here we are.” I said it somewhat redundantly, knowing full well that Verity, Dorothy’s lady’s maid, was au fait with her mistress’s whims and wants.

			“But why now?” Verity groaned and flung herself back against the leather of the seat. We both looked back, towards the interior of the car. Dorothy sat on the back seat, one delicate elbow on the open window, her face both eager and wistful as she contemplated the busy streets.

			Verity removed her hat and ran her hand through her hair. “God, that’s better. It’s just too hot.”

			I was tempted to do the same, but I was less able to be impulsive than Verity. I compromised by tipping back my own hat, letting the warm, sooty air hit my sweaty face.

			Andrew cursed as another car swerved into his path, forcing him to apply the brakes sharply. Verity and I both squealed as we were thrown forward.

			“Andrew!”

			He glanced over at me, looking annoyed. “I’m doing my best, Joan.” He glanced into the rear-view mirror. “Sorry – sorry, my lady.”

			Following his gaze, I could see Dorothy waving a languid hand. She was a good mistress, to be sure; not fussy and overbearing like some I’d worked for. Of course, we’d been through a lot together – that made a difference. We’d all worked for her for years now.

			We’re almost family. It was an odd thought to have about an employer, but I’d felt it before, and nothing had changed.

			“You’re no longer used to London traffic, Andrew,” said Verity, with a grin.

			“Well, who can blame me? Stuck down there in that village for a year. One pub full of bloody, straw-chewing yokels…” Andrew snorted and hauled at the wheel to bring us into the turning lane for Kensington. “At least now I might finally get to have some fun.”

			“Of course you will,” soothed Verity. “Just think of all those dance halls – all those little skivvies and secretaries just waiting for a big handsome beau like you—”

			I giggled. Andrew laughed, but with an edge of heartfelt agreement in the sound.

			Eventually, the car drew up outside the townhouse on Kempton Street. I’d always thought it looked just like a wedding cake, a tall, thin, wedding cake, iced in smooth white paint with many pillars. Four storeys – no, I’d forgotten, five, if you included the basement, which I most certainly did, given that I did most of my work down there. It would probably be quite pleasantly cool in this heat. Black-painted, sharp-tipped railings pointed like spears towards the sky. There was a gate that led down to the paved courtyard, with the door that led into the kitchen. As Andrew got out to hand his employer onto the pavement, I wondered whether I would have to work tonight. But, knowing the head cook, Mrs Watling, she would no doubt have everything under control.

			Dorothy vanished through the front door, her white skirt flowing behind her like a victory flag. Perhaps that was an apt thought. She’d worked so hard on herself over the past year that she deserved a happy return to the house she loved the most. As Andrew and Verity carried in the luggage, sweating and breathless in the heat, I thought about Merisham Lodge, the house in which I’d first been employed by the family. Despite the heat of the day, I felt a chill at the thought of what had happened there.

			Enough of that. I put my shoulders back and opened the gate to the basement stairs. I was glad to descend to the kitchen, the familiarity of my surroundings very comforting. Mrs Watling was darting about the room in her usual vigorous manner, the warmth of the afternoon apparently in no way impeding her.

			“Joan! My dear, you’re back. How nice to see you.” She smiled at me, and I could tell she was being truthful. It had been several months since I’d seen her, given our lengthy sojourn in the country. There, I’d been the head cook and here, I was demoted back to kitchen maid but, to be honest, I wasn’t very bothered about this. I’d found higher wages meant longer days and more responsibility. No, I’d be happy to settle back into domestic service in London, knowing that Mrs Watling had ultimate responsibility for the kitchen.

			“How are you, Mrs Watling?”

			“Never better for seeing you, my dear. It seems like years… How is Madam?”

			Dorothy had spent the last eleven months of the year at a sanatorium, for ‘her nerves’. Or at least, that was the story given to the servants. In truth, she had been recovering from a severe period of dipsomania.

			I filled in Mrs Watling as best as I tactfully could, fetching the biggest tea pot down from the dresser, and filling it with water from the kettle that lived permanently on the range.

			“Oh, good girl.” Mrs Watling drank tea like she breathed in oxygen. Mind you, I was almost as bad. And to hell with the hot weather - a good cup of tea was always welcome.

			We sat down at the kitchen table to savour our drinks. There was a lot to catch up on. Dorothy had left her most senior servants to oversee the London house when she took Verity, Andrew and me down to the country. I realised then I was pleased to be back, despite the hard work facing me. The countryside is beautiful, but it can be somewhat dull. Andrew’s comments in the car reoccurred to me. At least now I might finally get to have some fun.

			Well, now we all would (except not too much fun in Dorothy’s case, I hoped). Verity and I were young girls – we deserved a bit of fun, surely – especially after all the drama of the last few years. Pleasurably, I let myself imagine walks by the Serpentine, evenings at the theatre and the music halls, tea and cake at the corner houses…

			Besides, there was another reason to be pleased to be back in the Smoke. I didn’t allow myself to dwell on this thought –  There would be time enough later to think about Inspector Marks.

			“Do you need any help with dinner tonight?”

			“All under control, my dear.” I smiled to myself inwardly, my earlier thoughts confirmed. Mrs Watling was nothing if not efficient. “It’ll be a cold collation in this heat, besides.” She got up and rinsed her teacup, inverting it on the draining rack by the butler sink. “Did Madam mention anything about any entertainment plans for the week?”

			“You’ll need Verity for that.” Just as I said the words, Verity herself walked into the kitchen. She looked cooler, having divested herself of hat, coat and gloves.

			“Who’s taking my name in vain?”

			“Verity, my dear. How nice to have the two of you back.” For a moment, I thought Mrs Watling was going to kiss her, but she obviously thought better of it. “How was the countryside? Joan’s told me a little but how is Madam?”

			I left the two of them gassing away and climbed the stairs to my room. One of the things I loved about this house was that there was just one set of stairs. No servants’ stairs, stashed away behind hidden doors, as if we were some sort of dirty secret – the dirty secrets ensuring that the house functioned properly.

			I loved my room too. Verity and I had shared a room for years but, having been allocated separate rooms in our country life, it seemed normal now to have our own private spaces. I sat down on the edge of the bed, easing the shoes from my heels. The room was very plain so far, but I had plans. I’d seen how lovely Verity had made her bedroom at Hidden House and planned to do similar things to this little attic room, just for me.

			Hidden House. I frowned. There were a lot of bad memories to be left behind in the country. Things would be different now. I got up from the bed and went to the dressing table. The new tweeny – I wasn’t yet sure of her name – had filled up the enamel bowl. I splashed my face, relishing the feel of the cool water.

			Andrew had left my suitcase on the chair by the bed. It didn’t take me too long to unpack, although longer than it had before in other positions. I owned more now. That thought came with its own little glow of satisfaction.

			I realised, apart from the washing up and the preparation of tomorrow’s meals, I had something of a free evening. Shame I was so tired I didn’t fancy anything more strenuous than another cup of tea and a good read of my book. Book – the thought sparked a memory, and I glanced up at the empty suitcase that I’d deposited on the top of my wardrobe. My own book – my script – had been sent to Tommy, Verity’s uncle, a theatre actor. He’d promised to pass it on to his director, and to anyone else in the theatrical world who might be interested in reading it.

			That was something too big and too exciting to think about for too long. Even the thought of Inspector Marks didn’t come close. I took a deep breath, splashed my face again with water and dabbed it dry with the worn towel hanging on the peg by the nightstand.

			When I arrived back in the kitchen, Verity and Mrs Watling were pouring yet another cup of tea. I pushed my own cup forward, just as a knock sounded at the door.

			I pushed myself to my feet, slotting back effortlessly into my subordinate role. The boy at the door was a young boy of about twelve. He looked like one of the local street urchins in demeanour and clothing, but I didn’t recognise him.

			“Got a letter for Miss Verity ‘Unter,” he said, waving a sealed envelope.

			I took it from him. From past experience, I imagined it was a note from Verity’s uncle Tommy.

			“Give him a penny, Joan,” said Mrs Watling, gesturing to the penny jar that lived on the top of the dresser. I did so and he took to his heels with alacrity.

			“Do you think it’s from Tommy?” I asked Verity as I handed it over, feeling a small glow at the thought. I liked Tommy very much. It then occurred to me, with a jump of excitement, that if it was, perhaps he had news of my play.

			“For goodness sake, Joanie, I can’t see through paper, can I? Could you hand me that knife?”

			I did so and she neatly slit the envelope and extracted the letter within. I saw her gaze move quickly over the words on the paper. And then she frowned.

		




		
			Chapter Two

			“Verity?” I asked, after she’d been quiet for several minutes, reading her letter. Mrs Watling, unaffected by the tension I felt, had drained her cup once more and began preparing dinner. The little tweeny came in, bobbed a nervous curtsey at me, and began chopping onions. Her name, apparently, was Alice. The acrid reek of the onions drifted across from the counter and I wrinkled my nose.

			Verity sighed and put her letter down on the table. “Sorry, Joan?”

			“Is it – is it bad news?” I felt a thump in my stomach at the thought of anything happening to Tommy. A second later, I thought perhaps they don’t like my play.

			“Well—”

			“Is it from Tommy?” At least I could tell myself that I was more worried about Tommy’s health than my play, if only by a few moments.

			Verity took up the letter again, twisting it in her hand. I could see it was written on quality paper, thick and creamy vellum.

			“What?”

			“Is it from Tommy?” I repeated.

			Verity frowned again. “No, no, not from him.” I could see her biting her lip. “Hang on, Joan, I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

			With no more comment, she left the room with her letter. Now it was my turn to frown. But I wasn’t given much time to think about it as Mrs Watling was calling for my help with the meal. So much for a night off…

			As it turned out, it wasn’t a particularly onerous meal. Alice had made an onion soup, quite competently – she was turning out to be more useful than our previous tweeny, Doris. There was cold cooked chicken, ham and tongue. I’d made a pickle with some finely sliced onions and radishes, soaked in salted water and vinegar. There was a salad; rounds of cucumber, skin sloughed away in limp green ribbons to reveal the cool watery flesh beneath, with ripe sliced tomatoes. Finally, an apple tart eaten cold with cream which Mrs Watling had already prepared. The servants had much the same. It was a relief to eat something nice and light in the heat.

			By this time, I’d forgotten all about Verity’s letter. It came as a surprise to me, as Alice and I were washing up, that she reappeared in the kitchen and caught my eye, inclining her head toward the door.

			“You finish this up, Alice,” I said, hastily, bundling my apron over my head. Oh, the joys of having a little power… Alice, to her credit, didn’t protest.

			“Come up to my room,” said Verity, as I joined her in the corridor.

			“What about Dorothy?”

			“It’s fine, she’s having an early night. I’ve just run her bath for her, she won’t want me for an hour or so.”

			We climbed the stairs and settled ourselves into Verity’s room. I looked about me in satisfaction. There was a tiny, seed-shaped white vase holding a single pink rosebud on the dressing table. The counterpane Verity had once made, embroidered with myriad flowers and twining vines and leaves was spread over her bed. A padded pink silk cushion (which must have been a present from Dorothy) completed the look.

			“It’s so lovely, V. You’ll have to help me make mine more glamourous.”

			“Hmm.” I could tell she wasn’t listening to me. “Sit down for a moment.” As I did, she handed me the letter she’d received that afternoon. “It’s from a girl I once worked with, when I was with Lord Cartwright.”

			“Lord Cartwright?”

			Lord Cartwright had been the owner of Merisham Lodge, where I had first encountered him (unfortunately). Verity had worked with him before for several years, at one of his London properties, a townhouse not unlike this.

			I thought back to our time at Merisham Lodge and the other maidservants we’d met then. “Is it from—” The name escaped me from a moment. “Gladys?”

			Verity shook her head. “No, no. Somebody quite different. Theda Samuels.”

			I had never heard the name before. “Theodora?”

			“Theda. Anyway, just have a read and tell me what you think.”

			“I don’t remember you mentioning her before.”

			Verity shrugged. “You know how it is, Joan. You lose touch with people. Anyway, have a read.”

			Obediently, I bent my head and read.

			 

			Dear Verity

			I hope you don’t mind me writing to you and I know it’s been years since we’ve worked together – but I am in terrible trouble, and remember you always were willing and able to comfort anyone in distress and give good advice. I have heard you are still working for Miss Drew; it must be years now.

			I have also been in my position for years, working as a housemaid for Sir Jacob McMullen. I’m sure you must have heard of him, or at least what happened to him as it has been in all the papers. I can’t say too much more as I don’t want to be in even more trouble than I sadly already am, but if you could meet me and talk, I would be so terribly grateful.

			I realise it is a lot to ask but I would be forever grateful, if only for the sake of our old friendship.

			I am at Mayfair 4651 should you wish to telephone or at 15 Mayfair Close should you wish to write – or come in person. Or I can come to meet you, I know where Miss Drew lives.

			I do so much hope that I will hear from you.

			Your friend

			Theda (Samuels)

			 

			I read it through. I read it twice. Then I put the letter down and looked at Verity.

			“What on earth?”

			Verity sat next to me on the bed and took back the letter. “I know.”

			“What do you think she means by terrible trouble?” I thought back to one of our fellow housemaids at Merisham Lodge and the trouble she’d found herself in. “Not like – like Nora?” I remembered Nora, a pretty but dangerously naïve girl. She’d moved back to her home village in Wales after losing her position, and we’d lost touch. As Verity had just pointed out, it was so easy to lose people. Briefly, I wondered what Nora was doing now and how she was.

			Verity shook her head. “I don’t think so. Theda was always – well, you always had the impression she could take care of herself. So, I don’t think it could be that.” She was silent a moment, staring across the room. “I have a feeling it might be a bit more serious than that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			We exchanged glances. I plucked the letter back from Verity and skimmed it again. It occurred to me that Theda Samuels could write very well, for a servant.

			“Who is this Sir Jacob McMullen? Her employer?”

			Verity shrugged. “No idea, Joanie.”

			I’d never heard of him either. My gaze dropped to the letter again and a phrase caught my eye. I’m sure you must have heard of him, or at least what happened to him as it has been in all the papers.

			I jumped up. “Let’s see if we can find the papers for this week. Mrs Anstells doesn’t throw them out, does she? She keeps them for kindling.”

			Verity concurred with this, and she knew where they were kept. We crept back downstairs to the kitchen once more, which was empty.

			“Through here,” said Verity, leading me to the porch that led to the little paved square and tiny, neat garden at the back of the house. There was a sideboard against the wall, and she opened it, bringing out a box piled with neatly folded newspapers. “I’ll take the whole thing.”

			We carried it up the stairs and went back to Verity’s room. The next few minutes were spent in perusal of the most recent of the papers. It only took a moment to see the blaring headlines. Murder of Sir McMullen. Murder in Mayfair: Sir Jacob McMullen Murdered in His Home. Tycoon Found Murdered.

			Verity and I read on, silently. The ‘tycoon’ – he was apparently something big in shipping, according to The Times – had been found with his head bashed in, in his drawing room in his Mayfair house, a mere week ago. Police were pursuing several leads. (I wondered whether Inspector Marks was involved). There were no suspects as yet.

			Then Verity and I both came to the end of the report. The Times understands that the only other person in the house on the night of the murder was the young maidservant, Theda Samuels. Miss Samuels was not available for comment. Enquiries are continuing.

		




		
			Chapter Three

			Sober as she may well have been, Dorothy wasted no time in plunging back into the London social scene. The very next morning she came down to the kitchen, where we were cleaning up after breakfast, to consult Mrs Watling about a dinner party she wished to give that very night.

			“Just a small gathering, a few close friends.” Dorothy handed over a few notebook pages to me, obviously forgetting that I was no longer the head cook. Quickly, I handed them onto Mrs Watling.

			Mrs Watling regarded them. “This should be no problem at all, Madam. Oysters may be a little tricky given the heat, but we’ll do our very best.”

			“Thank you, Mrs Watling.” Dorothy pulled her silver cigarette case from the pocket of her house pyjamas, caught sight of Mrs Watling’s face and clearly thought better of it. I bit back a giggle. “I envisage an eight o’clock start. That will do, won’t it?”

			“Very well, my lady.”

			Dorothy wafted from the room. Mrs Watling went to telephone the tradesmen for the day’s orders while Alice and I carried on with the clearing up.

			Verity walked into the kitchen and I smiled, eager to talk to her, especially about the letter we’d pondered last night. She gave me the world’s smallest shake of the head and I soon saw why – Mrs Anstells was right behind her.

			“Ah, Joan, we’ll have company tonight, as I’m sure you’re aware. I want both you and Alice to wait at table.”

			“Yes, Mrs Anstells.” Inwardly, I cursed like a navvy. There was my evening gone… Still, I supposed it wouldn’t be too onerous. Alice would be there as well, as well as our parlourmaid Nancy, and only a small gathering to serve. Mind you, I always did think Dorothy had an absurd number of servants for one woman. We would manage.

			The day rolled on. Various boys arrived with the food for the evening’s party. Alice and I were kept busy putting everything away, preparing for the meal, slotting all the perishables into the refrigerator (what a blessing this was) and taking out all the good china and glassware.

			At seven o’clock, I went up to the dining room to see that everything was ready. Verity was already there, arranging a vase of roses on the dining table.

			“Nothing’s set out yet,” I hissed, darting towards the table.

			“Calm down, Joanie, it’s not a formal meal.” Verity tweaked one red rose and positioned the glass vase on the table.

			“What?”

			“I mean, it’s going to be a buffet. Everyone helps themselves.”

			“A what?” I was flabbergasted.

			“You know. You and Alice put out the food on the sideboard and everyone helps themselves.” Verity gave me a grin. “It’s a continental thing, apparently. All the rage.”

			“Oh.” It all sounded very strange to me, but it would at least mean not standing about like a noodle, hands crossed and head down, waiting to be summoned. I always hated that.

			The guests began to arrive. There was a young, handsome gentleman whose name I didn’t catch, as I was hurrying down the stairs for more napkins as Mrs Anstells announced him. The next guests were an older couple, Mr and Mrs Delacroix, who were dressed very glamorously.

			Mr Fenwick the butler had finally retired, and Dorothy had not replaced him. It was Mrs Anstell’s responsibility now to deal with the wine cellar and the cocktail cabinet, although due to Dorothy’s newfound sobriety, this was less onerous a duty than it once would have been. She still had me mix up several jugs of cocktails for her guests, and I rotated about the room, pouring them as needed. As I did so, I thought about the changing manner of service. Things were changing. We had more freedom, more choice; the chance to find another sort of work if we wanted. Not that I was in a hurry for another job. Briefly, I thought of my play. The sheer enjoyment I’d found, of building stories, of creating characters, of putting things down on paper. And of letters too; I loved writing and receiving letters, communicating my life to others and hearing about theirs. Verity and I had been great letter writers when we’d been parted.

			During the bustle of the day, I’d almost forgotten the letter Verity’s friend had written to her. Theda – it was a strange name. Like the Hollywood star, Theda Bara. Verity had once told me that the actress’s name had been completely made up, an anagram of Arab Death. Fanciful!

			Once Alice and I had made sure all the food had been laid out on the sideboard and the guests had their drinks, we were able to go back down to the kitchen. I left Alice preparing the desserts and dashed upstairs, hoping to find Verity.

			She was preparing Dorothy’s room as she did every day, tidying, dusting, opening the windows to let in the muggy London air. She looked up from straightening the silk counterpane on the bed.

			“How goes it, Joanie? Is something the matter?”

			“I just wanted to talk to you about that letter from your friend, Theda.”

			“Oh that.” Verity straightened up from the bed and plucked it from the pocket on her blouse. “Funny, I was just thinking of coming to find you to talk about it.” She gave me a grin. “We’re obviously mind readers, Joan.”

			I took the letter from her and read it again. “What do you think we should do?”

			Verity returned a tweed suit to the wardrobe and shut the door. “I think we should talk to her. She’s not a close friend, not like you, but she was a friend when I worked with her.” She regarded the room with her hands on her hips, turning in a small circle and giving a nod of satisfaction. “Are you off tomorrow afternoon?”

			I was. “Yes, if nothing unexpected comes up.”

			“I’ll telephone her, tell her we can meet her. Mayfair’s not that far from here.”

			“I think we should.” Despite the horrible circumstances which Theda had communicated to us, I felt a little tug of excitement at the thought of another – well, case, to investigate. But it probably wouldn’t be anything like that – just a frightened girl who needed some support.

			Verity twitched the velvet curtains over the window to keep out the rays of the sun. “Come on, Joanie, I need a cup of tea.”

			“Me too. Come down to the kitchen.”

			Leaving the peaceful, beautiful room behind us, we hurried down the stairs.

		




		
			Chapter Four

			The sultry weather continued the next day. As we left the house for Mayfair, I remarked to Verity that it was like being abroad, in the Mediterranean or somewhere like that, a Greek island, perhaps. Not that I’d know much about that.

			I was still having a little difficulty getting used to the crowds and noise of London. We were buffeted and pushed as we struggled along the pavements. Once, a larger lady with a parasol managed to afford me the double indignity of giving me a painful poke in the shoulder from one of the spikes, and then sent me spinning into the road.

			Verity snatched me back from the traffic. “Careful, Joan.”

			I sent a glare back at the stupid woman, now perambulating away down the street. “Sometimes I miss the countryside.”

			“Golly, I don’t.” Verity stopped for a moment and lifted her face to the tall buildings and the skies and smiled. A suited gentleman almost sent her flying as he pushed past her with a tut, and I burst out laughing. “Yes, well, let’s see if we can find somewhere quieter to walk.”

			We found Hyde Park. The grass was dusty and yellowing and the leaves of the plane trees hung limp, like pieces of dark green leather. It was still preferable to the crowded streets. Verity and I slowed our pace a little, following the winding paths beneath the welcome shade of the trees. It was busy enough and I enjoyed watching the people around me; lovers strolling arm-in-arm, nursemaids with their diminutive charges, distinguished old ladies walking their fluffy little dogs.

			Verity hooked her arm in mine. “Well, bless me. I am glad to be back, after all, Joanie.”

			“Me too.” We were approaching the edge of the park and I realised I knew very little about the girl we were about to talk to. “Tell me about Theda. Did you know her well? Well, you must have, for her to have written to you.”

			Verity nodded. “We were good friends, I would have said.” She squeezed my arm against her side. “Not friends like we are, Joanie, but I would have said close enough. She’s a clever girl, I think, well-read.” I mentioned that I’d thought her letter well-written, and Verity agreed. “She once mentioned her mother thought education for women was just as important as for men.”

			“Is she our age?” We were both twenty-one.

			“I think she’s a little older. I’m racking my brains to think if there’s anything else I can tell you.” She was silent for a moment. “Ah, I think there was some – embarrassment about her father.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Oh, I think she was born on the wrong side of the blanket. Illegitimate, you know. But we didn’t really talk much about it.”

			We crossed the road into Curzon Street, walked up Queen Street and took a turn into Mayfair Close. Number 15 was very similar to Dorothy’s house, although with the stucco painted a very pale blue and the window casements picked out in a darker blue. I rather liked the effect.

			Of course, we didn’t use the front door, but went straight to the basement steps and door. Verity knocked.

			There was a wait of several minutes before someone who had to be Theda opened the door. She smiled rather tensely at Verity and held out her hand.

			“I can’t tell you how much I thank you for this, Verity. What a time it’s been.”

			As they greeted each other, I observed her. She was a pretty girl, very dark, with her hair rolled and pinned elaborately. I had expected her to be in uniform and was slightly surprised that she was not – she was wearing a light-green blouse with a darker-green chevron pattern on it which I instantly envied. She also wore a pair of dark-green slacks. Of course, I knew things were changing, but it still seemed faintly shocking to see a woman in trousers. But I was being absurd. You’ve been in the country too long, I told myself. And thinking about it, with a faint chill, why would she need to wear uniform now? There was no employer to work for anymore.

			Verity introduced me and we shook hands. She had long, fine-boned fingers. “Thank you also, Miss Hart, for coming along. I don’t know what you must think of me.”

			“Please call me Joan.” I smiled at her. “I do hope we can help you; Verity’s told me all about you.”

			That tense smile again. “All good I hope?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Please come in and have some tea.”

			The kitchen here was similarly appointed to the one I worked in. The only difference was that it was slightly less tidy and clean. There were dirty dishes piled by the sink and the kitchen table could have done with a good scrub. But under the circumstances, that was understandable.

			I was surprised that we didn’t sit down to the table. Instead, Theda led us through to another room off the kitchen, which was obviously the housekeeper’s room. This room was neater and more homely. A porcelain carriage clock ticked away on the mantlepiece, and a vase of silk flowers filled the grate beneath. There was a photograph on the mantlepiece of a dark, good-looking woman but before I could take a closer look, Theda has bid us sit down in the armchairs by the opposite wall.

			I felt a little nervous. We, as kitchen maids, should not be making free with the housekeeper’s room.

			As Theda brought in a tea tray, I asked, rather timidly, “Will the housekeeper not mind us using this room?”

			Theda put the tray on a side table. “There is no housekeeper.” A spasm of pain crossed her face. “Well, there was a housekeeper. She was my mother.”

			“Oh—”

			“She died, a few months ago.”

			Verity gasped. “Oh, Theda, I am sorry. How awful for you.”

			I could see the tears shimmering in Theda’s brown eyes. “Yes. Yes, well.”

			“How awful for you,” Verity repeated, as I murmured to myself that I was sorry, so sorry.

			Theda poured the tea and handed round the cups. I could see herself locking away the emotion, bringing herself back under control, and I admired her for it.

			We all three were silent for a moment, taking refuge behind our tea drinking.

			I could see Verity gauging whether to pursue the subject of Theda’s mother’s death and deciding against it. She took a sip of tea and put down her cup.

			“You asked us here to help you, Theda. What can we do for you?”

			Theda was silent for a long moment. She stretched out her delicate hand and poured herself another cup of tea. She gestured to us with the teapot but we both shook our heads.

			“I don’t know.” It was said with a sigh. “I was in something of a panic when I wrote it. I just wanted – well, I just wanted a friend. I was in shock, I suppose.”

			“I can understand that.” Verity was biting her lip, her mobile face troubled.

			I said nothing. I’d decided to take a back seat with this conversation, especially after Theda’s recent revelation of her mother’s death. She was Verity’s friend; she’d written to Verity for comfort; it was Verity who would provide it. Not me, a virtual stranger.

			Theda put down her teacup with another sigh. She looked at both of us in turn, her face tense, lines appearing on her young skin. I was struck again by how pretty a girl she was, that dark, intense type. The memory of Theda Bara’s looks reoccurred to me, although it was years since I had seen one of her pictures. They shared more than a name.

			She took a deep breath. “I suppose it would be best if I told you exactly what happened that night.”

			Verity nodded, her face troubled. We both leant forward, listening, as Theda began to speak.

		




		
			Chapter Five

			It was raining heavily that night (said Theda). It was the last rain we’ve seen this year, there has been none since, everything’s still so dry. I imagine you’ve seen the parklands if you walked here, they’re as yellow as the desert and dry as dust. But back then it absolutely poured.

			I’d been to the shops that day. Sir Jacob had wanted a particular type of cigar that he was fond of and the shop that stocks them is in the City, so a bus ride away. I didn’t get back until about six o’clock that evening, but the rain was streaming down by then and I looked like a drowned rat.

			I went down to the kitchen and through to my – my mother’s room to change my clothes and shoes. I was as wet through as if I’d fallen in a river. I knew Sir – I always called him that – would be dining that night with his business partner, Arnold Randolph. He always dined in the front drawing room, it ran the width of the house and had the most pleasant view over the park. I’ll take you up to show it to you in a minute.

			I’m the only maid here – well, I’m the housekeeper now, I took on that role after my mother died. We have a charwoman who comes in to do the rough, Mrs MacGinty, but everything else falls to me. I don’t mind, I’m a hard worker – as I’m sure you remember, Verity? We both worked hard at Lord Cartwright’s, didn’t we?

			Anyway, I had prepared most of the evening meal before I went out for the cigars, so it was just a matter of heating it up, mostly. I went upstairs to the dining room to set the table and poke up the fire and light the candles.

			Sir was walking down the stairs from the upper floor and saw me. He is – he was – a very distinguished looking gentlemen, black hair gone white, tall and, I always thought, with a military sort of bearing. I don’t know if you saw the photos in the paper, but they didn’t really do him justice.

			Well, he raised his hand and said “Oh, Theda, my dear, we’ll have one more for dinner tonight. Could you set an extra place?”

			Well of course, I nodded and said, yes of course sir, but I was a little cross – well, perhaps more anxious than cross. I wasn’t sure what I had prepared would stretch to three. It was rack of lamb with new potatoes and honey-glazed vegetables. After I’d prepared the dining room, I hurried down to the kitchen, wondering what to do. I decided I’d swap the clear soup I’d made for the starter for a heartier vegetable one and prepare a cheeseboard after the dessert. I thought that should fill them all up.

			I was so preoccupied with the meal that I didn’t even think about who the extra guest would be. As it was, both he and Mr Randolph arrived together, or arrived at the same time. The extra guest was a young man, but I still didn’t catch his name – I just took their wet coats and hats and they walked up the staircase to the dining room. Of course, Mr Randolph had dined here many times, so I didn’t need to show them the way.

			There’s not much more to say about the evening, except when I took in the coffee and cheeseboard to the dining room there was a – a sort of odd feel to the room, I can’t really describe it. A tension of some sort. But I can’t tell you exactly how I felt it, I just felt it. Like…an odd sort of mist or smoke, invisible but drifting through the room.

			But that’s the only thing I could think of that was odd about the evening. They retired to the drawing room after dinner, and I cleared the dining room. We have a dumb waiter, so I sent everything down to the kitchen and went down and put it in the sink. I didn’t wash up because I knew Mrs MacGinty was coming the next morning and would do it.

			When I went back upstairs to the drawing room to see if the gentlemen needed anything, that odd atmosphere had gone. They were very jolly, drinking their brandy and smoking their cigars. I asked Sir if he wanted me to do anything or needed anything and he told me no, just to get off to bed.

			The young man, I still didn’t know his name, laughed when Sir said that, I don’t know why. It was a funny sort of laugh, as if it wasn’t really funny but that he couldn’t help but react – I don’t know. It was odd. He gave me quite a bold look as I left. It embarrassed me. So anyway, I said goodnight and closed the door and went up to my room.

			My room’s on the very top floor, in the eaves. I don’t think I did anything more than brush my teeth and get into my nightdress. Well, you girls know how it is, don’t you? I was completely exhausted, to be honest, and very glad to get to bed. I went to sleep very quickly, I didn’t hear the gentlemen leave, or Sir retire to his bedroom, or anything. Really, not a dicky bird. I was fast asleep.

			Anyway, in the morning, I went downstairs to the kitchen – really, don’t you think these houses have such endless stairs? That’s the problem with townhouses, I always think. If I remember rightly, I put the kettle on; well, I know I did, I always did first thing. Then I fetched the ash bucket and went to rake out all the fires. I was thinking, as I opened the drawing room door, that we really must get another maid, or a tweeny at least, as the work was really becoming very fatiguing. And then I saw him, in his chair by the dead fire. Saw him, and the blood on the chair and the carpet and the – the poker lying by his feet.

			I – I screamed, I dropped the ash bucket – I – Oh, Verity, I can’t tell you how distressing it was. I was shaking all over, shaking like a leaf. I couldn’t bring myself to touch him, to check if he was alive, I could see he wasn’t, it was – oh God, it was horrible, I will never forget it, never ‘til my dying day, never.

			I shook and shook, I – I…

			Forgive me, girls. It was just so horrible – Anyway, I ran for the telephone and rang for the police, and they came very quickly, I must say and – well, by this time I was – well, I was hysterical. The police doctor gave me some sort of injection and – well, I don’t really remember much after that, not for a day or so.

			They took him – poor Sir – away and I stayed in my bed for a day or two. Mrs MacGinty brought me food, but she wasn’t really – she wasn’t who I wanted…

			I’m sorry. It’s just so awful…

			Well then, the police wanted to talk to me, naturally and I told them just what I’m telling you and they thanked me and went away then and left me to rest. But there was something – something in their eyes which just frightened me, and I knew that they would come back and ask me again – and I got into a complete panic and that’s when I wrote to you, Verity.

			I’m afraid they think it was me who killed him. There, I’ve said it.

			I’m afraid they think it was me.

		




		
			Chapter Six

			There was a long silence after Theda said that last sentence. Her glossy dark head was hanging down as she repeated herself and I saw a tear fall into her lap, making a tiny dark splash on her green slacks. More followed. She fumbled in her trouser pocket.

			“Here,” I said, proffering one of my clean handkerchiefs. She lifted her head and gave me a watery smile as she took it, her eyes reddened.

			Verity took a deep breath. “Why would the police think it was you?”

			“Because I was the only one there!” Theda’s voice was ragged. She put my handkerchief to her eyes.

			Verity and I exchanged glances. “But you weren’t.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, there were at least another two people there, Mr – Mr – Sir Jacob McMullen’s business partner and the other young buck, the one you didn’t know.”

			Theda shook her head. “That’s not the case,” she said, thickly. “They both left before – before Sir died. The – the post-mortem showed that Sir – died after midnight and they had both left by then.”

			Verity leant forward and took Theda’s free hand. “But you can’t know that. You were asleep.”

			Theda started crying afresh. “They were seen by witnesses, both of them, leaving the house before midnight. When he – when he died – it was only us in the house. Only us.”

			I sat forward too. “Well, that’s not necessarily the case, Theda. Just because someone’s seen leaving a house doesn’t mean that they can’t have come back.”

			Theda stopped crying. She gave me a red-eyed look in which shone the tiniest sliver of hope. “What – what do you mean?”

			“All I’m saying is that perhaps one of the two of them came back to the house. You mentioned that there was a strange atmosphere when they were dining together. I wonder whether one of them could have come back, if there was a quarrel or something like that.”

			Theda gulped. “Well, I don’t know—”

			Verity gripped her hands again. “You don’t know, Theda.” She looked across at me. “What have the police said?”

			“They just wanted me to tell them what happened that night. That’s all. And I did. But - it’s the way they look at you…” Her voice thickened again.

			I caught Verity’s eye. “Who’s leading the investigation, Theda?”

			“Pardon?”

			“Who’s in charge of the investigation?”

			Theda sniffed and swiped my handkerchief under her nose. “I’m not sure.”

			I went out on a limb. “Is it Inspector Marks?”

			Theda looked at me as if I were the oracle. “Inspector Marks? Yes – I think it was. Yes. How did you know?”

			“A lucky guess,” I said, smiling. Despite the awful circumstances, I was suddenly happy. I had a reason to contact Inspector Marks again.

			He and I had had dinner months ago, when we were down in the country, just a meal at the pub where he had been staying whilst investigating the Hidden House murders. It had been lovely, just talking about everything and anything with Inspector Marks – Tom. But then I suppose he’d returned to London, and I’d stayed in the country and somehow, we had never really talked to one another again. He hadn’t telephoned me and of course I wouldn’t have been so forward as to contact him. But I thought about him. A lot.

			Verity must have read my mind. She flashed me a quick smile as she gave Theda’s hands a last squeeze. “Don’t you worry yourself, Theda. We’re on your side. We’ll sort everything out.”

			We were quite silent when we left Mayfair Close, both of us deep in thought. It was still punishingly hot, and the streets were dusty. I could feel dirt settling on my sweaty face and went to take out my handkerchief to wipe it before remembering I’d left it with Theda. I dabbed with my sleeve instead, as ladylike as I could.

			“What do you think?” Verity said at last, when we were waiting to cross the road.

			I could feel sweat inching its way down the small of my back and shifted uncomfortably. “Well, surely those two men are the prime suspects? I can see why Theda is worried, but she surely doesn’t have anything truly to worry about, does she? What is her motive, for one thing?”

			The traffic stopped for the police officer holding up one white-gloved hand, cape swinging. The two of us and the rest of the crowd hurried over the road.

			“Let’s walk back the way we came, through the park.” Verity steered me towards one of the entrances to Hyde Park. We gained one of the shady paths with relief. “No, no I agree. We should find out who that young man was. What was the name of Sir Jacob McMullen’s business partner?”

			“Ran-something. Randolph? That’ll be easy enough to ascertain.”

			“Yes.” We had left the comparative comfort of the shady walks and had to walk on in the full glare of the late afternoon sun. The bleached grass crackled under our feet.

			Verity shot me a sly sideways glance. “Well, Joanie, there’s a silver lining to every cloud, isn’t there?”

			“What do you mean?”

			She dug me in the ribs. “So, isn’t this the perfect opportunity to contact your beau?”

			I did more than dig her back – I pushed her. “He is not my beau, thank you very much.”

			Verity giggled. “If you say so. But it could be a heaven-sent opportunity…”

			I was silent for a moment, gazing over the dusty park. It was gradually emptying of people, families and couples and solitary wanderers drifting towards the exits as the park keepers began their mournful cries of warning. Gates close in half an hour – gates close in half an hour – please make your way to the exits…

			We proceeded home the rest of the way in unaccustomed silence. My thoughts bounced from Inspector Marks to the murder, to Theda and her untenable current position, to Verity and to me, to my play, to Inspector Marks again. It was with a start that I realised we were back at Dorothy’s house.

			Verity and I made our way down to the basement, the cool of the shady courtyard coming as a relief. What a pleasure it was to know that I had no work this evening, but could please myself until bedtime. It was good, because I wanted to sit and think, to try and puzzle out what it was that we could do to help Theda – if anything.

			“Want to come up and have tea in my room?” I asked Verity, as I pushed open the kitchen door.

			“I’d love to, Joannie, but I’d better check if Dorothy needs me. There’s a fashion parade tonight that she might like to go to.”

			I nodded, sanguine. That was the thing, being a servant. No matter how benign a mistress or master you had, you were always at their beck and call.

			Verity squeezed my arm. “Let’s chat later – or tomorrow, Joanie. Put your great brain to thinking about what we can do for Theda.” I snorted and she grinned, before adding, in a more sombre tone. “That’s if we can do anything.”

			She gave me a final squeeze and darted for the direction of the stairs. I walked after her, speeding up as I went through the kitchen, so as not to be inveigled into doing any work for Mrs Watling on my afternoon off.

		




		
			Chapter Seven

			I was up bright and early the next morning, refreshed after a good night’s sleep. It was my responsibility to prepare the breakfasts which I didn’t mind – breakfasts were easy. Alice, that good girl, had already got the tea ready for me and Mrs Watling. I sipped a nice strong cuppa as I began to break and beat the eggs. Dorothy had never once been one for big breakfasts but since she stopped drinking, she seemed to have rediscovered her appetite for a good meal at the start of the day. Probably because she no longer wakened with a hangover, I thought, rather uncharitably.

			There was enough bread for the day, but I set Alice to making more. As she lifted and slammed the dough on the floured surface of the kitchen table, I thought about what I’d read last night. I’d made it my mission to discover as much as I could about Theda’s late master, Sir Jacob McMullen and his business partner, Arnold Randolph. I’d perused every newspaper the house had kept, clipping out anything that looked pertinent. At one point, I’d crept downstairs to the drawing room and looked out Who’s Who, reading up on the entries for both men., glancing over my shoulder at the door ajar, hoping no one would discover me. But there, Dorothy wouldn’t mind me leafing through the books in the bookcase. She was the one who’d given me the old typewriter on which I’d painfully, painstakingly banged out my play. As I tipped the eggs into a pan to scramble, I made a mental note to ask Verity if she’d heard anything from Tommy about that.

			Dorothy had indeed gone to the fashion show and she and Verity had returned late, meaning they would both have trays in their respective rooms rather than sitting down to breakfast. I set them out on the other end of the kitchen table, laying the delicate lace cloths on the trays, arranging the plates and bowls and taking out the bud vases that we kept on the dresser. A little pink rosebud in each from the arrangement of flowers on the hallway table completed the look.

			“That looks pretty,” said Alice, panting as she slammed the dough down again.

			“Well, why not do a good job, if you can?”

			“Do you want me to take them up?”

			I shook my head. “No, I’ll do it. You carry on with the bread. Mrs Watling will be in shortly.”

			Of course, I took Dorothy’s tray up first. She was sitting up in bed, reading a gossip magazine and smoking. “Thank you, Joan,” she murmured as I placed the tray across her lap.

			“Will that be all, my lady?”

			“Mmm.” She nodded vaguely as I went to leave and then looked up again. “Oh, my apologies, Joan, I do actually have a friend coming for dinner tonight.” I tried to look as if this was welcome news. “If you could, well, put something on a little – fancier – than we normally have, I’d appreciate it.”

			I nodded, intrigued despite myself. Who was this friend that she wanted to impress? For an absurd moment, I thought it might be Inspector Marks – she had asked him to dinner once before – but no, I was being silly. That had been because of a specific set of circumstances – because of a crime. There was no way of politely asking her who it was, it would have been impertinent. Perhaps Verity would get it out of her.

			I fetched Verity’s tray and took it in to her. She wasn’t in bed but was at the dressing table, brushing and pinning up her fox-fur hair.

			“Morning, my lady,” I said with a grin.

			Verity put on a mock-stern, posh voice. “Where have you been with my breakfast, you bold girl? You’re late. You’re sacked!”

			I laughed, putting the tray on the top of the chest of drawers. “I’m sure you’ll give me a glowing reference.”

			Verity dropped the act, giggling. “Thanks, Joanie. Pour yourself a cup, why don’t you? I’ll just have some toast.”

			I did as I was bid and sat down on Verity’s bed, watching her push the final pins into her hair. She grabbed the toast rack and a plate and sat back down again, smoothing butter over the steaming bread.

			“Were you very late last night?”

			Verity shrugged. “I’ve had later ones. The show wasn’t much though, dreadful dresses – like a heap of old sacks. More trousers though, than I’d seen for a while.”

			That made me think of Theda and her green slacks. “V, while you were out, I did some research. On Sir Jacob’s business partner, Arnold Randolph. Just really from what I could get from the papers and Who’s Who.” Verity, her mouth full, nodded at me encouragingly. “Well, it appears they’ve been in business together for many years, almost twenty. He – Mr Randolph – lives in Kensington too. His house is only about five minutes’ walk from here.”

			Verity hastily swallowed. “We should go and have a look. Perhaps we know someone who works there.” She brushed crumbs from her lips and added, “I’ll put the word out amongst the other ladies’ maids. Someone’s bound to have heard something about him or worked for him.” She buttered another slice of toast. “What else?”

			“Well, he – Mr Randolph – is married to someone considerably younger than himself. She used to be a model for Rose Freiberg.” Rose Freiberg was a very well-known dress designer. “I think she’s his second wife, anyway, his first wife died.”

			“What about Sir Jacob?” asked Verity. “Does he have any children?”

			“I don’t think so. The papers didn’t say. Why?”

			“Just thinking,” mused Verity. “About inheritances and things. Sir McMullen was very wealthy, wasn’t he?”

			“Yes, I suppose so.” I topped up my teacup. I really should be heading back downstairs to start preparing lunch, but I could give myself a few more minutes.

			“I’ve got to go out later, do a few errands for Dorothy. I could take a stroll to Somerset House if you like, see if I can find out about his will.”

			We had done just that in our previous adventures, sometimes with interesting results. I nodded. “That would be a good idea, V. If you can.” I looked at the little clock on her bedside table and sighed. “I’d better go.”

			“See you later.”

			I was at the door when the thought occurred to me. “Oh, V, Dorothy’s having a ‘friend’ to dinner tonight. Wants us to make up something fancy.” Verity was looking at me with her eyebrows raised. “Do you know who it is?”

			Verity pursed up her mobile mouth. “Not off hand – but I can find out. What are you going to make?”

			“No idea, yet. I’ll have to hope inspiration strikes.” I flapped a hand in farewell. “See you later.”

			I was halfway down the stairs before I realised we hadn’t yet found out the name of the mysterious young man who’d also been at the fateful dinner with Sir Jacob and Arnold Randolph. How would we manage to identify him? I hesitated for a moment and then hurried on, knowing between Verity and I, we would think of something.

		




		
			Chapter Eight

			Dorothy’s mysterious friend was apparently the good-looking young chap who had come to dinner the other night, along with Mr and Mrs Delacroix. Tonight though, it was just Dorothy and he,  tête-à-tête. His name, Verity had discovered, was Paul Learner.

			Verity had come down to the kitchen with a heap of mending to do and sat at the kitchen table, her needle flashing like a little silver arrow through the delicate fabrics. I envied her sewing skills. Such tiny, neat stitches, and I told her so, not for the first time.

			“Well, I may be able to sew but I can’t cook for toffee,” she said, grinning at me. “So, it evens out in the end.” She bit off a length of thread. “What are you doing for the dinner tonight?”

			It was Mrs Watling’s afternoon off today, so it all came down to me. A few years or so ago, that would have sent me into a proper panic, but I was much more experienced and therefore calmer now. “Lobster soufflé to start. I thought I’d do a whole salmon for the main course, if I can get one. I haven’t thought so far as the dessert course yet…”

			Verity neatly folded a chemise, laid it in the basket by her feet and picked up another. “What’s the fancy thing you do, you know, with the sugar cages? What about that?”

			I pondered. The sugar plum cages did indeed look very fancy – like lacy golden sculptures enclosing the fruit within - but they were fiddly… “Hmm, maybe. Alice, fancy having a go at that?”

			Alice looked startled but nodded tremulously. “I could try. If you could show me how.”

			“Good girl.” I was rather impressed with our new kitchen maid. She was a slip of a thing, only sixteen years old and a rather watery-eyed blonde in looks, but she seemed quick and smart and, as she had just proved, willing to have a go.

			Verity folded the last mended garment into her basket and stood up. “I’m off out now, Joanie, on those errands.” She gave me a significant look. “I’ll see what I can find, you know, with what we were talking about earlier.” I wasn’t sure such discretion was necessary – Alice was absorbed in opening tins over by the counter – but who knew? I gave her a smile and a nod.

			The fishmonger delivered a beautiful salmon, probably caught that very morning and transported on ice to the shop. It lay in its greaseproof paper in an arc of silver, mouth agape and eyes barely clouded. I’d once worked at a place where the master didn’t eat any meat or fish at all, which I’d found very odd at the time, but looking at this fine-looking fish, so perfect yet dead, I could approach some sort of understanding. It did seem a shame but there you are – Dorothy wanted something special and that she would get.

			Alice and I worked hard that afternoon. As well as the salmon, there were new potatoes to prepare, a rather complicated rice salad studded with olives, plus of course the fiddly sugar cages. What with the heat of the kitchen and having to melt sugar and butter over and over again (Alice did her best, but it was a faff of a recipe), both she and I were sweating and scarlet-faced by the time the blasted things had actually been created.

			We were just taking a much-needed break for a cuppa when there was a knock on the kitchen door. Thinking it could have been the wine merchants with the champagne for later – I sincerely hoped Dorothy had just ordered it for Mr Learner – I opened the door to find, to my surprise, Theda Samuels waiting on the other side.

			She was dressed in red this time, red slacks and a red and black blouse, with a black beret pinned to the side of her head. She didn’t look like a maidservant at all, rather just a pretty young girl without a care in the world – until you looked at her face and saw the dark circles under her eyes and the slight hollow of her cheek.

			“Oh, hallo Theda,” I said in surprise. “How do you do?”

			Theda smiled, a little nervously. “Hullo Joan, I do hope I’m not intruding. I just – well, I was hoping to see Verity and well, see what – well, I just wanted to see Verity.”

			I held the door open for her. “She’s out at the moment, I’m afraid, but she won’t be long. Do come in and sit down.”

			Theda smiled gratefully at me and came into the kitchen. I introduced her to Alice and gestured to one of the chairs by the window. “Do sit down, I’ll make us some tea.”

			“I’m sorry to disturb you.”

			“Not at all. We were just about to have a cup anyway, weren’t we Alice?” Alice nodded, looking with some interest at Theda and her striking clothes. I was about to ask Theda how she had been when I realised she might not want to talk about her situation in front of Alice. I thought quickly.

			“Alice, once you’ve had your tea, would you mind popping up to the dining room and checking the flower arrangements? I’m not sure that they’re quite fresh. If not, you’ll have to run down to the stall at the end of the road and get some more.”

			Alice nodded obediently. We sat, Theda and I essaying polite and meaningless comments on the weather and busyness of the nearby streets, until Alice had left the kitchen.

			I leant forward. “How are you?”

			Theda half smiled. “Well, I haven’t been arrested yet, so I suppose there’s that.” My face must have reflected my shock. “Honestly, Joan, I feel as if they’re just biding their time. It’s awful.”

			“But they haven’t got any evidence, other than the – the poker.” I saw Theda wince and hurried on. “I mean, I presume they haven’t got any other evidence. Have they?”

			Her face contracted. “If they have, they certainly haven’t mentioned it to me.”

			“So, it’s just circumstantial.” Not for the first time, I wished I knew more about English law. “Have the police said anything else? About motives or – or whether Sir Jacob had any enemies – or anything like that?”

			Theda was shaking her head. “No, no – they haven’t really said anything to me at all. But they told me I mustn’t leave London.” She glanced at the door where she’d come in. “I’m not at all sure that someone didn’t follow me here, to be honest.”

			I was silent. It was very possible that there might indeed be a constable or even a plain clothes detective trailing Theda, noting where she was going. Oh help, if that meant any notoriety or publicity for this house – Dorothy would not be best pleased. Perhaps Verity and I shouldn’t have tried to help. I looked at Theda’s stricken face and couldn’t agree that it had been a bad idea. The girl needed us, motherless and alone in the world as she was. Another orphan, just like Verity and me.

			At that moment the door opened and Verity walked in, carrying her basket full of shopping. She caught sight of Theda and exclaimed with surprise.

			Theda surprised me. She jumped up and flung her arms about Verity who squeaked as she was rocked on her feet, but she soon recovered herself and patted Theda’s shoulders with her free hand. “There, there, Theda. Don’t cry. It’ll be all right.”

			Theda released her and stepped back, raising her hand to her wet cheeks. I could see the strain that she was under, in the clenching of her long fingers and the struggle in her face to regain control. Again, as her breathing slowed and she straightened up, I was impressed with her fortitude.

			“What’s happened?”

			Verity divested herself of her hat and gloves as Theda told her what she’d just vouchsafed to me. Listening but silent, I got up and began more preparation for the dinner that evening. It didn’t seem the right time to ask about Somerset House.

			“Theda, do you have to be back at any time later? Are the police expecting you?”

			“They didn’t say so. I told them I was coming here. They just said I couldn’t leave the city.” She took a deep shuddering breath. “As if I would! Where would I go? I’ve lived in London my whole life.”

			“Well,” said Verity, firmly. “I think you should stay with us tonight. I’m sure it can’t be doing your nerves any good at all, staying in that great mausoleum—” She caught herself and added, hastily, “Er, I mean that great place all by yourself. With such bad memories.”

			Theda nodded. I thought of being there myself, in that big, dark place, alone, at night. The blood stains in the drawing room almost but not quite scrubbed away.

			“I agree,” I said. “I think you should stay, Theda.”

			Theda looked both hopeful but doubtful. “What about your mistress? And the housekeeper?”

			“Miss Drew won’t mind. She won’t even notice – she’s got a special guest for dinner tonight.” Verity took her by the shoulders and smiled at her. “I’ll handle Mrs Anstells. She’s not an unkind woman, she’ll understand that you need some company under the circumstances.”

			Theda looked from Verity to me, sagging a little in what I knew was relief. “I’m so grateful to you both, girls.” She swallowed. “I don’t think I’d really considered how – how awful it’s been, to be on my own – where it – where it happened.”

			“Well, quite,” said Verity, comfortingly. “Now, why don’t you come up to my room and wash your face and you can help me prepare Dorothy’s costume for the evening?”

			I watched them leave the room and heard their footsteps on the stairs. Alice came back with the heartening news that the flowers in the drawing room were still quite perfect and so we turned our attention back to the food we were due to have on the table in just a few short hours.

		




		
			Chapter Nine

			I didn’t see Paul Learner arrive as I was busy in the kitchen, but I had caught a glimpse of Dorothy earlier, looking spectacular in a turquoise gown stitched all over with golden beads, sweeping golden tassels on the skirt hem and the waistband. She looked very well indeed, her blonde hair marcel-waved over her head and a flash of diamonds at her ears and throat.

			Theda proved a very useful set of hands in the kitchen that evening. It was funny but watching the way someone worked gave you a real insight into their personality. Alice, for example, was quite slow (of course she was young and inexperienced, so I shouldn’t judge the poor girl too harshly) but on the plus side, she was very methodical. That was why she was easy to teach; she really paid attention and was painstaking when she carried out a task. Of course, it could be rather infuriating when we were in a hurry, but it did mean that I could punt her off onto the more fiddly and time-consuming tasks, like the sugar plum cages, knowing that she wouldn’t rush and mess them up.

			Theda, by contrast, was whip-quick and efficient. I thought myself no slouch in the kitchen, but she was on a different level. As I watched, she managed a juggling act with several trays, slotting them onto the correct shelves of the range, her quick fingers deftly positioning them on the metal shelves without burning herself, something I rarely managed. Her keen eyes darted about the room as if seeking a speedier way of doing something. She must have felt my gaze upon her as her eyes met mine and I smiled and said, hastily, “Thank you so much for helping us out tonight, Theda.”

			She smiled back. “That’s quite all right. It’s funny, it’s actually rather a relief to be doing something at last.”

			I could guess that now her master was dead, not to mention her mother, there was little to do at the McMullen house other than keep it clean and dust free. For a moment, I recalled the dirt and untidiness of the kitchen, which didn’t quite fit the image I had of her as careful and efficient. But given the horrible shock she’d endured, perhaps it wasn’t so strange.

			Naturally Theda couldn’t wait at table – Dorothy, despite her vagueness, would be sure to notice a brand-new parlour maid whom she hadn’t employed – so I left her with Alice and took up the main course. The salmon had turned out a treat. I’d slid it from the oven, buttered my hands and lifted it whole onto the fish platter. I bore it proudly before me now, its coral flesh dressed with olives, lemon and fresh herbs, tiny baby potatoes amassed around it gleaming with butter and flecked with parsley and salt.

			Dorothy and young Mr Learner looked very cosy. They were sat, not at opposite ends of the table but at one end and to one side, so they leant towards one another over their plates, laughing softly and talking. Both were smoking cigarettes, having finished their first course. Dorothy gave me a quick smile but said nothing as I carefully placed the dish on the table and went to the counter for the correct wine, already decanted and breathing.

			“Now, that looks simply wonderful.” Paul Learner had a pleasant voice, obviously gentry but without affectation. Dorothy nodded her agreement.

			I realised I’d forgotten the hollandaise sauce. “Just a few more dishes to come, my lady.” As I spoke, Alice came in with the sauce boat and the cucumber salad.

			I directed Alice and sent her back to the kitchen, before pouring the wine for Peter. Dorothy already had a lemonade before her. Then I hastened out the door, shutting it behind me.

			I hesitated. It was a terrible habit of mine, but I couldn’t seem to stop doing it. Holding my breath, I leant forward and listened.

			“It was just too bad of Robin, don’t you think?” Dorothy drawled. “He really is a disgrace.”

			“Darling, he was just making fun of you. Don’t rise to it.”

			Darling? Was this significant? To be fair, Dorothy’s crowd threw ‘darling’ and ‘sweetheart’ around like confetti when they were addressing each other, so perhaps it was no more than that.

			“Is there any more news on – well, you know?”

			I pricked up my ears. There was a short silence.

			Paul Learner spoke. He sounded sad. “Nothing that hasn’t been in the papers. I’m assuming the investigation is ongoing.”

			“Have you had to speak to them?”

			“Oh yes. Nothing alarming. I—”

			Just then there was a step on the stairs, and I jumped and pulled away from the door, smoothing down my apron. Mrs Anstells came around the curve of the stairs and looked at me curiously.

			“Joan? Is everything all right?”

			“Oh, yes, yes – sorry – I was just coming down. I think we may need some more sauce.”

			We didn’t, but it was the first thing I could think of. I smiled confidently at Mrs Anstells – act normal, act normal – and made my way down to the kitchen.

			Luckily there was some more sauce in the bowl on the table and I heated it gently and filled another sauceboat. Alice was putting the finishing touches to the sugar cages. I gave her a word of encouragement as I left the kitchen once more.

			As I climbed the stairs, I thought about what I’d heard. What investigation? Had I misheard? Or were they talking about the investigations in Dorothy’s past – goodness knew the poor girl had been involved in enough over the past few years. It was a puzzle but one I didn’t have time to solve as I was back at the dining room again.

			As it happened, conversation had moved on and the two of them were discussing, with some animation, the recent Blackshirt marches and the anti-fascists who had protested at them. I topped up their wineglasses and left the redundant sauceboat on the sideboard.

			The meal progressed smoothly – the sugar cages went down very well. I was beginning to tire now, not least because I was up and down those stairs like a jack in the box, but the end was in sight. I wondered, rather pruriently, if Paul Learner would stay the night.

			As it happened, he left at a reasonable time, before midnight even. Dorothy said goodbye to him at the door and he kissed her cheek. Alice, Theda and I had crept up from the basement to take a peep (handsome men were in short supply in the circles we moved in, unfortunately). As Theda caught sight of Mr Learner, I heard her give a great gasp.

			Quickly, I turned to her. She was white and staring and seemed unable to take her eyes from the dark young man who drew back from Dorothy and said goodbye to her once more. Then he trotted off down the steps into the London night.

			“What is it?” I hissed to Theda.

			She grabbed my arm. “Come downstairs, quickly.”

			The three of us tumbled into the kitchen. Some colour had come back into Theda’s cheeks, a hectic red spot on her high cheekbones.

			“What’s the matter?” I was starting to be concerned.

			She looked at me, her eyes wide. “It’s him. That’s the young man from Sir Jacob’s house. The young man from the night of the murder.”

		




		
			Chapter Ten

			“What does she mean, it’s him?”

			Verity had come into my bedroom, after getting her mistress ready for bed. Theda was sharing a room with Alice, down the corridor, but the two of them were fast asleep – I’d peeped in on them not five minutes ago.

			“Apparently, Paul Learner, Dorothy’s special guest this evening, is the young man who dined with Sir Jacob on the night he was killed.”

			“Really?” Verity’s eyebrows shot towards her hairline. “Golly. Is she sure?”

			“She seemed so.”

			Verity started for the door. “I’ll talk to her—”

			I caught her arm. “Wait – she’s asleep.”

			“She’s asleep? After that revelation?”

			I chuckled. “It’s been a pretty long, hard night, V. Talk to her in the morning.”

			Verity looked mutinous for a moment, and then sagged. “Well, I suppose you’re right. Golly, that’s something of a coincidence though, isn’t it?”

			I shrugged. The pool of Bright Young Things in this area of London all seemed to know each other – or at least know of each other. I said as much to V. “And remember, she even knows Cleo Maddox. She’s not even from the area.”

			We had encountered Cleo Maddox at Asharton Hall – our first ‘case’ together. I felt a faint chill, as I always did when the accursed place intruded on my thoughts.

			I wondered whether Verity was feeling the same. She frowned for a second. “Well,” she said, again. “I suppose you’re right about that too.” Suddenly, my own fatigue seemed to transmit itself to her and she yawned. “Golly, I’m tired too. I’ll head off to bed, Joanie. We’ll tackle this tomorrow.”

			I’d wanted some time to think over the evening before I went to sleep but my body had other ideas. Sleep came crashing in a grey tidal wave and I knew nothing about anything else until my alarm clock rang shrilly at six o’clock the next morning.

			At least these late summer mornings were still light. I performed my usual morning ablutions, dressed myself and went downstairs to make a start on breakfasts.

			Theda was already in the kitchen, efficiently slicing bread for toast.

			“We’ll have to start paying you soon,” I said, grinning. She laughed.

			“It’s fine. Money is oddly one of those things I don’t have to worry about.” I must have looked enquiringly as she went on to explain. “My mother left me a little money and Sir – Sir Jacob was always a generous employer. I’ve been able to save quite a bit.”

			“Well, that’s something at least.” I fetched the eggs from the pantry and began breaking them into a china bowl. Mrs Watling came bustling in and looked very surprised indeed to see Theda. I hastened to explain and introduce her.

			“Well, you’re very welcome, my dear, especially if you’re prepared to lend a hand.” Mrs Watling poured tea for us all. “Her ladyship will be wanting a tray this morning, Joan.”

			“Yes.” I resisted adding I know. Dorothy almost always had a tray.

			“Very good.” To my relief, Mrs Watling took her teacup and saucer and returned to her room. Nice as she was, I needed her to, quite frankly, bugger off so that Theda and I could talk. Alice was off doing the fires, so we would have a little time to talk about Paul Learner.

			I began. “Theda, about – about the young man. Mr Learner. Are you quite sure it was him?”

			Theda nodded, looking serious. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since I got up. It was definitely him. I mean, I saw him up close when he was dining, and afterwards, in the drawing room. There’s no mistake.”

			“Hmm.” I topped up our teacups and glanced at the clock. Another five minutes and I would properly have to make a start on cooking. “His name is Paul Learner, but I don’t know anything more about him.”

			“How does Miss Dorothy know him?”

			I shrugged. “I have no idea. But here’s what we’ll do. I’ll take up Dorothy’s tray myself and see if I can prompt Verity to ask her about him.”

			“Do you think that will work?”

			I laughed. “You’ve never seen Verity being persuasive?”

			Theda smiled. “Well, not for a long while. But yes – if I remember correctly…”

			“So, there we go. It’ll be a start, at least.” I drained the last drop of tea from my cup and jumped up. “I hate to ask, Theda, but could you make a start on the breakfasts? Alice will help you when she’s finished with the fires.”

			“Of course.”

			I prepared Dorothy’s tray. Poached eggs on toast, curls of butter in a little white bowl, tea in a pot-bellied silver teapot, the spout wisping steam. Dorothy liked kippers but Mrs Watling had persuaded her that kippers in a bedroom was not the best idea – far too noisome. I was fond of a kipper on toast as a snack but fish for breakfast had always struck me as somewhat strange.

			I smiled my thanks at Theda as I lifted the tray and made for the stairs. Perhaps I should speak to Verity about the possibility of employing her? She was certainly a quick and willing worker. But then, she was still ostensibly employed by the estate of Sir Jacob and no doubt there were duties to perform back in Mayfair…

			Dorothy was sitting up in bed as I entered her bedroom, wearing her silk dressing gown with the big red poppies embroidered on it. She looked bright and well, leafing through a fashion magazine, even with the inevitable cigarette smouldering between her fingers.

			“Oh, Joan, how lovely. I’m really rather hungry this morning.”

			“Here you are, my lady.” I settled the tray on her lap and handed her a napkin. I could see that Verity had mended the napkin, her tiny, neat stitches barely noticeable on the folded edge.

			Splashing sounds from the bathroom next door told me that Verity was in there, drawing Dorothy’s bath. I cursed inwardly. Dorothy may have been a fair and generous employer, but I could never hope to achieve the kind of intimacy with her that she had with her lady’s maid.

			I was desperately trying to consider how to bring up the subject of Paul Learner of bringing up the subject of Paul Learner when, to my relief, Verity came into the room, a white towel folded over her arm. She flashed me a grin.

			“Could you tell Mrs Watling I’ll be down soon to discuss the menus, Joan?” Dorothy daintily patted her mouth with the napkin and reached to pour herself another cup of tea.

			I seized the moment. “Let me do that for you, my lady. Yes, of course, I’ll let Mrs Watling know.” I glanced at Verity. “Will you be entertaining again?”

			Verity took her cue. “Yes, my lady, will the young man from last night be joining you again?”

			Dorothy looked from her face to mine. She smiled, rather guiltily. “Paul Learner? No, not tonight. Although…” She sipped her tea, her face wearing an expression both dreamy and cunning. “Incidentally Joan, that was a lovely meal last night, I’m so grateful.”

			I bobbed a curtsey as a response. Verity, who could take a few more liberties than I, giggled and said, “He’s very good looking, madam. The girls and I all had a little peek last night.”

			Dorothy flung her blonde head back and laughed her throaty laugh. “Yes, it can’t be denied that he is quite decorative. You naughty girls.”

			I loved this, this chaffing between three young women, giggling and carefree, the class divide not evident for once. Verity pressed home her advantage. “Where does he come from, madam? Is he of a good family?”

			Dorothy threw her a mischievous glance. “You sound like my mother, Verity.” A shadow crossed her face for a moment before she spoke again. Her mother was long dead, brutally murdered. “Well, actually, I think Paul’s a bit of a mystery. He was at Cambridge with Dickie Blackheath, you know Dickie—” Dorothy had an endearing habit of referring to her friends as if you knew them well when you’d barely heard their names before. “But as to his family, no, it’s a bit of a mystery. He doesn’t like talking about it.” She yawned, holding her red-nailed hand in front of her mouth. “Is there any more tea in that pot?”

			“I’ll make some more, my lady.” As I bore the pot away, I gave Verity an eloquent look. I hoped she would interpret it as to try and find out as much as she possibly could about the mysterious Mr Learner. I’d just have to leave it up to her and hope for the best.

		




		
			Chapter Eleven

			Theda left for Mayfair that afternoon, having helped us to prepare luncheon.. Dorothy was dining out that night, with Paul Learner, according to Verity, news I received with interest. So at least the evening brought a little less work than usual, which I was pleased about as it was my afternoon off. I always felt a little guilty when leaving the other girls to do more work than normal.

			I intended to walk around the corner to the house of Arnold Randolph, although I wasn’t quite sure exactly what I was intending to achieve by this action. Suffice to say, there was something in me that wanted to see where the other member of this little drama lived. I cursed the fact that I had no actual acquaintance in the Randolph household. Surely I could contrive of some situation where I might be admitted to the house? Thinking of this, I quickly ran upstairs, grabbed a book from the drawing room and parcelled it up with brown paper and string. That went into my handbag. I paused only long enough to tell Verity where I was going.

			“Is that wise, Joan?” she said, doubtfully.

			I forbore to say that I was pretty certain it had been her idea in the first place. “It’s just to get an impression of the place – and of him.”

			“Well, if you say so.”

			“What did you find out about Paul Learner?” I drew my gloves on and adjusted the angle of my hat in the gold-framed mirror that hung on the hallway wall.

			Verity looked more animated. “Well, for one thing, Dorothy’s very keen on him. I’ve not seen her so animated about a beau for a long time.”

			“Really?” I pondered as I picked up my bag. Dorothy was something of a catch; beautiful, wealthy and kind. Really, it was only surprising that she hadn’t been snapped up by a suitable young man by now.

			Verity read my mind. “Yes, she’s very keen. Quite giddy, actually.” She thought for a moment and added, “Perhaps it’s because she’s not drinking any more. She’s got more of a clear head to think about romance and – and what she wants out of life.”

			The thought of Dorothy married was exciting – but melancholy at the same time. What was it that Jane Austen had written? Matrimony, as the origin of change, was always disagreeable. I had to concur. We’d had so much change in this household, I was reluctant to suffer any more. But there I went, leaping ahead of myself as usual.

			“I’ll talk to you later, V. Are you free tonight?”

			Verity shook her bright head. “No. I’ll have to accompany Dorothy.”

			I pecked her cheek. “Maybe that’s not such a bad thing. You can see if you can find anything else out about Paul Learner.”

			“I’ll do my best. Well, the best I can do from waiting in the cloakroom.”

			 

			I stepped out into the busy street, feeling bright and happy. I had the whole afternoon and evening free. The sun was shining, and I was on my way to do what I loved to do almost as much as I loved writing – investigation. I thought of what Inspector Marks had once said to me, about joining the police force, to become a real detective. It had been an intriguing thought and it still was… Let’s see how things unfold, I told myself, as I walked along the pavement, my heels clipping the pavement in a satisfactory manner.

			It was a beautiful day, with the heat of the previous weeks thankfully gone. A night’s rain had brought a late flush of green to the parched grass in the park. There was a fresh breeze (well, as fresh as London could ever manage) which made me pin my hat more tightly to my head. I’d dressed myself rather more smartly than usual, borrowing a jacket and brooch from Verity (who’d inherited them from Dorothy, as was the case with most of her clothes). As I turned the corner into Bedford Gardens, where the Randolph residence was located, I was still pondering on how I was going to gain access to the house – or what I hoped to find if I managed to do just that. Surely the better idea would be to talk to some of the servants? They would have the inside gossip…

			I was so lost in thought that I didn’t see the gentlemen walking towards me and collided with him with a girlish shriek.

			“Oh, I do beg your pardon—”

			“I’m so sorry, really—”

			We spoke over each other before recognition dawned.

			“Inspector Marks!”

			“Miss Hart – Joan—”

			I found myself blushing – blushing but smiling. I could see my delight echoed in his expression and felt a leap of joy.

			“Miss Hart – what a lovely surprise.” Inspector Marks was as dapper as ever, his dark beard neatly trimmed. The suit he was wearing was a good deal better than the one I’d last seen him wearing, back in the countryside. “How on earth are you? It seems an absolute – well – it’s been so long—”

			My tongue tripped over itself in my eagerness to answer him. “Oh – it’s – I’m fine, absolutely fine, sir.”

			“Tom, please.” I blushed again. “So, you’re back in London now? Permanently?”

			“Yes, yes we got back a few weeks ago.”

			“You’re still with Miss Drew?” Someone cannoned into the back of me and sent me staggering against him. He caught my arms and righted me.

			“Sorry,” I gasped. If I got any redder and hotter in the face, I felt as if I might just burst into flames.

			Inspector Marks looked about him. “I don’t know where you were headed, Joan, but well – it would be lovely to take you for a spot of tea. Would you be able to come for some tea?”

			“Oh, I couldn’t - I wouldn’t put you to the trouble, sir – I mean, Tom—”

			“It’s no trouble.” He smiled at me, warmly. “It would be my very great pleasure.”

			“Well, that’s – that would be lovely. I – I wasn’t going anywhere in particular.” I consigned my task at the Randolph house to the rubbish bin. This was far more important.

			“Splendid. That’s splendid. In fact, hang going for tea – I’d like to take you for a proper drink.”

			I took a hold of myself. Remember how kind he is. He wouldn’t say this just for something to say. “That would be really lovely, Tom.” I managed not to blush saying his name this time.

			“I know just the spot, it’s on the edge of the park.”

			 

			I almost floated alongside him as we walked along the pavement. What luck! What a coincidence. I was even more glad I was dressed relatively well. As Inspector Marks led me through the double doors of a charming hotel, I quickly nibbled at my lips to bring some colour to them. At least I wouldn’t have to pinch my cheeks for rosiness – they were still glowing from the earlier blushes.

			The hotel — I hadn’t caught the name — was rather old-fashioned when seen from the street, with wide Georgian windows and an imposing sweep of steps to the front entrance. Inside, off to the cocktail lounge where Inspector Marks led me, it was of stark, fashionable modernity. Mirrored tables were dotted around, with warm golden lights suspended on long black cords above each one. The bar itself looked to be made of a long sweep of walnut wood, rippled and gleaming under the spotlights above the bar. A black-clad waiter made his way deferentially over to us.

			“You must have a cocktail, Joan. They’re quite splendid here.”

			I had never actually had a cocktail before, although Verity and I had once had a giggly evening finishing up the end of a bottle of gin that Dorothy had given her. “Oh, that’s – well – what – what would you recommend?” I sincerely hoped he was paying for it, as there was no possible way I had enough money in my purse to afford drinks in this kind of place.

			Two exciting looking drinks were delivered. I sipped mine gingerly. Inspector Marks was right – it was splendid.

			“Well, I’ll drink to luck, if I may – the luck of running into you in Bedford Gardens.” We chinked glasses, rather gingerly, as the glasses tended towards spillage. Inspector Marks eyed me as I drank. “Tell me, Joan, where were you going?”

			Perhaps it was the gin going to my head. I didn’t answer his question but leant forward with one of my own. “Inspector – Tom – can I ask you? Are you in charge of the McMullen case?”

			Inspector Marks put down his glass. “Now, why would you ask me that?”

			I thought of saying something facile like “well, it’s been in all the papers” but didn’t. Instead, I took a fortifying sip of my drink and came clean. “Well – Verity and I – we – we might be able to help you with it.”

			There was a moment of silence and then the inspector gave a great shout of laughter, which made me jump and turned the barman’s head to us in surprise. “My goodness, you girls don’t change, do you?”

			I smiled back. “No, not really.”

			He chuckled again, wiping his beard with a clean, folded handkerchief. “My God, Joan, what are we going to do with you?” Then he threw up his hands as if in surrender. “Very well, Joan, my dear. Very well. What do you want to know?”

		




		
			Chapter Twelve

			His capitulation to my curiosity surprised me.

			“Can you tell me anything?” I asked, unsure of how to proceed.

			Inspector Marks drained the last drop of his drink and set the glass down on the table with a clink. “Well, as you know, I can’t tell you everything. But I can certainly help if you have questions which are, shall we say, in the public domain?” He eyed me for a second. “When I ran into you, I’d just come from the house of Arnold Randolph. Do you know who that is – in connection with the case?”

			I hesitated and then nodded. “Yes – he was Sir Jacob McMullen’s business partner.”

			“You have done your research, I see. Well done.” Inspector Marks indicated his empty glass and my own, still half-full one. “Another?”

			“Oh, I couldn’t.”

			“It’s on me, Joan. It’s no trouble.” His eyes twinkled for a moment. “It’s not every day I get to take a charming young lady out for cocktails.”

			Luckily it was quite dark in the bar – it disguised my face heating up once more. “Well – perhaps just one more. Thank you, sir – I mean, Tom.”

			“Do you have to get back to work? Can’t have you showing up tipsy.”

			I laughed. “No, for once, I’m free as a bird. I’m off for the whole evening.”

			“Splendid.” He beckoned over the waiter once more and ordered again. “Now, where were we? Oh, yes, Arnold Randolph. What do you know about him?”

			I smoothed my dress over my knees, thinking back to the little I did know. “Almost nothing, to be honest. He was in business with Sir Jacob for about twenty years, is that right?” Inspector Marks gave a nod. “And – oh yes – he’s married to someone much younger – I think she used to model, something like that.”

			“Yes, Sophia Simpson. That was her maiden name.” He sipped his drink. “They don’t have any children together, I don’t think, but Randolph has two much older children – grown up now – from his first wife.”

			I could feel the alcohol beginning to go to my head. I had better not drink anymore; try to keep my head clear. “Mr Randolph must be a rich man himself?”

			“He seems so. That townhouse in Bedford Gardens is his London residence. The family also have a country estate in Devonshire.”

			“What about Sir Jacob?”

			“What about him?”

			“Is the London house his only property?”

			Inspector Marks smiled. “Not at all. There’s a great pile of stones somewhere in Yorkshire and he used to spend a lot of the summer on the Riviera.” He looked at me once more with curiosity. “Anyway, Joan, exactly why are you so interested in this case?”

			I hesitated. If I told him about Theda and her pleas for help, would I be making things worse for her? Or would Inspector Marks be able to help clear her from suspicion?

			I took another sip of my drink to steady my nerves. “Well – it’s a bit complicated—”

			Inspector Marks laughed. “When isn’t it?”

			I smiled, nervously. “Well, there’s a friend – a friend of Verity’s – and mine – she’s – well, it’s Theda Samuels.”

			The smile on Inspector Marks’ face cooled and died. He leant forward a little. “Theda Samuels? Sir Jacob’s housekeeper?”

			“Yes.” I wanted to ask straight out, do you suspect her, but I somehow couldn’t.

			“Hmm. And she’s a friend of yours, you say?”

			“Yes.” I tried to think of something else to say but the two cocktails had properly taken hold now, and I felt thick-tongued and slow-witted.

			“Has she spoken to you about the case? About working for Sir Jacob?”

			“Yes – well, a little. She told us what happened the night he was killed.”

			“I see. Well, can you tell me what she told you?”

			I did, rather hesitatingly, as I tried to remember what she’d said. Inspector Marks said little, but kept his dark eyes fixed on my face.

			“She’s very upset about it all,” I finished up. “Very upset.” If I hadn’t been a bit tipsy, I wouldn’t have said the next thing. “She thinks you suspect her.”

			Inspector Marks said nothing.

			I suppressed a little hiccup. “But I s’pose you can’t really tell me whether you do or not.”

			“I’m afraid not, Joan.” Inspector Marks sighed. Then he caught sight of the large clock on the wall by the doorway. “Oh good heavens, I’m going to have to go, I’m so sorry.”

			“Oh,” I said, unable to hide my disappointment.

			His face softened. “I really am sorry. It’s been marvellous to see you, Joan.”

			I pulled myself together. “Thank you so much for the drinks, sir. I mean, Tom.”

			“It was very much my pleasure. We’ll have to do it again some time.” I smiled in a rather tipsy fashion. “But now I know you’re in town, I’ll try and visit.”

			“That would be lovely,” I said, with dignity.

			Was he going to kiss me goodbye? We both got up and for a moment, I thought he would. But after a second’s hesitation, he held out his hand to me. “Goodbye for now, Joan. I would offer to walk you home but I’m already late – I’ve been so pleasantly distracted.”

			“I’ll be fine, thank you.”

			He smiled again and turned to go. Then he turned back. “If Miss Samuels will talk to you, Joan – or to Miss Hunter – then please do let her. It may help.”

			Help? Theda or the police? I was too drunk to work out what he meant, but I smiled and nodded my head and waved to him as he left the bar.

		




		
			Chapter Thirteen

			I stumbled home somehow, thoughts of visiting the Randolph house vanished from my head. All I wanted to do was lie down and that was exactly what I did as I sneaked into the house (through the front entrance, which was casually ajar as a delivery had just been made. Luckily Mrs Anstells had taken whatever it was off somewhere, so didn’t catch me hiccupping my way up the stairs and fumbling for the doorhandle of my room).

			I awoke a few hours later with a thumping headache. For a moment, I couldn’t work out where I was. As I blinked, the contours of my room swam into focus. Oof. My head. I lay there for a moment, fully clothed and staring at the ceiling. Part of me, once I’d got myself together again, was very annoyed at myself. I’d wasted hours of my precious free time snoring in a drunken stupor, and I hadn’t even done what I’d promised myself I would do. Damn it.

			I was very thirsty. I hadn’t used the water in the bowl on my dressing table that morning to wash my face – as I knew I’d be going out, I’d had a very quick bath that morning – so, feeling a bit guilty, I bent my head to it and gulped down a few mouthfuls. Then I staggered back to the bed again and lay down once more.

			As my hangover abated and my thoughts quieted, I began to feel a bit better. I’d seen Inspector Marks! And he knew we were interested in the case. I knew – I thought I knew him well enough by now to know that he wouldn’t tease me and lead me on with promises of being involved before pulling the rug from under my feet. And – I hoped I wasn’t getting too ahead of myself – I thought he seemed just as warm and well, interested, as he had done in the Hidden House days. But was I just fooling myself? It wasn’t as if I had a great deal of experience with men. For a moment, I wished fervently that I could talk to someone about this. Verity would always listen to me, but she was about as experienced as I was with the stronger sex. Oddly, the thought came into my mind that the perfect person to speak to about affairs of the heart would be Dorothy. If only I could talk to her about this, frankly and without fear. She’d be able to give me some advice, given the depth and variety of her love affairs and intrigues.

			I was being foolish, and I knew it. As much as she was a liberal employer and a modern woman, it was preposterous to think of a maid asking her mistress for advice on love and romance. I rubbed my temples and pushed myself up into a sitting position. A glance at my little bedside clock showed me it was only twenty minutes past eight. There was still an evening ahead to enjoy – if only I knew what to do with myself.

			The cinema? I didn’t fancy going by myself. Ditto the music halls. A walk in the park? No, too risky alone. Take myself to the pub on the corner and have a drink by myself? Not on your nelly. That kind of thing was reserved for women of a certain reputation.

			Feeling a bit glum, I pushed myself off the bed, had another surreptitious drink at the china basin and was trying to rearrange my disastrous hair when there was a tap at the door.

			Verity poked her head around the door at my muttered ‘come in’. “Joan? Where have you been all afternoon?”

			“Here,” I said, trying to remain dignified. “I fell asleep.”

			“Oh.” Verity came further into the room. She sniffed. “Wait a minute. Have you been drinking?”

			“No.”

			She sniffed again, eyeing me. “You have.”

			I couldn’t be bothered to pretend anymore. “Oh, so what if I have? It’s my day off.”

			Verity giggled. “I’m not chaffing at you, you ninny. Have fun. Goodness knows, I do.”

			I began to smile. I realised that Verity was the one person who would appreciate what had happened that afternoon. “Well, what if I told you who I had drinks with?”

			She caught my tone immediately. “Joanie… What have you been up to?”

			I started laughing. Perhaps I was still a little tipsy – either that, or I was happy. “Come sit down by me and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			Verity was an unbeatable audience for that kind of thing. Her expressive face reflected, in no particular order, shock, glee, prurience, delight, apprehension and glee again. Once I’d finished, she was silent for a moment, biting her lip as she thought.

			“So, he wants us to talk to Theda?” was what she finally said.

			“Yes. Well—” In fairness, I was a little hazy on the definitive words Inspector Marks had used. “Well, I think so. He definitely said that it would be a good thing if she can confide in us.” I paused. “I think.”

			“I see.” Verity was quiet again. Then she added, “Anyway, I came in here to see if you were free. Tommy’s at The Angels and wanted to see if we wanted a drink.”

			There was nothing about that sentence that didn’t gladden my heart. A meeting with Tommy, at The Angels (which was a lovely pub in the heart of the West End) and the chance of (another) drink and a gossip. It seemed too good to be true.

			“Don’t you have to work?”

			Verity made a ‘pshaw’ sound and flapped her hand at me. “Dorothy’s out with young Learner. I doubt she’ll even be home tonight.” She laughed at my eyes widening. “Come on, Joanie. Let’s do what we said we’d do when we got back to London – and go and have some fun.”

			*

			It was a golden evening, summer’s last gasp. The park was still thronged with people, walking and talking, little lapdogs darting hither and thither, children running and shrieking, bowling their hoops along, kicking footballs and turning cartwheels. Verity and I strolled through the crowds, arm in arm, in the happy knowledge that neither of us had to hurry home any time soon.

			“I take it back,” said Verity, tipping her face up to the dying rays of sunlight. “I am glad to be back in the Smoke.”

			“Me too.”

			She gave me a sly glance. “Of course you are, Joanie.”

			I dug her in the ribs. “Shush, you. Anyway, which street do we take for Caerphilly Road?”

			“Down here and to the left.”

			The Angels was a tall, thin, redbrick building, built around the turn of the century. Its windows were criss-crossed with black iron and, unusually for London, it boasted an inner courtyard, where one could sit and drink in the open air, although sunlight could rarely penetrate the deep well of shadow caused by the high walls surrounding it. We headed there straight away and spotted Tommy immediately, the flash of his bright red hair acting as a beacon.

			“Darling! And Joan, too! Darlings, how are you? It’s been too long.” We were both hugged and kissed warmly. Both Verity and I fell over each other in our attempts to talk.

			“Tommy, we—”

			“It’s so marvellous to see you—”

			“Haven’t you—”

			We all stopped and took a breath and laughed at ourselves. Tommy gestured to one of the pub benches. “Park yourselves here, ladies. I’ll get us some more drinks. Oh, I can’t tell you how good it is to see you—”

			He headed for the bar inside, and Verity and I did as we were bid. I recognised a face across the table from me.

			“Gwen?”

			I could see she recognised me too. Her plump, rosy face creased in a smile. “Why, Joan, is it you?”

			I smiled back. “It’s me.”

			“Well, I declare. It must be years – four years – since I’ve seen you. Or longer?”

			“I’m not sure.” Gwen and I had met when we were involved in the murders that had taken place in the West End theatre where Gwen had been costume mistress. When had that been? I was saved from pondering as Gwen gestured to the space next to her.

			“Come and sit by me, Joan. Someone tells me you’ve been in the country. What’s it like?”

			I moved seats, just as Tommy came back with a tankard of ale and a fistful of pewter mugs, held by the handle. The next few minutes were occupied by pouring out drinks and distributing them around the table and then we all settled down into a comfortable, semi-raucous huddle, Gwen and I gossiping for England, Verity and Tommy doing likewise.

			We were talking for a while before I even became aware of the others at the table. There were a few young women who Gwen said were chorus members – Tommy’s theatre group had been doing a musical – and an older gent who I thought I recognised as the stage manager from earlier times and another young man who was quite startlingly handsome. He had slicked back dark hair, a pencil moustache and the pearliest teeth I’d seen outside of a Hollywood film. I nudged Gwen.

			“Who’s that?”

			Gwen followed my gaze. She giggled. “Oh, that’s Simon Delgardo. Our leading man, this time.”

			The name rang a faint bell. I was a follower of theatre and never failed to read the pages in the newspapers that covered the arts. “I think I’ve heard of him.” I looked at him again. He was chatting to the girl next to him, the flash of his teeth somehow lighting up the gloom of the pub garden.

			“He’s going to be famous,” said Gwen, quite matter of factly. “It’s not just that he’s handsome – but he can really act.”

			We both looked at Simon Delgardo. As if he was aware of our gaze, he looked up and saw us peeping. He winked.

			We both giggled. Just before I looked away, I saw his gaze move from us down to the end of the table, where Verity sat with Tommy. I saw Simon’s gaze snag, hold – and looked to where he was looking. He was looking at Tommy.

			For a moment, there was nothing but then, Tommy looked up and I saw them both exchange a searing glance. Then I knew. I knew what Tommy was and, given the heat of that glance, I could see that Simon Delgardo was… the same way inclined.

			The thought made me sigh. Not for myself – I’d long resigned myself to the fact that Tommy would never be able to love a woman in the way that society approved. No, I sighed for him and for Simon, for the fact that they would never be able to be honest, in the eyes of the world, as to who they were. That they risked so much, just to be themselves.

			It was as I had that revelation that I had another. I realised I wasn’t in love with Tommy anymore. Perhaps I hadn’t been for a while. Since you fell in love with Inspector Marks, a little demon whispered in my ear. I went to bat the thought away and then stopped myself. Well, it was true, wasn’t it? I was in love with the Inspector. And, as for Tommy, I truly cared about him, I wanted to see him happy. But it was love of the sort I would have for Verity, or for a brother, had I been so lucky to have had one. But if Verity was my almost-sister, then that made Tommy my almost-brother. It was funny but I almost forgot that he was actually Verity’s uncle, he seemed so much more of a sibling.

			“Joan?” I became aware that Gwen had been asking me a question, possibly for some time.

			“I’m so sorry.” I brought myself back to the present and smiled at my companion. “What was it you wanted?”

			“Do you ever see that handsome policeman? The one from the Connault?”

			Her question, coming hot on the heels of what I’d just realised, gave me a bit of a jolt. “I beg your pardon?”

			Gwen dug me in the ribs. “Oh, go on, I know you know who I mean. That inspector, the one who came along and collared Miss Caroline.” She looked sombre for a moment. “They hanged her, you know. Well, you can’t blame them, can you? I mean, she was really wicked.” She bit her lip. “That poor Aldous.”

			I paused, trying for a diplomatic way of pointing out that ‘poor Aldous’ had also been a murderer. Of course I knew that Caroline had been hanged. That was what happened to you when you were convicted of a terrible crime.

			At least it had got Gwen off the subject of Inspector Marks. I caught Tommy’s eye across the table, and he winked, and I laughed. Then I reached for the beer jug and poured Gwen and myself another drink.

			“Let’s not talk about all those horrid things,” I said, handing her the pint pot. “Give me all the theatre gossip instead.”

		




		
			Chapter Fourteen

			It had been a glorious afternoon and evening, thoroughly enjoyable. Verity and I had made our way home at the almost unheard-of hour of eleven o’clock, rather tipsy, stumbling a little through the streets, giggling and chatting. I was glad Verity was there – it was shaping up to be a foggy night, a real peasouper. By the time we reached Holland Street, our high spirits had dissipated in the effort of trying to find our way home, avoiding lampposts which loomed up out of the greyish blanket of fog like iron trees, trying not to trip over the pavement kerb. Finally, we reached the basement railing and edged our way down the steps carefully, holding onto the handrail.

			I had my own key to the kitchen door and let us both in, the two of us moving quietly so as not to alert Mrs Watling and Mrs Anstell to our presence. We crept upstairs and whispered goodnight and went to bed.

			I’d had the forethought to take up a large glass of water with me and, having drunk that down and gone immediately to bed, waking up the next morning wasn’t too painful. Opening the curtains, I could see that the fog had lingered – I could barely see across the street. People on the pavements moved like ghosts, dimly seen shadows in the gloom. It had suddenly turned cold too, and I was glad when Alice knocked on my door and came in to light my fire.

			Downstairs, the two of us prepared breakfasts, chatting companionly about nothing much. I was thinking back on the day before – my meeting with Inspector Marks, my drunken stumble home (I blushed again at the thought), Verity and I and Tommy and Gwen, the handsome young Mr Delgado – there was so much to think about. I moved about in something of a dream, and it was eleven o’clock by the time Alice, Mrs Watling and I sat down to a hot cup of tea.

			“Madam’s not been down yet with the menus,” observed Mrs Watling, looking at the clock on the wall. “She’s not normally this late.”

			“I – I think she was visiting, last night.” As I spoke, I wondered whether I was correct. But as well as Dorothy, I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Verity this morning either, so who knew what was going on?

			“Well, we’ll do a light lunch, girls. Leek and mustard soup, and there’s some lamb chops to be eaten. Alice, it’ll do you good to practise some side dishes. Have you got your book to hand?”

			As Alice scampered off to fetch her book – the bible each kitchen maid with ambitions to be a cook would stuff with recipes and cookery shortcuts – Verity came into the kitchen. She had an odd look on her face, a kind of suppressed excitement.

			“So sorry, Mrs Watling, but my lady’s sent me down to say that she’ll be dining out today – for both lunch and dinner.” She looked over at me as she said this and inclined her head very slightly towards the door. I gave her an equally subtle nod.

			“Well, that makes less work for us, Lord be thanked.” Mrs Watling heaved herself from her chair. “We’ll have those chops for ourselves then. Thank you, Verity.”

			I followed Verity from the kitchen. “What is it?”

			Verity turned to face me. “You’ll never guess.”

			I felt a twinge of excitement. “What? Is it about Theda?”

			“Theda? No. No, Dorothy’s engaged.”

			I could feel my eyes bulge. “What?”

			Verity giggled. “It’s true. She’s engaged.”

			I fought for composure. “To – to Paul Learner?”

			“Yes, indeed. The very man.”

			“Golly.” I stepped back a little. “Gosh. Well – that was fast.”

			Verity giggled again. “I know. I don’t even know how well she even knows him.”

			“Golly,” I said, again. I wondered what this meant for the household. Would a married Dorothy still want to live here? Why wouldn’t she? When would the wedding be? Would Mrs Watling and I be expected to cater for it?

			I must have looked slightly dazed as Verity put a hand on my arm and squeezed. “Don’t panic, Joanie, it’s early days. She literally just told me as I was dressing her.”

			I pulled myself together. “Well, I’m very pleased for her, V. He’s certainly handsome enough.” I thought for a moment. “This could be a blessing as well – you’ll be able to find out a lot more about Paul Learner.”

			“Hmm. Well, let’s see.” Verity released my arm and turned to go. “Oh, by the way, I’m having tea later with Meg Hapley.” She said that as if it should mean something to me.

			“Should that mean something to me?”

			She gave me a grin. “She’s lady’s maid to Sophia Simpson.”

			By now I was thoroughly lost. “Who’s Sophia Simpson?”

			“Arnold Randolph’s wife. You know, the one who used to be a model for Rose Freiburg.”

			I remembered my earlier, abortive effort to find out more about the Randolph family. “Oh, yes, I remember. That’s good. Is she coming here?”

			“Yes, I’ll sit with her in the servants’ hall.” I don’t know why but the rooms where the servants used to sit when they weren’t working (somewhat of a rare occurrence) were always called the ‘hall’. It was never actually a hall, just a room. To be honest, in this house, we tended to use the kitchen – it seemed homelier and more welcoming, although the hall here was perfectly nice and respectable. In fact, given some of the servant halls I’d had the misfortune to sit in over the years, it was actually rather nice. Dorothy had a sure hand when it came to décor and our hall was furnished with a comfortable sofa, some easy chairs and even a few ornaments here and there.

			“What time will she be here?”

			“About three. We’ll have an hour or so. Do try and join us, Joan.”

			I promised to do the best I could. That was a good time, actually, the lull in the kitchen before the rush for preparing dinner – although Dorothy was dining out today, wasn’t she, so that lightened the load even more. “I’ll do my very best,” was what I said to Verity.

			I went back into the kitchen. I’d forgotten to ask Verity whether I was authorised to tell Mrs Watling and Alice the startling news about our mistress. I’m afraid to say I gave it about two seconds thought before spilling the beans. Alice squealed and Mrs Watling was so overcome with emotion that I thought she was going to cry. She contented herself with dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief and exclaiming, several times, “Oh, how lovely. How lovely for Madam, after all she’s been through.”

			I silently concurred. Dorothy had been through the kind of losses that nobody should have. I sincerely wished her happy and thought, when I next saw her, that I would say as much to her face, convention or no convention. The only thing that gave me a twinge of unease was the seeming speed of the engagement. She and Mr Learner could surely not have known each other for long. But there, what did I know? Verity, I was not – Dorothy’s social engagements and connections were a mystery to me.

			And what fun – a wedding. Thinking of it, I couldn’t imagine Dorothy requesting Mrs Watling and I to be in charge of the catering. No, this would be a grand do – high society invited, with all the attendant fuss and glamour. White silk and satin, orange blossom, floating chiffon, the finest beeswax candles, glittering chandeliers and epergnes shining silver, smoked salmon, lobster, caviar and bottles and bottles of champagne… I tried to think of what Dorothy’s dress would cost and found myself unable to do so.

			My thoughts inevitably turned to marriage itself. It was what we girls were brought up to desire, the prize that awaited us if we remained chaste and virtuous. Of course, things were changing, but especially for the poor women, Victorian rules still applied. It was all very well for people such as Dorothy to have affairs but for girls like Verity and I – well, it was a different world. In fact, although I wasn’t a total ignoramus, I didn’t know exactly how far one could go in a dalliance without suffering the consequences, if you understand me. Nor was there anyone I could really ask. Even Verity and I didn’t really talk about that side of life. Thinking of it, Verity didn’t ever really seem very interested in boys, which was odd, as she certainly got plenty of attention, being so comely and with such a winning personality. I may not have had the looks, but I hoped I was pleasant enough for someone to overlook that. Inspector Marks, had, hadn’t he? I bent my head over the bubbling pot on the stove, glad of the steam that masked my glowing face.

		




		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Given that Dorothy was dining out all day and evening, the afternoon was rather relaxed for a change. Mrs Watling and I had prepared the servants’ dinner ahead of time – nothing fancy, sausages and mash with steamed greens – and by the time Meg Hapley, the Randolph’s maid, came round for tea, order and calm reigned in the kitchen.

			Verity brought her through from the front entrance (while the cat’s away, the mice will play – Mrs Anstell was out for the afternoon as well). Meg was a big girl, almost six feet tall, and raw-boned with it, but she had a pleasant manner and an engaging toothy smile. She shook hands firmly all round. Mrs Watling excused herself and Alice did likewise. We were unused to having so much free time and I could tell both were wanting to make the most of it. For a moment, I allowed myself a tiny sigh at the thought of going for cocktails again with Inspector Marks, as if that was ever likely to happen.

			The three of us, Meg, Verity and I, withdrew to the servants’ hall and settled down with our teacups.

			“How long have you been working for the Randolphs, Meg?” I asked.

			“Oh, years now. I started as parlourmaid when I was fifteen and then, when Mrs Randolph’s maid left, she promoted me.”

			“Mrs Randolph? She’s the one who used to model for Rose Freiburg, isn’t she?” I asked.

			“Yes. She’s very beautiful. Much younger than he is, of course.” Meg looked wistful. “Of course, it wasn’t the first time for her.” I must have looked confused because she went on. “She’s a widow,” explained Meg. “Her first husband was killed in the war.”

			“Oh, that’s sad.” Still, the young Mrs Randolph had obviously made a good match for her second husband. “Your master, Mr Randolph, he’s quite wealthy, isn’t he?”

			“Rolling in it,” said Meg, cheerfully. “They spare no expense.”

			“A good place to work, is it?” Verity topped up our teacups, tipping up the pot until the last brown drop splashed into Meg’s cup. “I’ll make another pot in a minute. Anyway, you like working there, Meg?”

			“It’s not bad. The pay’s quite good and you don’t have to wear a cap.” It was funny how much we servants hated wearing caps, but we did. At Merisham Lodge, they had insisted on them (of course, never ones to miss an opportunity of driving home the social gap between employer and employee) but here in Dorothy’s establishment, it was very much up to the individual.

			I became aware that Verity was subtly bringing the questions round to the relationship between Mr Randolph and Sir Jacob. “They got on well, did they?”

			“Yes,” said Meg, and then paused for a moment. “Well, quite well. They had their moments but don’t we all?”

			“What do you mean?”

			Meg put down her empty cup. “Well,” she said, and paused again. After a moment’s thought, she spoke. “Well, they did have a humdinger of a row the other day, the other week. Before, you know, Sir Jacob died. He came over for cocktails – the three of them were due to dine out - and everything was fine at first. It was only after – well – a little while after that they had words.”

			She stopped speaking. Verity and I exchanged a glance.

			“What sort of words, Meg?” Verity prompted.

			“Well, I’d just got Madam ready for to go downstairs – she looked ever so well – you know that Freiburg evening dress, Verity, the dark blue velvet – and she’d gone downstairs to join them. I realised I hadn’t given her its cape for the evening so hurried downstairs with it. The silver one, you know, it matches her shoes.” I tried not to show my impatience with these interjections of fashion nonsense. “I’d just raised my hand to knock at the drawing room door when I could hear Sir Jacob shouting.”

			“Actually shouting? Loudly?” I asked.

			Meg nodded, turning the corners of her mouth down. “Ever so loud, that’s how I could hear him. ‘I’ll see who I want to see,’ he was saying, ‘It’s nothing to do with you, Arnold,’ and I could hear the master trying to calm him down – he was saying ‘Jacob, all I’m asking for is a little caution’ but Sir Jacob wouldn’t have it. And then I heard Madam try and say something, I could tell she was trying to well, soothe him but I couldn’t hear anything after that as Mrs Rivers – that’s our housekeeper – came up the stairs and she told me she’d give Madam the cape and bade me go back to the servants’ hall. So, I did.” Meg looked at us both. “He was ever so cross though.”

			Both Verity and I were silent for a moment. “Did Mrs Randolph say anything about it to you later?” I asked after a moment. I knew, mostly from Verity’s relationship with Dorothy, that lady’s maids were sometimes used as a confidant.

			Meg shook her head. “No, she never said a word. And of course, it wasn’t my place to ask.”

			“Hmm.” Verity rose with the teapot in her hands. “Did anything else like that happen? Any more argy-bargy?”

			Meg shrugged her lanky shoulders. “No, not that I can think of. It was odd, though – I always thought of Sir Jacob as an amiable old gentleman. Mr Randolph and he have known each other for years.” She caught herself with a faint blush and added, “I mean, they knew each other for years.”

			“That’s what I’ve read,” I said, unthinkingly. Meg looked surprised. “In the papers, I mean.”

			Verity had gone out to the kitchen to refill the pot. While it was heating on the range, she brought through a plate of biscuits.

			“Oh, lovely.” Meg took a couple and ate them with sounds of appreciation. “How tasty.”

			“Joanie made them,” Verity said, loyally.

			“Our cook’s not so bad,” said Meg, “But Mrs Watling has quite a reputation.”

			Verity giggled. “I hope just for her cooking abilities.”

			The thought of Mrs Watling as some sort of scarlet woman made me snort. Meg looked at me in surprise and then we all started laughing, mostly at how silly we were.

			“Anyway, poor Sir Jacob and Mr Randolph were close friends, as well as business partners,” Meg said, pulling herself together.

			“And they didn’t get cross with one another often?” I asked, swallowing my giggles. “That you knew of?”

			Meg shook her head. “No. That’s what made me remember it.”

			“Do you know what they might have been talking about? Who Sir Jacob might have wanted to see?”

			Meg shook her head again. “Wouldn’t have the foggiest.” She brightened. “You don’t think he was talking about a woman, do you? Some new amour? I mean, he was a bachelor. I mean, a widower.”

			Verity looked amused. “What a romantic you are, Meg. I suppose he could have meant that. But who knows?”

			I asked, to me, the most important question of all. “Have you told the police this?”

			Meg looked scared. “The police? No. Why, do you think I should?”

			“They haven’t asked you?”

			“No. No, they’ve only spoken to Madam and to Mr Randolph. And the butler and the housekeeper. Not to us maids.”

			No, they wouldn’t have had. Well, Inspector Marks would have, especially given our history, but I doubted he’d undertaken any of the interviews with the Randolph household. That would have been a job for a sergeant. Hot on the heels of that thought came another, gladder one. Now I could contact Inspector Marks myself and give him the news.

			While I was thinking this and smiling to myself, I realised Meg was getting up from the table. “Golly, girls, I’ve got to go. Madam’s expecting me back this evening.” I realised, with a start, that the night was drawing in and the sky outside the windows was darkening as if suffused with ink.

			“Thanks for coming, Meg,” said Verity and I echoed the thought. Meg gave us a pleased, toothy smile.

			“It’s been a pleasure. You’ll have to come round to our place soon so I can return the favour.”

			“We’d love to,” Verity said firmly, and escorted her to the door. I sat back in my chair, holding my cooling empty teacup and thinking about what we’d just talked about.

		




		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Dorothy wasted no time in beginning preparations for her nuptials. Bright and early the next morning, she was closeted with Mrs Watling in her parlour, making plans for a spectacular engagement party. Only about fifty of her closest friends and those of Paul, you understand. Once she’d accomplished that, she swept from the kitchen and I heard her calling Verity to hurry, or they would be late for the bridal show at Rose Freiburg’s establishment. Verity only had time to give me a quick wave from the top of the stairs as she scurried out after her mistress. In the brief glimpse I caught of her, she was dressed even more smartly than usual, in a dark green dress and shoes that looked like Italian leather and must have surely been a gift from Dorothy.

			I went back to the kitchen, where Mrs Watling was sitting at the table, looking slightly winded.

			“Well, Joan,” she said, faintly. “We’ll have our work cut out for us with this engagement party.”

			“When does Madam want to have it?”

			“In a fortnight’s time. I’m sure I don’t know what we’ll do about the space – She’s given me a guest list as long as my arm.”

			“May I see?” I plucked it from Mrs Watling’s limp fingers. She wasn’t joking – this looked like almost all of the upper crust in London had been invited. “Oh. Oh, I see.”

			Mrs Watling rose from the table. “I’ll speak to Mrs Anstells. She might have some ideas.”

			It was bread-making day, and Alice and I began on the loaves. It was hard work, lifting the dough and slamming it back down on the floured surface of the table, and my arms and shoulders were soon aching. I’d already made the minestrone which would suffice for the first course of luncheon. The main course of lamb cutlets and scalloped potatoes would cook quickly.

			As I worked, I was thinking about how to contact Inspector Marks. There wasn’t a great deal of information that I could give him – just that Sir Jacob had been in contact with someone who Arnold Randolph had some concerns about – but the sooner I told him, the sooner one of his officers could begin a proper interview with Meg and the other servants. I covered the basin with a damp cloth and left the dough to prove. I would try and telephone Scotland Yard, when Mrs Anstells and Mrs Watling were otherwise occupied.

			The opportunity came that afternoon, when Mrs Watling took herself off to the market and Mrs Anstells was closeted in her room with the grocer, settling bills. I crept to the telephone in the downstairs corridor and dialled the number I knew by heart. Of course, I had been hoping to speak to Inspector Marks himself but on this occasion, it was not to be. I left a message with the clerk, asking if I could be telephoned back. Then I went back to work, trying not to feel too downhearted.

			 

			Dorothy and Verity got home late that evening, too late for Verity to join the rest of us for dinner. I’d kept back a portion of stew and dumplings just in case she was hungry, but she’d dined out with Dorothy, so I ate them myself. Alice and I tidied the kitchen and made our way up to bed. I was determined to write a little tonight, no matter how fatigued I was feeling. That was the thing about service, especially if you were living in; you were always there, always on call. Mrs Watling now lived out – I could see the appeal, even though it obviously cost more money. Perhaps I might think of that, in my next position. But I wasn’t going anywhere soon, was I? What would be the point?

			Wearily, I unpinned my hair and put the pins in the little china bowl Verity had given me for my birthday one year. Massaging my head, I looked about my room. My ideas for beautifying it hadn’t really come to much yet – I’d simply been too busy for any kind of frippery. Still, at least the bed was made, and comfy. I got into my nightdress, washed my face and brushed my teeth and clambered into bed with my notebook on my lap.

			I’d not got two sentences down before there was a tap at the door.

			“Joan?” Verity hissed, out in the corridor.

			I suppressed a small sigh. Yes, she was my best friend and I loved her dearly, but I was so tired and so determined to try and get some words down… After a moment, I called for her to come in.

			“Oh, you’re in bed,” she exclaimed, once she was in the room. “I’ll go…”

			“Don’t be daft. Come on in.”

			Verity didn’t need telling twice. She bounced over to the bed and propped herself against the footboard.

			“Coo, what a day. I’d never have believed there were so many wedding dresses in the world.”

			I yawned. “Did Dorothy pick one?”

			“Not a chance.” Verity laughed. “I can image she’ll go through hundreds before she decides.”

			“What fun for you.”

			“Oh, I don’t mind. It’s a damn sight easier than trying to cater an engagement party for what seems like the whole of London.”

			“Oh, you’ve heard then?” I said, drily. “God knows what we’re going to do. Mrs Watling was practically having kittens.”

			Verity had caught my yawn. “Yes. Yes, I can see why.” Her gaze dropped to the notebook on my lap. “Are you writing again, Joanie? What is it?”

			“Oh, it’s nothing. Just fancies, really.” I hesitated for a moment and then asked, “Do you think I should contact Tommy – see if he has any news on my play?”

			“Yes, why not? In fact, let me send him a note and let’s see if we can all meet up, like we did last time. I want to ask him something too.”

			Her voice had a curious note which made me look at her. “What’s that, V?”

			“Oh, it’s nothing. Just something to do with the theatre, that’s all.”

			“Like what?”

			Verity rolled a fold of my bedspread beneath her fingers. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

			I wasn’t too tired to snort in exasperation. “Come on, you noodle. Spit it out.”

			Verity raised her head. “Well – I just wanted to see if I could – could have some acting lessons. That’s all.” Her head dropped again. “I just love the theatre. I’d love to be an actress.”

			We had talked about this before. I knew how she loved it. “Well, of course you should. You’d be a wonderful actress. Tommy’s bound to know who you should ask, isn’t he?”

			“That’s what I hope.” Verity began to unpin her own hair, locks falling like a burnished waterfall to her shoulders.

			I yawned. “Sorry. Well, that’s marvellous, V, you should absolutely pursue that.” I paused for a moment, struck by a vision of the future. A vision, or a wish. “Coo, just imagine. Me a playwright and you an actress. Just imagine that.”

			Verity was laughing. “Well, small steps, Joanie. But it can’t hurt to ask, can it?” She got up and bobbed down to press a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll write to Tommy.”

			“Thanks. Goodnight, dear.”

			“Goodnight.” She paused at the doorway, one hand on the jamb. “Anything else I should know? Any news on Theda?”

			I was too tired to remember if there actually was any news on Theda. “I don’t know, V. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

			She flapped a hand at me in acknowledgement and farewell and closed the door behind her. I turned my attention back to my notebook, but the damage was done – my eyes were closing on their own. I put it on my bedside table, turned out the light and slid down under the covers, into sleep.

		




		
			Chapter Seventeen

			It was a more leisurely morning for us all the next day. Dorothy was taking her ease up in her room and Verity had left her with the morning papers and her breakfast tray, and no plans to leave the house for several hours. Mrs Anstells and Mrs Watling had come up with a plan to plead with their mistress that the townhouse couldn’t possibly hold the amount of people she wished to invite to her engagement party, so a more suitable premises should be found. Other temporary staff would have to be engaged, for the night itself, if not for the preparation.

			“Oh Joanie, what about Theda?” Verity said, as she helped me carry plates and cutlery into the scullery for Alice to wash up.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, she’s not exactly busy at the moment, is she? Is she even going to be able to keep her place?”

			“At the McMullen house?” I handed a stack of plates to Alice and pondered. It was true – what would Theda do in the future? Who would be responsible for the house? “Would they keep her on as a housekeeper? I mean, just to see the place is kept running? I imagine it’s going to be sold.”

			“Who’s they?”

			I shot her a wry look. “You know, V. They. The ones we serve.”

			“Humph. Well, yes, I suppose they will have to get rid of the house at some point. But who inherits? Does anyone?”

			By now, we were back in the kitchen, and I began wiping down the table. “Well, that’s the trouble, isn’t it? If he had no children, would it go to a relative? Or – I don’t know – does it revert to the Crown? Or the government?” Not for the first time, I wished I knew more about English law. “Did you actually ever go to Somerset House?”

			Verity was saved from answering me by the ringing of the downstairs telephone. I darted to answer it.

			Hallelujah, it was Inspector Marks. He had such a lovely voice, I thought dreamily, dark and smooth and… I pulled myself up with a jerk and answered his question.

			“Thank you, sir, I’m quite well.”

			“How many times, Joan? Tom, please.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

			“I’m sorry – Tom.”

			“You have some information for me?”

			“Yes.” I hesitated. Once more, I thought it seemed so little to go on. Hot on the heels of that thought, came the more frequent one, the one I always battled with in our ‘cases’ – that I didn’t know what I was doing, that I really should be leaving the investigation to the professionals.

			“Well, that’s splendid. I’m extremely busy today but tomorrow perhaps – no, not even then, I’m afraid. How about Thursday? Perhaps we could have tea?” The humour grew stronger in his voice. “Or some more cocktails?”

			“Tea would be lovely,” I said hastily, having no wish to make any more of a fool of myself than I already had.

			We arranged a time and a place – The Daffodil Tea Rooms on Holland Street – and bid each other farewell. I went back to the kitchen in some perturbation. Yes, I was going to see Inspector Marks the day after tomorrow and that would be lovely but, honestly, what did I really have to tell him?

			Verity came down to the kitchen and caught my eye in our usual signal. I hurried out with her to the corridor.

			“What is it?”

			“I’m going to Paul Learner’s house, with Dorothy today. They’re meeting some friends there.”

			“But why are you going?” I thought for a moment and then giggled. “She surely doesn’t need a chaperone.”

			Verity laughed too. “No, of course not. But you know what she’s like, she likes having me hanging around. Doing errands or so forth. And—” She dipped her gaze modestly. “I can small talk with the best of them.”

			I grinned. “Well, go forth and socialise then, you butterfly.”

			“That wasn’t why I was telling you.” I raised my eyebrows at her. “No, I thought I could do a little digging, a little investigation? See how the land lies with our Mr Learner, if you like.”

			I squeezed her arm. “Actually, Verity, that would be wonderful. I’m meeting Inspector Marks on Thursday—” She raised her eyebrows at me, and I gave her a look. “Don’t be like that. He just wants to see if we have any information for him. That’s all.”

			“If you say so, Joanie.” She gave me a pert glance before skipping off towards the stairs. “I’ll see what I can discover.”

			I caught her arm just as she was swinging herself up the stairs. “Where does he live, Mr Learner?”

			“Battersea, I think.”

			“Is he wealthy?” It seemed odd that this question had only just occurred to me. Would Dorothy marry a poor man?

			Verity shrugged. “Not particularly, I don’t think. He’s staying with friends. Joanie, really, I do have to go.”

			I released her. “Very well. Talk to you later.”

			It was supposed to have been my afternoon off that day, but I talked to Alice, and we agreed to swap. She had arranged to meet a friend of hers for a trip to the cinema and she was eager to bring her plans forward a day or so. Mrs Watling had also gone out for the afternoon, so I had a fairly peaceful afternoon, preparing the dinner and setting the kitchen to rights before sitting down with a cup of tea and my thoughts. It was so quiet that I thought I might get a little writing done and was just about to get up from my chair to fetch my notebook from my room when the telephone rang.

			Cursing under my breath, I hurried to answer it. At first I didn’t recognise the voice on the end of the line.

			“Excuse me, may I speak to Miss Verity Hunter?”

			“I’m afraid she’s out at the moment. May I take a message for her?”

			The voice on the line became clearer. “Oh – I’m sorry. Joan, is that you?” It was female, young, uncertain.

			“Yes, this is me. I mean, this is she.”

			“It’s Theda.”

			I felt unaccountably relieved. “Oh, Theda, I do apologise, I didn’t realise it was you. How are you?”

			“I’m fine.” She didn’t sound fine. She sounded troubled. “It’s just – well, I suppose I can tell you as well as Verity.”

			My ears pricked up. “What’s the matter?”

			“It’s probably nothing but – but I’ve found something. I think it might be important. I’m wondering what to do.”

			“What is it?”

			Theda sounded more troubled than ever. “I was beginning to clear out the study and I found – well, letters. I don’t know if they’re important or not but – I don’t know.” There was a moment of tense silence and then she asked, in a rush, “Could you come? Could you and Verity come?”

			I glanced at the clock. There were still a few hours before I had to be back at work. “Well—”

			I could hear Theda take an intake of breath. “No, I’m sorry – I’m being silly. It’s much easier for me to come to you, Joan. Would that be all right? Is it all right if I bring over – over what I’ve found?”

			“Of course,” I said, relieved that I wouldn’t have to rush there and back. “Do come over whenever you want.”

			“I do appreciate it, Joan. I really am so grateful for you and Verity, well, supporting me.” There was another moment of silence and then she said, with a crack in her voice, “It makes me feel less alone.”

			I knew how she felt, I knew it exactly. Where would I be now, without Verity, my sister in all but name?

			“Do come over, Theda,” I urged. “Bring whatever you can, and I’ll see what we can do.”

			“I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

		




		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Theda was as good as her word. A mere twenty minutes later, she appeared at the kitchen door, a brown leather handbag tucked beneath her arm. She was dressed in her usual get up of coloured slacks, in an odd, burnt umber shade, and a cowl-necked coffee-coloured jumper.

			“Hello,” she said, breathlessly. Her high cheekbones were stained pink from her brisk walk here from Mayfair. “Thank you, Joan.”

			“Come in and have a cuppa.” I drew her into the kitchen and pulled out one of the kitchen chairs for her.

			“Thank you.” She subsided, swinging the bag onto the surface of the kitchen table. I tried not to wince. I’d scrubbed that table white this morning and who knew what filthy surfaces the bottom of that handbag had encountered? My thoughts were interrupted as Theda drew out a bundle of letters from the offending receptacle.

			She pushed them towards me. “As I said, I was turning out the study. These were tucked away, right at the back. You know, in a sort of secret drawer.”

			I did know that kind of desk, gim-crack really, a little sham shelf right at the back of a writing desk. Hardly a secret to any good maid – or, I would have thought, to any competent policeman. I said nothing for the moment but took the letters from her. They didn’t look old, not yellowed or cracked, or anything – just a few sheets written on plain white writing paper. Not particularly expensive paper either but written in a decent ink.

			I didn’t unfold the sheets for a moment. “What is happening with the house, Theda?”

			Theda looked unhappy. “Sir – Sir Jacob’s solicitor called the other day. Mr Rooney – I know him, he’s dined once or twice before. He asked to see me, and he said that the house would likely be put up for sale and could I please make a start on beginning to tidy it up.” She looked down, her fingers skating loops over the whirls of the grain in the tabletop. “I was going to do it anyway, you know, Joan, start to get everything ship-shape.” Our gazes met and then she looked away. “After all, life must go on, mustn’t it?”

			There was too much bitterness in her voice for me to comment. Instead, I looked down at the letters. “You don’t mind me reading these?” For a moment, my mind flew ahead wondering what I would find. Something saucy? Truly shocking?

			As if she read my mind, Theda smiled faintly and shook her head. “No, of course not. It’s not as if it’s anything bad. I mean, not earthshattering, or anything. But I just thought it was odd. Especially as Sir Jacob had never said anything to me on the subject. Not once.” She inclined her head. “Go on, Joan.”

			“I’ll make us some tea,” I said, stalling for time for some reason.

			“I’ll do it. I know my way around this kitchen.”

			Theda jumped up and began filling the teapot. I unfolded the first sheet and bent my head to read.

			 

			Dear Sir Jacob

			I hope you will forgive my impertinence for writing to you ‘out of the blue’. You will not know me, but my name is Theodore Sumners and I am twenty-seven years old.

			This is an extremely hard letter to write, and I hope you will do me the very great honour of reading it through, before consigning it to the rubbish bin, which I’m sure will be your first instinct. But perhaps not? Perhaps I should have called in person, for what I am to tell you is probably going to be something that you never expected or wanted to hear, but I did not want to embarrass you, or bring any shame on your illustrious name and perhaps also, I myself am too much of a coward to want to court any form of rejection.

			 

			I was dimly aware of Theda putting a steaming cup of tea before me on the table. I read on.

			 

			My mother has recently died. She was once a servant in one of your establishments and just before she died, she vouchsafed to me a piece of information which she swore that she had never told anyone else as long as she lived. Indeed, sir, apart from this information that I am supplying to your good self, she took her secret to the grave. It is this – that I am your natural son.

			Her name was Elsie Sumners, of Taddistock in the Yorkshire Dales. She told me you and she had once had an amour, a secret one, a long time ago. She was adamant that you were my father although she kept no paper record of the fact. I have checked and my birth certificate merely states ‘Father Unknown’. But I can only say, sir, that I do believe her from the bottom of my heart – well, that I believe that she believed it.

			I appreciate that this must come as a great shock. You must wonder why I have never attempted to contact you before. I can only answer honestly that until my mother died, I had no idea, none at all. It came as an enormous shock to me, as I can only imagine it comes as an enormous shock to you.

			There is still so much to write and discuss and explain, but not that can be put onto paper, at least not satisfactorily. Under the circumstances, I feel I must beg an audience with you, sir. I can only repeat my sentiments of not wanting to cause you any kind of shame and embarrassment, but may I beg to be able to meet with you, under whatever circumstances and in whatever place you desire, so we may further explore this set of strange circumstances, hopefully to our mutual satisfaction?

			I remain, sir, your most obedient servant,

			Theodore Sumners

			 

			I put down the letter and drew a deep breath. Theda, sitting across from me, gave me an anxious look. Her face was wreathed in steam from her teacup, tiny droplets of water forming and glistening on the curl of dark hair that hung over her forehead. She opened her mouth to speak. I shook my head and bent to read the letter once more.

			After a while, I put the letter down and lifted my cup to my lips.

			“What do you think?” asked Theda, anxiously.

			“Well—” I needed to think. I looked down at the letter once more. “It’s odd—”

			“It certainly is.”

			“I don’t mean the contents.” What did I mean, exactly? “It’s the tone – the way he expresses himself. I can’t quite put my finger on it but it’s – odd.”

			“I do see.” Theda reached for the letter and unfolded it. “It’s got a strange style, hasn’t it? Almost – almost theatrical.”

			“Yes…” There was that tone to it, I’d thought that too, but there was something else. I couldn’t pinpoint it.

			Theda read it through again, out loud. “I wonder that Sir Jacob never mentioned anything to me.”

			Would he have been likely to, to a mere maid – or even a housekeeper? I thought not, but I could have been wrong. There had obviously been respect, possibly even mild affection between Theda and her employer.

			“Well, it should be easy enough to trace this Elsie Sumners. Marriages, births and deaths in the parish of Taddistock.”

			“I would have thought it would be easy enough to trace this Theodore Sumners himself.” Theda raised her eyebrows as she read it through once more, scanning each line carefully once more.

			“I wonder why he wrote?” I said, more to myself than to anyone else.

			Theda laughed, cynically. “Oh yes, Joan, why on earth would the potential son of a rich tycoon want to write to him and claim familial ties?”

			I smiled. “Well, yes.” Theda let the letter fall from her fingers and we regarded it, white paper against the white surface of the kitchen table. A thought occurred to me. “Have you told the police of this?”

			Theda looked startled. “No. No, I haven’t. Well – I know I should – but - but I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

			I made up my mind. “Listen, Theda, I’ll take this. I’m meeting Inspector Marks the day after tomorrow.” Theda looked startled and I realised that I’d fallen into the trap of thinking that she was au fait with our acquaintance with Scotland Yard as Verity was. “Don’t worry,” I added, hastily. “He’s a friend – I mean, he knows me. He’ll know the best course of action.” I picked up the letter. “This could be quite important.”

			“Well.” Theda sounded dubious. “I suppose so. I mean, that’s why I wanted you girls’ opinion. But I don’t know…”

			The kitchen door opened and made us both jump. Mrs Watling bustled in, laden with packages. We both sprang up to help her, I hastily put the letter safely into my pocket..

			“Oh, hello girls, hello Theda. How are you?”

			Theda shot me a warning glance, but I had no intention of mentioning anything of the past half an hour. Instead, the three of us busied ourselves putting away packets and bottles and boxes, until it was done, and Theda excused herself and went away, leaving me with letter safely stowed away on my person.

		




		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I was desperate for Verity to read the letter but of course, that had to be one of the nights when she came home very late. I was fast asleep when she and Dorothy came in and knew nothing about anything until dawn illuminated the curtains of my bedroom and the clang of my alarm clock roused me from slumber.

			I didn’t see her for breakfast as both she and Dorothy had trays taken up. I was kept too busy that morning with work to worry too much about either the letter from Theodore Sumners, or to be frank, anything other to do with the case. It was a baking day and Alice, Mrs Watling and I were kept busy slinging bread, biscuits and cake in and out of the range. If I’d thought about anything it was that Verity and I could catch up after dinner but, can you believe, she and Dorothy went out that evening again and it was once more an early night for me in the solitude of my room. And then the morning after that was the day I was meeting Inspector Marks, and you can best believe that that was what was filling my head.

			It was a pleasant day, rather blustery but sunny. I dressed and made up my face a good deal more carefully than I usually did. By the time I left the house, checking that I had the letter Theda had given me safe in my handbag, I was growing nervous. Perhaps Inspector Marks and I should have met for cocktails – Dutch courage… But no, tea at the Daffodil Tea Rooms it would have to be. I reminded Alice of the dinner to be got, as I would not be back that afternoon, and stepped out into the world, trying to calm the fluttering of the butterflies in my stomach.

			Inspector Marks was already waiting at the café when I arrived, and I was glad. He lifted a hand as I pushed open the front door and I felt a smile break out on my face, just as his face was doing likewise. My nerves vanished. It was going to be all right.

			“How have you been, Joan?”

			We made careful small talk over the first cup and while we were waiting for the cakes. Then, as the girl brought them over, he leant towards me.

			“It’s good to see you, Joan.”

			“It’s good to see you too, sir – Tom.”

			He smiled. “There’s a look in your eyes I recognise of old. You’ve got something to tell me, haven’t you?”

			I plucked the letter from my bag and handed it to him. “I think you’ll want to see this.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “You have a streak of theatrics in you, Joan Hart.”

			That made me laugh. He could talk! Having seen him at the denouement of previous cases, he most definitely liked to ‘hold the floor’. “I do honestly think you’ll find this important.”

			He inclined his head and bent it to read. I stayed silent, sipping my second cup of tea and watching his eyes track down the pages.

			After a few minutes, he put down the letter. “Hmmm,” was all he said.

			“Quite.”

			He glanced at me. “What do you think?”

			I paused for a moment, savouring his attention. It warmed me through, like a shot of brandy, the attention of an intelligent man doing me the compliment of acknowledging my intelligence, that I, lowly kitchen maid, was a person worthy of being listened to.

			I told him what I’d told Theda. “There’s something quite odd about it but I can’t exactly explain just what it is.”

			Inspector Marks regarded the letter again. “I see what you mean. Where did you get this?”

			I explained that Theda had found them in the secret drawer of the desk in the study. Inspector Mark’s eyebrows went up. “The study? That’s odd – that would have been thoroughly searched.”

			“Yes, that’s what I thought. But that’s what Theda said.”

			“Hmm.” He rasped a finger along his dark moustache. “I’ll double check with the office, but I find it hard to believe that these weren’t found before.”

			“Do you think Theda could be lying?”

			“Do you?”

			I shook my head, slowly. “No. No, I believe her. Besides, what possible reason could she have for hiding it?”

			Inspector Marks smoothed the letter once more. “It’s possible that the desk was searched by our officers, and someone has hidden the letter in the desk since.”

			I considered the thought. Had Theda done that? But for the life of me I couldn’t see why she would do something so odd. And why give me the letters and allow me to give them to the police if she had had a hand in it? I explained as much to Inspector Marks.

			He nodded. “There have been people in and out of the house since the murder happened. I don’t just mean policemen. But friends of the family, Arnold Randolph, neighbours. It’s a big house and only two servants there, one only for a few hours a day. It would be easy for someone to slip into the study and conceal the letter there and then.” We looked at each other. He added, “Of course, the real puzzle is why someone would do such a thing?”

			I nodded once more, rather helplessly. I had no more idea than he did.

			Inspector Marks became brisk. “Anyway, thank you for bringing me this, Joan. I do appreciate your help. I’ll pass it onto the investigative team.” He smiled at me, warming me through once more. “Now, what say you to another pot of tea and some cakes?”

		




		
			Chapter Twenty

			It wasn’t late when I got home that evening – Inspector Marks had to leave our meeting after a couple of hours – but I was tired and wanted some time to think everything through. Everything – from how he had looked at me and spoken to me, the puzzle of the letter, what our next steps should be – I needed peace and quiet, although not more tea. We’d ended up having three pots and I was so full of cake that I wasn’t planning to eat any dinner.

			I was still officially on my afternoon off, so I thought I’d run myself the luxury of a bath. The temperature had dropped quite sharply as night had fallen and the thought of a nice, steamy soak in hot water was inviting. I gathered together my dressing gown, night clothes and slippers, along with a good novel, and my bath salts.

			The second bathroom in the house, used exclusively by the servants, wasn’t of course as palatial as the one next to Dorothy’s bedroom, but it was clean and neat enough and had a tiny fire. This wasn’t normally lit but Alice, good girl, had laid it ready to be so, a neat stack of kindling and balls of old newspaper filling the little grate. There were matches on the mantlepiece above it and I held a match to the waiting wood and paper, watching in satisfaction as rosy fire bloomed and heat began to fill the small room. As the fire crackled away, the steam began to rise from the filling bath, scented deliciously with attar of roses.

			I lay back in the water with a sigh of satisfaction, when there was a tap on the door.

			“Joan?” hissed a voice, if you can hiss a name with no ‘s’ sounds in it.

			“What is it, V? I’m in the bath.”

			“Oh, you cat, that’s what I was going to do. Leave the water in for me, will you?”

			I had no objection to that, but I wasn’t going to rush my bath, even for my best friend. “Will do,” I said, trying to keep the weariness from my voice.

			“And come and find me when you’re done, it feels like ages since we’ve seen one another.”

			“Will do,” I said again. It had been a while – it was unusual for us to go a day without even a passing glimpse of one another.

			 

			Eventually, I heaved myself out and dressed myself in my night clothes, the tips of my fingers wrinkled from long immersion. I nearly fell over Verity as I exited the room.

			“Is the water still hot?”

			“Fairly.”

			She went into the steam-hung bathroom. “Come on in here and talk to me while I have a soak. And for goodness’ sake, poke up that fire, it’s pathetic.”

			I rolled my eyes but did as I was bid. Verity undressed with no pretentions to modesty but of course, we were well used to one another, having shared rooms for so long.

			Verity lay back in the water with a similar sigh of satisfaction to the one I’d made. “Ah, that’s better.”

			I took out my toothbrush from my washbag. “Have you ever used Dorothy’s bathroom? Her bath?”

			Verity giggled. “Actually, you know Joan, I actually have. Just once or twice. It’s about twice the size of this… this bucket.”

			I admired her daring. “She could have sacked you for that.”

			“I know,” said Verity, lazily. “But she didn’t. Anyway, I doubt she would.” She wiggled her toes in the foamy water. “She needs me. Now more than ever.”

			I remembered then what she’d been doing over the last few days. “So, tell me about her fiancé.” Part of this was to do with – I hesitated to use the term ‘the case’, but that’s exactly what it was, wasn’t it? But part of it was just sheer, feminine curiosity. “What’s his house like?”

			“It isn’t his. He’s staying with friends – you remember the Delacroix couple, they came to dinner when he did. It’s nice though, a large apartment, quite fashionable.”

			“How did he and Dorothy meet?”

			Verity turned on the hot tap with her long, flexible toes and more water splashed into the bath. She put her foot underneath the stream. “Oh, blast, there’s no more hot water. What did you say, Joan?” I repeated my question. “Oh, some party, somewhere. You know what this lot are like, everybody knows everybody – everybody in their social class, anyway.”

			“It seems a very quick acquaintance on which to get married,” I said, dubiously.

			Verity sat up and pulled the plug, winding it around the bath taps. “Well, apparently, they just fell madly in love.” We exchanged glances and started laughing. I felt a little mean. Poor Dorothy, she deserved a little happiness after all that she’d been through.

			It struck me then that there was one more question I should have asked Inspector Marks. Had Paul Learner been interviewed? Surely he must have been, given that he had been (according to Theda) the young man who had dined with Sir Jacob and Arnold Randolph the night he was killed. Oh, surely he must have been – Paul would have been one of the first the police would have interviewed.

			So why hadn’t Inspector Marks said anything about him to me? But then, he didn’t know of Dorothy’s engagement, so why would he think of mentioning him at all? To me, after all, who, much as I was interested, wasn’t involved in any official capacity with the case. Or did Inspector Marks know about the betrothal? But if he did, wouldn’t he have mentioned it?

			Oh, Lord. My tired head was a muddle. I rinsed my mouth and toothbrush and zipped up my washbag. I’d think on this more in the morning, when I was fresher.

			Verity had already dried and dressed herself. She laid an affectionate arm across my shoulders, our two faces reflected in the bathroom mirror. “How are you, Joanie? You look tired.”

			“I am. Don’t worry about me, V. We’ll talk later.” I realised then that I wasn’t going to tell her about my afternoon tea with Inspector Marks. Not quite yet, anyway. I wanted to hug the memory of his company to me for a few hours longer.

			Out in the corridor we said goodnight and went to our separate rooms. I was just opening my door when I heard Verity exclaim behind me. I turned, eyebrows raised.

			“I’m such a noodle! I meant to say – Tommy called. We’re to go and see him on our next afternoon off, together.”

			“Why, what is it, V?”

			Verity’s eyes sparkled. “He’s got some news for you about your play.”

			My heart gave a great thump. “What – what is it? Oh, what is it?”

			Verity shook her head, grinning. “It’s not for me to say. I’ll let Tommy give you the news.”

			Blast Verity. Oh, blast her. “No, tell me now. Come on.”

			“No. It’s not my tale to tell.” She must have become aware of my furious face because she burst out laughing. “I’m serious, Joan, I don’t know any more than that. Honestly. He just wants to see us, particularly you, because he’s got news about your play. And that’s honestly all he told me.”

			My voice was almost trembling. “Nothing at all? Not if it were good – or bad?”

			My distress must have been obvious because Verity’s tone immediately became more sympathetic. “Oh, Joanie, I am sorry – but I really am telling you the truth. That’s all he said, I promise. I shouldn’t have teased you.”

			I put a fluttering hand up to my chest. “Well, thanks for ruining my night’s sleep. I won’t be able to sleep a wink now, wondering what Tommy’s going to say.”

			Verity gave me a quick hug. “He’s going to say it’s brilliant, because it is. Truly, Joanie, I am sorry. I just didn’t want to forget so I sort of burst out with it.”

			“Humph. Well, I’m going to bed now.” I threw her a glance I hoped was suitably withering and turned away. I could hear her give a rueful chuckle as she made for her own bedroom.

			 

			I got into bed, wound up my alarm clock and turned off the light. My heart was still thumping. My play – my play – what if someone actually wanted it? Oh my goodness, how wonderful that would be. But what if it were the opposite – what if Tommy was going to tell me, tactfully but clearly (I could see his rueful face now), that I just didn’t have what it took to succeed as a playwright? Or that I needed a lot more experience of writing? Or that my play was just simply terrible?

			I turned over in bed and pulled the covers up to my chin. Despite what I’d said to Verity just now, I could feel tiredness overcoming me. For once in my life, I welcomed the approach of sleep, glad for it to drive my thoughts from my head.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The next day, Mrs Anstells and Mrs Watling closeted themselves away for much of the morning in Mrs Anstells’ room, leaving Alice and me to get on with our work in comparative peace. I supposed they were planning the engagement party. I didn’t much care – I had too much to think about in regard to my own life to spare much energy worrying about Dorothy’s expensive engagement party. Although, despite myself, I did worry a little about her. She was a very wealthy woman – and a very vulnerable one. How well did she know this Paul Learner? Was he just, well – what was the term, I’d seen it at the pictures not that long ago – oh yes, gold-digger? Could a man be a gold-digger?

			I was shaken from my reverie by the arrival of the fish boy with his box packed with mackerel and cod for today’s fish pie. As I unpacked the icy fish, I thought back to Verity’s words last night and what Tommy might have to tell me – us – when we saw him in a few days’ time. How could I stand the suspense for that long? It was at least two days before Verity and I could coordinate our time off and, given the extra work occasioned by the engagement party, I didn’t think either Mrs Watling or Mrs Anstells would allow us to bring it forward. Oh well… I undid the greaseproof paper, wound the string around my forefinger to make a neat loop, and put it in the tin box we kept for string and elastic bands on the dresser. I fetched the milk from the refrigerator, butter, salt and pepper.

			“Alice, can you make me up a roux? Do you think you could manage that on your own?”

			As Alice nodded nervously, I reflected that there was something to be said to being constantly busy. It was exhausting physically but at least did mean that there was little time to brood. Thoughts of Theda, Inspector Marks and even of my precious play were all shoved to the back of my head as I mashed potatoes for topping the pie, sauteed greens and runner beans and tried to supervise Alice as best I could. I felt a little guilty. Part of my job was to oversee the scullery maid and try and teach her some cooking, so she could progress in the kitchen if she was of a mind too. I was aware that I’d done very little of that over the past few weeks.

			After lunch, Mrs Anstells requested all the kitchen and waiting staff to gather in the servants’ hall. The four of us waited expectantly as she closed the door behind her and took out a notebook.

			“Well girls, as you know, Mrs Watling and I have been attempting to organise Madam’s engagement party. I’m sure you’re aware that we just cannot cater for the numbers required here, nor indeed, can we host them.” Mrs Anstells cleared her throat and flicked over a page of her book. “We will be hiring the reception room at La Brasserie Dore for the party and waiting staff are included in the price so that at least will ease the work for you three maids.”

			Although I was pleased in a way not to have the responsibility of waiting at the party, a little corner of me was disappointed. La Brasserie Dore was extremely posh. I would have loved to have had a look inside.

			Nancy raised a hand. “Mrs Anstells, does that mean we’re not waiting at all?”

			“Oh goodness, no, you will be working. But you’ll be working with professionals and the workload should at least be spread between you and the team of waiters.

			Nancy and I exchanged a glance. Professional waiters tended to be rather handsome and certainly more poised than the usual hobbledehoys you encountered at a dance, for example. I dropped my gaze before I began to giggle.

			“As for the catering, Mrs Watling and I have agreed that, again, it should be catered through the restaurant. We will be responsible for supplying some of the smaller dishes, perhaps the desserts or the amuse bouchés—” Mrs Anstells turned to Mrs Watling. “Did you want to add anything, Mrs Watling?”

			Mrs Watling was looking very relieved. “No, no thank you, Mrs Anstells. I’ll talk to Joan and Alice individually. I’m sure between the three of us we can manage that sort of thing.”

			Mrs Anstells smiled a rare smile. She wasn’t an unkind woman, but she was very reserved. When I’d first started working for her, I’d been rather frightened of her. “I have no doubt.”

			She went on for a few more minutes, explaining what the plans were, what we would be expected to do, what we would have to wear and how we would be expected to act. It did start to sound like a load of footling nonsense, to be honest – I mean, would it really matter if we wore a print dress rather than a black one with a lace apron in the grand scheme of things? But there – it was for Dorothy, and I could see why she would want everything to be perfect. As I listened further, I even thought it might even be rather fun, especially if we could flirt with the waiters as well.

			Dorothy was dining out again that evening which meant we had less to do than normal. There was enough of the fish pie from luncheon to refashion into a meal for the servants and I did a big bowl of fried potatoes as well, to fill everyone up.

			Verity hadn’t, for once, accompanied her mistress. She sat next to me and we chatted in low voices, our conversation unremarkable under the hum of other voices. All the servants were present at the table, which did make it rather noisier than it would normally have been.

			“So,” I said, leaning towards Verity under the guise of offering her some bread. “What have you found out about Paul Learner?”

			Verity took a slice and began buttering it. “Well, he’s from the North apparently. Harrogate, I think.”

			Who are his family?”

			Verity swallowed a mouthful of bread and wiped her lips with the rough cloth napkins we used for the servants. “I don’t actually know. I think he might be an orphan.”

			“We’ve got something in common then,” I said, wryly.

			“Well, indeed, Joanie. He’s not high born, I don’t think. A gentleman, yes, but not from a noted family.”

			“Has he money?”

			Verity gave me a mischievous look. “Not compared to Dorothy, he hasn’t. I believe he’s coming into wealth at some point. A trust fund perhaps, or an inheritance. Something, anyway.”

			I told Verity of my earlier worry about the speed of the engagement. She immediately became sombre.

			“Do you think I’m being a bit ridiculous?” I asked.

			She shook her head. “No. I have to say I have the same worries. She’s known him for such little time—”

			“And she’s been through so much.”

			“Yes, indeed.” Verity looked troubled. “But, honestly Joan, what could we do? Should we even be thinking this way? I mean, she’s a grown woman. It’s not up to us to police her behaviour.”

			“Yes.” The meal was finishing and people were beginning to get up. I leant further towards Verity. “We’ll just have to trust that she knows what she’s doing.” I thought, but didn’t add, that we had enough worries of our own to be going on with.

			“Yes.” Something about Verity’s tone told me it was the end of the conversation. She got up, briskly brushing the crumbs from her skirt. “Thanks for the meal, Joanie. Lovely food.”

			“Oh, it was nothing.” It was always nice to get a compliment though, goodness knows they were thin enough on the ground day to day. Tommy’s request reoccurred to me. “Can you still get away tomorrow afternoon?”

			Verity nodded. “I should be able to, providing Dorothy doesn’t take it into her head to go dress shopping again. It’s possible, God help us.”

			She pulled a funny face, which made me laugh. “Oh well, I suppose if necessary I can just go on my own. It’s the same pub we’re meeting, right? The Angels?”

			“The very place. Anyway, Joan, I’d help with the washing up, but I have to dash.”

			“That’s fine.” I looked across the table to where Alice was resignedly piling dirty dishes up. “The beauty of having a scullery maid.”

			Verity squeezed my arm. “I’ll talk to you later, Joanie. Toodlepip.”

			I watched her walk from the kitchen, the overhead light catching her hair in a momentarily blaze. Then I sighed and pushed back my chair and went to help Alice with the dishes.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			The next day was fine and warm, although no longer with that breathless, muggy heat that had greeted us when we’d first come back to London. The leaves of the plane trees were beginning to tinge with red and orange and there was a new strength to the breeze. Autumn was on its way.

			I didn’t mind, I enjoyed autumn. The beauty of the trees and those misty mornings when the steam rose from the lakes in the parks. The fogs had been getting very bad though, and I was glad we were venturing out during daylight hours rather than stumbling back home through the gloom at night.

			Verity tucked her arm in mine as we proceeded through the park. “I’ve had an idea.”

			“Oh, yes?”

			“Yes. Why don’t I ask Dorothy if Theda could come and work here? Even if it’s just for the lead-up to the party?”

			I rather thought I’d had that idea already but had never voiced it. I still thought it was a good idea, anyway. “That’s a good idea. Will you speak to Dorothy?”

			Verity nodded. We had reached the edge of the park by now and crossed the road to the usual route we took to the Angels. This time, we paused. A line of policemen stood across the entrance to the road, like sentinels, hands clasped behind their backs, feet planted squarely apart. Clearly the road was closed.

			“Hmm,” said Verity. “I wonder what’s going on?”

			“Let’s just find another way round.” I tugged at her arm.

			“Well, let’s just—” We had reached the nearest officer at this point and Verity smiled up at his broad, red face. “Excuse me, sir, are we able to get down this road?”

			He smiled at her, indulgently. “No, young lady. There’s a demonstration up there and we’ve shut the road to civilians. You two will have to move around.”

			“But what is it—”

			Just as Verity asked that question, there was a roar of sound from up ahead, behind the police cordon, the sound of many male voices shouting. The officer we were talking too immediately swung around to face it, as did his fellow officers. Behind him, I could see a crowd of people coming towards us, half running, half marching, banners held above their heads.

			The policeman looked back at us as his hand grasped his truncheon, visible under his cape. “You girls get out of here,” he snapped. “Go on with you.”

			We didn’t need telling twice. I grasped Verity’s hand and pulled her away from the street. We hurried up the incline of the hill, ignoring the other roads that should have led us to the Angels. I think we both knew we had to put some distance between us and whatever fracas was taking place in Curzon Street.

			“What is happening?” I panted, as we finally found a quieter street.

			“Don’t know. Is it the Blackshirts?”

			The Blackshirts fascist movement had been growing since in recent weeks, possibly months, but we’d been insulated from that kind of trouble out in the country. I didn’t know much about it myself, but they sounded like a thoroughly unpleasant bunch.

			“Who knows?” Verity straightened her hat. “Anyway, I think we can slip down here and take Coleridge Lane and that should bring us out to the back of Charles Street.”

			London was such a maze but an exhilarating one. The main thoroughfares that we had left had been thronged, crowded with people, but this little passageway was quiet; only a thin ginger alley cat to be seen and a crumpled pile of newspapers and brown paper in a doorway that probably concealed a tramp trying to sleep.

			We reached The Angels without further incident and went inside. We were immediately confronted by a melee of actors, all talking and shouting at once, Tommy in the thick of the crowd holding a bloodstained handkerchief to his lip and looking as if he was ready to punch the world.

			“Tommy,” gasped Verity. Both of us ran to him. “What happened?”

			Another actor, who I vaguely recognised as one of the regulars of the group, threw up his hands. He had thick, curly black hair and dark brown eyes – Moses, I think his name was. “We got caught up in the melee. My God, what a palaver! Some great brute of a fascist took a swing at Tommy.”

			“What?” Verity had her arms around her uncle now, hugging him tight. “Are you badly hurt?”

			Tommy took the handkerchief from his mouth. His colour was high, and I could see the split on his lip even in the dimness of the pub’s interior. “Gave as good as I got though, hey, Moses?”

			“That you did, darling.”

			The new actor, Simon Delgardo, pushed forward. “We can’t let those bastards win, can we?” He and Tommy exchanged glances. “I mean, look at what’s happening in Germany. Look at that bastard, Hitler.”

			This was all moving too fast for me, and it seemed so for the landlord too, who shouted over to ‘break it up and take it outside, I don’t need any more trouble.’ The whole mob of us headed to the courtyard, where we took up at least three tables. Simon and Moses went to the bar, and I found myself once more next to Gwen, the wardrobe mistress, whose normally rosy, cheerful face was pale and worried.

			“Joan, my goodness, I was so frightened.”

			“What happened?”

			Gwen twisted her hands. “We were just coming over here, just down Curzon Street, and all of a sudden, there were all these crowds, and people were marching – I think those were the Blackshirts – and then some other people came and started shouting and throwing things – and we were right in the middle—”

			“Who hit Tommy?”

			“I don’t know, Joan, one of the fascists. For no reason at all. I mean, Tommy wasn’t saying anything to him, not that I could see.”

			She looked genuinely upset. I squeezed her arm, as Simon and Moses came back to the table and began to hand out pewter pint pots. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. What a horrible thing to get mixed up in, though.”

			Gwen had tears in her eyes. “They – the Blackshirts – the things they were shouting. They saw Moses – he’s Jewish - and they shouted – oh, it was horrible.”

			This time I hugged her. “I know, it must have been awful. Here, have a drink.” Not for the first time, I wished I smoked. “Shall I get a cigarette for you?”

			Gwen sniffed. “Yes please.”

			I cadged one from one of the stagehands I vaguely knew, Len, and brought it back to Gwen. She took it with grateful thanks.

			“We nearly got caught up in it too,” I told her. “Me and Verity.”

			Gwen tapped ash from her cigarette. I could see the callus on the side of her finger, the one which would rub against the thimble as she worked. “There are so many demonstrations these days. A girl can’t walk the streets in safety. Still—” She looked up and over at where Moses was deep in indignant conversation with Tommy. “Still, I suppose we have to take a stand.”

			“Mmm.” For the first time, I could sense something in the future, something bad, something big. The whole city, the country even, seemed febrile, taut, waiting for something. But what?

			“Try not to worry, Gwen.” The thought of why Verity and I were even there at the pub had quite gone from my mind. I sat there and let Gwen tell me again what had happened and tried not to worry about the future.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Tommy, bless him, insisted on walking Verity and me home. He didn’t have a performance that day – the troupe were rehearsing at the moment – and given the drama of the afternoon, I was very glad he was being so protective.

			We walked in unaccustomed silence for most of the way, and it wasn’t until we reached the entrance to our street that Tommy spoke up.

			“My darlings, in the excitement of the afternoon, I’d quite forgotten why I asked you girls to meet me in the first place.”

			I turned to him, and he laughed at the excitement displayed on my face.

			“Yes, Joan, you talented little thing.” He gave me a big grin. “I have a director interested in your play. Very interested.”

			There was a moment of sparkling numbness and then happiness exploded within me, like a giant golden flower. “Oh Tommy, you don’t mean it? Really? What – who?”

			Verity grabbed me in a hug and squeezed me until I squealed. “Oh, you genius, Joanie, I always knew you could do it! Oh, how marvellous!”

			“But who is it? Tommy—“

			“Let me get a word in edgeways,” Tommy said, laughing. “It’s a friend of mine, Frankie Delaney. She’s quite young but she’s already directed a few plays, not West End, admittedly, but certainly at some decent rep theatres. She’s—”

			She? A female director? I was, if possible, even more thrilled.

			Tommy was still speaking. “She read the play, Joan, and loved it. She said she’s been looking for something a little darker, a mystery, something with more of a thrill.”

			“How marvellous,” repeated Verity. She was almost jumping up and down. “So, she’s going to direct it? Is she?”

			“Steady on,” said Tommy, giving her an affectionate poke in the shoulder. “She wants to meet Joan to start with, that’s all.” It was a pretty big all, to me. “Joan, I know it’s incredibly exciting, but you mustn’t run ahead of yourself. It’s not definite, there’s no certainty – but she does want to meet you.”

			“Oh, I would love to.” I clasped my hands together in a kind of ecstasy. I’d waited for this moment for so long, I wanted this conversation to go on forever, trapped in amber – or if not forever, in a form that I could capture, something tangible, so I could keep it in a keepsake box and take it out now and again, to remind me of how marvellous it felt.

			“So, I’ll tell her you want to meet her?”

			“Of course. I’ll meet her any time she wants, night or day.” Thoughts of time off didn’t even cross my mind. All I knew is that I was meeting Frankie Delaney, by hook or by crook.

			“Wonderful.” Tommy gave me a one-armed hug across my shoulders. “I’ll tell her to write, or telephone.”

			“Shouldn’t I contact her? I mean, she’s bound to be so busy…” And important, was what I didn’t add, but thought.

			“It’s fine, Joan. She has a secretary – I would imagine it’ll be her who calls you. Or I suppose they might write. Just hold fire and it’ll all be fine.” He released me and stood back, regarding me with a smile. “And well done. Well done, you.”

			We all kissed and hugged goodbye – “Mind my poor lip!” cried Tommy in mock anguish – and then Verity and I hurried for the house, waving to Tommy as he made his way back to his digs. At least tonight wasn’t too foggy, or even that cold. We clattered down the steps to the kitchen and let ourselves in.

			“I’ll make cocoa,” I said, as we divested ourselves of our coats, hats and gloves. I still hadn’t really taken in the news, not really. Someone – a director – was actually interested in my play…

			“Cocoa?” Verity snorted. “Cocoa? We should be having champagne.”

			I agreed inwardly, but she made me laugh. “Oh, come on V. We don’t have any, for starters.”

			“Just wait here.” Verity, her eyes sparkling, waved me away from the stove and pushed me down in one of the kitchen chairs. “Just wait here.”

			“What are you doing—”

			“Just wait,” she said, with a flip of her hand, and scurried from the room.

			Chuckling, still lit up from within, I looked around automatically to see if there was anything to tidy, but Alice had done a good job, God bless her. I looked at the clock – it was almost eleven o’clock. I thought about my play. Death at the Manor. Those awful events at Asharton Manor and how they’d lodged themselves in my brain, lurking and swirling down there in my memories, until I could dig them up, excavate them and turn them into something that made sense to me, a story I could write the ending to, the ending I could be easy with…

			Verity hurried back into the room with two brandy glasses, both swirling with brown liquid. She was giggling. “Here, Joanie, let’s drink to your success.”

			“Where did you get that?” I gasped. I didn’t think Dorothy allowed it in the house.

			“An old secret stash of Dorothy’s.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Verity gave me a look, at once both wry, sad and rueful. “I know where she used to hide them, Joan. They’re all gone now, except this one.” She looked even sadder for a moment. “I think – I hope – she’s forgotten this one ever existed.” She handed me one of the glasses and the rich alcoholic fumes swum into my nostrils. “I should move it, really. In fact, tomorrow, I think I will.”

			I said nothing, having nothing to say. The extent of Dorothy’s problem with alcohol still shocked me, a little.

			Verity clinked my glass with hers. “Anyway, congratulations, my beautiful, clever friend. Here’s to the great playwright of the future.”

			It wasn’t just the brandy that brought the heat to my face. “Oh, honestly…”

			“I mean it, Joanie. You’ve done marvellously. You’ve got a great future in front of you. I know it.”

			We drank for a moment in silence. The brandy lit a trail of fire right down to my stomach.

			“What about you?” I said, in a gasp.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, if I’m going to be this great playwright of the future—” We caught each other’s eyes and both of us grinned. “I mean, what are you going to do?”

			Verity leaned back in her chair, cupping the brandy glass with the stem between two fingers, just as if she’d been born to the high life. She gently swirled the liquid within it for a moment, before she answered.

			“It’s funny you ask, Joan. I’ve been thinking about that. About the future, I mean.” She took a small sip. “Oof, that’s good. I can see why Dorothy went astray.” I caught her eye and she smiled, rather sheepishly. “All right, sorry. Anyway. I don’t want to stay in service for the rest of my life, and I certainly don’t want to get married.”

			That was a surprise. “Don’t you?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			I was silent for a moment. Verity frowned slightly, her gaze far off. I wondered what she was thinking and opened my mouth to ask, but something about her demeanour warned me off.

			“Anyway,” she said, as if she’d not just thrown that minor bombshell into the conversation. “I told you I was thinking of having some acting lessons. I’d actually really like to be an actress.”

			This didn’t come as a surprise. Theatre was in Verity’s blood. Not only her uncle, but her mother. The only surprise was that she hadn’t pursued that career to start with. I put that question to her now.

			She gave me a look. “I needed the money, Joan. Something steady, something with accommodation thrown in.” I apologised, hastily. Verity yawned. “Oh, this brandy’s making me sleepy. But yes, I’m going to enquire as to acting lessons.”

			“This is perfect.” I tipped the last of the brandy down my neck. “I’ll write the plays; Frankie Delaney can direct them and you can act in them. We’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

			“Won’t we just?”

			We grinned at each other across the table, in the dying light of the fire.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Of course, that little bit of news made it difficult for me to think of almost anything else for the next few days. I spent my hours in the kitchen in something of a daze; standing by the stove stirring a pot and gazing off into the far distance, alternating with constantly checking that the telephone was on the hook. Although, it seemed likely that Frankie Delaney would write – or her secretary would. Anyway, it was all terribly exciting and more than once, I caught the rough side of Mrs Watling’s tongue for daydreaming when I should have been working.

			There was a lot to think about. Not just the excitement of a director being interested in my play but in the awful events we’d been caught up in that same day. There was a queer tension in London these days – even if you didn’t follow the news, you could feel something in the air, in the louder voices of the men who congregated on street corners, in the darting, wary glances of women hurrying though the streets.

			I saw little of Verity over the next few days. She and Dorothy were always out and about; dining, dancing, attending wedding shows. The date for the party drew ever nearer. Verity was as good as her word, and asked Dorothy if we could employ Theda as a temporary measure. She was given a favourable answer, thankfully.

			I saw nothing of Inspector Marks. The news on the McMullan murder seemed to have gone quiet. I had no idea of whether this was because a lot of things were going on behind the scene, or whether there was no new information at all. I still read the papers, once they’d come down from the drawing room, but there had been nothing at all regarding the Mayfair case for days.

			Theda arrived the next day, with a packed suitcase and a nervous smile. Mrs Anstells welcomed her pleasantly and told me to show her to her room. It was only a tiny one, tucked up under the eaves and she would be sharing with Alice, but Theda looked about her as we walked in with a smile on her face.

			“It’s not as grand as what you’ve been used to,” I said, heaving her suitcase on the bed. “But all us girls are up here together, it’s quite fun.”

			“It’s perfect.” Theda sat down on the edge of the bed, blowing out her cheeks in a sigh. “It’s a relief to be out of that house, to be honest, Joan.” She looked up at me and laughed, rather shortly. “I’ll actually be pleased to get back to work, if you can believe it.”

			“I can believe it.” I showed her the bathroom and told her what her duties would be. She’d act as parlourmaid along with Nancy and help out in the kitchen as necessary.

			“Does Mrs Anstells need me to do anything tonight?”

			I shook my head. “No, I don’t believe so. Put your feet up while you can, I say. Dinner’s in a couple of hours.”

			“Thanks, Joan.”

			She gave me a sweet smile as I turned to leave the room. It was fun to have another girl here, to join our little gang – and yes, the lightening of the workload was also something to be thankful for.

			I was just opening the door when she called me back. “Joan – is there anything I need to know? About the household, I mean?”

			I paused with my hand on the doorhandle. “What do you mean?”

			“Oh, you know – who’s a terror to work for, what’s the mistress like… you know, that sort of thing?”

			“Oh, I see.” The servants’ judgement, that we all passed around between us. “Well, Miss Drew is awfully nice. She’ll probably call you by your first name, in fact, I know she will. You’d better have Verity introduce you properly later.” Theda nodded, her face serious. “Mrs Anstells – well – she expects the best. Not got much of a giggle on. Mrs Watling, she’s fine and dandy too – except when she’s very anxious about a meal. Oh—” I forgot that Theda didn’t even know about the big event coming up. “Oh, Miss Drew’s engaged, did you know? She’s planning a big engagement party.”

			Theda’s eyes widened. “Miss Drew’s engaged? No, I didn’t know.” She smiled. “That’s nice news. Who’s her fiancé?”

			“Well, that’s what’s a little – strange. It’s the man who was at Sir Jacob’s house on the night of the murder.” I regretted saying that so baldly as Theda’s face tightened. “His name’s Paul Learner.”

			“Paul Learner?” Theda looked dubious. “What’s he like?”

			“Well—” I began.

			”He is the man who was at Sir Jacob’s house that night? The one I saw here?”

			“Yes, that’s the one.”

			Theda raised her eyebrows. “Miss Drew can’t have known him long, can she?”

			I made a ‘I know’ face. “Well, yes. I have to say we were all a little surprised. But – I suppose it was a whirlwind romance.”

			“But – is he of good family? What’s his background?”

			“A bit mysterious.” I came back into the room, shutting the door. “Apparently, he’s from up North, somewhere. Yorkshire, I believe. He and Dor – Miss Drew met at a party.” I gave Theda a wry glance. “You’ll find your new mistress does like a party.”

			Theda snorted. “Don’t they all, Joan? Well, I suppose it’s nice news. When’s the party? Are we to work at it?”

			I explained the plans that had been made. Theda nodded.

			“Well, it should be more fun than what I’ve been used to these past few weeks.” She looked sad.

			“I do feel for you,” I said.

			“The police haven’t been in touch for – oh, for days now. They know I’m here, of course.” Theda looked down and sighed. “Still, I suppose they know what they’re doing.”

			“I’m sure they do,” I said, firmly.”

			She looked up and smiled. I could see her visibly pulling herself together. “Still, this moping isn’t getting us anywhere, is it Joan? Are you sure you don’t need me this afternoon?”

			“No, things should be fine.” I looked closely at her. “Although, if you’d like the company, you can always come and join us in the kitchen.”

			“I think I will. Thank you.”

			We walked back down the stairs together. As we passed the telephone that stood in the main hallway, I told Theda about my imminent (I hoped) meeting with Frankie Delaney. Theda’s eyes widened again.

			“Oh, Joan, you dark horse! I had no idea you wrote.”

			“Oh, it’s nothing.” I tried to speak modestly, and not as if I were bursting with pride. “I mean, probably nothing will come of it.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure. I know Frankie Delaney – well, I know of her. I went to see one of the plays she directed – By the Light of the Silver Moon. Did you see it?” I shook my head. “It was wonderful. Quite – quite experimental. But wonderful.” Theda gave me a grin. “Oh, you lucky thing, being so talented. I couldn’t write for toffee, honestly.”

			I was almost squirming under all this praise, but it was agreeable, all the same. “Oh, I don’t know… but I am excited. It’s been such a dream of mine for so long.”

			“We all need a dream,” Theda said, suddenly serious. “Yes, we all need a dream.”

			“So, what’s yours?” I asked.

			Theda grinned again and gave me a wink. “That would be telling.” She clasped her hands under her chin and put on a wistful face, raising her eyes to the ceiling. “Let’s just say it involves a certain young man…”

			“Oh?” I said. “Tell me more.”

			Theda laughed, resuming her normal expression. “No, no, I’m only partly serious. There’s nothing to tell. Not at the moment.”

			I nudged her as we walked into the kitchen. “So, there might be more than one engagement in this house shortly?”

			“No! No, well—” She caught sight of the open door to Mrs Watling’s room and shook her head at me. “I’ll tell you later. If you’re good.”

			I laughed. “Very well. The suspense will kill me. In the meantime, let’s have a cup of tea.”

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The rest of the day flew by, no doubt helped by Theda’s extra pair of hands in the kitchen (she did end up helping out after all, despite protests from Mrs Watling and me that she needn’t bother). Dinner for both mistress and servants was served and cleared. The kitchen was tidied and prepared for the morrow in such good time that Mrs Watling called to us to go off duty as she left the house. That left Verity, Alice, Theda and I with a most unexpected free evening.

			Verity rubbed her hands with glee. “What shall we do, girls? The cinema? A walk along the river? Go into town and get horribly drunk?”

			I giggled. “Why not all three?”

			Alice was looking a little alarmed. I patted her arm. “We’re joking, lovey.”

			“I’m not,” said Verity.

			“She might actually not be,” said Theda, laughing. “If I remember correctly…”

			“Oh, come on, you spoilsports. When do we ever get a night off, all of us together? Besides, we ought to celebrate Theda’s new job.”

			“That’s true.” Theda was nodding. “There must be a nice pub around here, or a café?”

			I would have suggested The Angels, but the memory of what had happened last time we went there had soured the place a little for me. I knew it was ridiculous but being caught up in that demonstration – or public fight, as I privately termed it – had shaken me.

			“How about the King’s Head?” Verity named one of the local public houses. “That’s quite respectable. And they do a singsong, now and again. Don’t they, Joan?”

			I concurred. “Yes, we could go there. Why not?”

			“Lead on then,” said Theda. She tipped Verity a wink. “Presumably you’re paying, V?”

			“Oh, ha ha. One round each, thank you very much.” She smiled at Alice, the most poorly paid out of all of us. “Except you, Alice, don’t worry.”

			 

			Alice and I quickly changed out of our uniform – Theda and Verity of course, were already in their day clothes – and we repaired to the pub in high spirits. The fog wasn’t too bad tonight and we walked in twos, Verity and I arm in arm, Theda and Alice likewise. The pub itself wasn’t very busy, which I was glad about. We vaguely knew the barmaid, Ethel, having been in here before and she gave us a nod as she saw us walk into the bar. It was a respectable place and the lack of many other patrons meant I hoped we wouldn’t be approached by any rough men. There was safety in numbers anyway.

			Verity had bought the first round of drinks and we sat at a corner table, by the fire. We were drinking and gossiping when another pair of girls walked in. I recognised the face of one without being able to put a name to it, but Verity raised an arm and waved the two of them over.

			“Hello, Meg! Come and join us.”

			Meg, of course, the lady’s maid at the Randolph household. I joined in Verity’s invitation, indicating the empty seat to my right.

			Meg plumped herself down with a pleased, toothy smile. Her companion was a little blonde girl, who was obviously known to Alice as they began twittering away to each other right away.

			“This is nice, girls. I don’t often see you in here.”

			“We’ve escaped for the evening,” said Verity, grinning. “Let me introduce you to Miss Samuels, she’s just begun working for us.”

			“Theda, please,” said Theda, shaking hands with Meg.

			“Meg works for the Randolphs,” said Verity.

			“Oh?” Theda’s face darkened. “For – for Mr Arnold Randolph?”

			“Well, for his wife, really.” Meg looked at our drinks on the table. “I must get us something—”

			“No – no, please. I’ll get them. What would you like?” Theda pushed herself out of her chair.

			Meg looked a little startled at her abrupt tone and movement. “Oh – oh, well – just a lemon squash please.”

			“Fine.”

			Theda stalked off towards the bar. Meg turned to me and Verity with a worried look. “Did I say something wrong?”

			I patted her on the arm. “No, you didn’t. Don’t worry.”

			Verity and I exchanged glances – do we tell Meg the background? After a moment, Verity gave me a slight nod.

			“Theda was working for Sir Jacob McMullen – she was his housekeeper.” I glanced at the bar, wondering how much I should say. Theda was still waiting to be served.

			“Oh,” breathed Meg. “Oh, how silly of me, I should have guessed. I saw her name in the papers after it happened. Is she very upset?”

			“I’m sure she’ll be fine. It’s not your fault, after all.” Meg was still looking worried, so I patted her again. “We won’t talk about it.”

			“Oh no, of course not. Not if it upsets her. Well, it would, wouldn’t it?” Meg bit her lip. “It’s funny you being here because, well—”

			She stopped talking. Both Verity and I leant forward. “What is it, Meg?”

			She cast a nervous glance towards the bar, and I followed her gaze. Theda was handing money over to Ethel.

			“It’s just, Mr Arnold, he had to speak to the police. I mean, today. That’s partly why I could come out today, and Agnes too.” I assumed Agnes was Alice’s friend, as we hadn’t actually been introduced. “Madam was in a bit of a taking and she told us to get out of the house for the evening.”

			This was interesting. But damn it, Theda was making her way back with a tray of drinks and I knew we couldn’t really discuss anything in front of her.

			Meg shifted a little in her seat. “Anyway, I’m sure you don’t want to know. Golly, I really need to spend a penny…”

			“Me too,” I said, swiftly, with another lightening glance at Verity. “I’ll come with you.”

			 

			The ladies’ lavatories were up the stairs on the first floor of the building, a steep, black-painted flight with a banister smoothed by years of palms sliding along it, up and down the flight. Meg and I climbed in silence. I glanced around. There was nobody in front or behind me.

			“What did you mean about Mr Randolph being spoken to by the police, Meg?” She looked at me, her face a little flushed from the climb and the heat of the pub. “It’s all right, you can talk to me.”

			She smiled. “Oh, well, I only know what we heard – I mean, we weren’t eavesdropping or anything,” she added, hurriedly.

			I nudged her in a playful manner. “Go on, you know we all listen if we can.”

			She gave a relieved giggle. “Well, Agnes let them into the house – she’s the parlourmaid, you know – and took them into the drawing room.” She dropped her voice in that kind of low, scandalised whisper people use when they want to appear censorious, but who are actually thrilled to have some gossip to pass on. “Master was very upset. I thought for a moment he was going to have them thrown out of the house.”

			“The police?” I pulled a ‘whatever next’ type face. “Did they actually arrest him?”

			Meg looked shocked. “Oh no, no – they just wanted him to ‘help their enquiries’ or something like that. Does that sound right?”

			“Yes, indeed.” We’d reached the Ladies by now and I plucked at her sleeve, drawing her aside from the door. “Just one more minute, Meg. Did you hear what the police wanted to talk to him about?”

			“Well, just that there were – now, what was the phrase? ‘Financial irreg – irregularities – I think that’s what it was. In the business, I mean.”

			“His business with Sir Jacob?”

			Meg nodded, her eyes wide. “Yes, apparently, it’s quite serious.”

			“Fraud?” She looked at me uncomprehendingly and I hastened to explain. “I mean, has he been taking money out of the business without Sir Jacob’s knowledge? Illegally, I mean?”

			Meg pursed up her mouth, her lips bunching over her protruding teeth. “I’m sure I don’t know that, Joan. But Madam was in a right taking afterwards. Screaming and shouting, having the vapours… She kept shouting about it making the papers. Do you think it will?”

			I shrugged. “I really don’t know, Meg. I suppose it might.”

			“Oh Lord. My mum will kill me if my name gets in the papers. I’ll never hear the end of it.” She actually shivered. “That’s why I was sorry to upset poor Theda, it must be just awful.”

			“Mmm.” There were a lot more questions I wanted to ask but the corridor was filling up with people, and there were a few annoyed tuts as Meg and I blocked their way. “Oh gosh, let’s talk later.”

			“I must go, Joan, I’m getting desperate.”

			“Mmm. Sorry.” I stepped back to let Meg get past me to the lavatory door. As I flattened myself against the corridor wall to let people through, I wondered what to do next. I couldn’t very well accost Meg on her way out and start interrogating her once more. But it was intriguing, the things she’d told me. Financial irregularities. What exactly had the police meant by that? Something fairly bad, judging by the Randolphs’ reaction. How could I find out more?

			My comment to Meg about needing the lavatory had been a way to get her alone to talk, but now I realised I did actually need to go. Bother. I sighed and joined the by now ten deep queue, thinking as I stood patiently in line about what Meg had told me.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			We all of us had sore heads the next day, although nothing too bad, and it was more through lack of sleep than too much ale. Dorothy was dining out once more, so the workload was lighter than normal, although Mrs Watling was making ominous noises about beginning to prepare some of the dishes for the engagement party.

			I’d been so swept up in thinking about what Meg had said about the police and Mr Randolph that when Mrs Anstells came into the kitchen, looking forbidding and told me there was a telephone call for me that I stared at her blankly, thinking who on earth could be ringing me?

			“They rang through on the house telephone,” she said, fixing me with a stern eye. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean by having your friends ring you on the house telephone, Joan. I’m surprised at you.”

			The servants were allowed to use the downstairs telephone, which was the one we normally used to make such calls as were needed to the grocer, butcher and other tradespeople. I didn’t think I’d ever so much as used the house telephone, the one that stood in the hallway, let alone received a call on it.

			“I’m – I’m sorry—” I stuttered. “I can’t think what—”

			“Well, you’d best go and speak to them, they’re waiting.”

			I took a deep breath. “Who is it, Mrs Anstells?”

			She was already turning to leave. “A young woman. Her name is Elena Courtwood.”

			Elena Courtwood? I had never heard the name before. “Right, I’ll go straight away.”

			I ripped off my apron, scurried up the stairs and lifted the telephone which Mrs Anstells had laid on the hall table. “Hello? This is Joan Hart.”

			“Oh, Miss Hart, thank you. I’m Elena Courtwood, Mrs Delaney’s secretary.”

			I could see my face in the mirror opposite, eyes stretched wide. “Oh, oh, yes, thank you.” I sounded like an idiot. I straightened up, took a deep breath and spoke again. “Yes, hello. How may I help you?”

			The voice sounded amused. “Miss Hart, I understand that you’ve written a play?”

			“Yes, I have.”

			“And you understand that Mrs Delaney is interested in producing it?”

			I clutched the phone tighter. “Yes – yes, I understand that she is.”

			“Capital. Well, she’d love for you to come along and meet her, talk about the production, that sort of thing—”

			“Oh, I’d love to,” I said, unable to stop myself from interrupting her.

			Elena chuckled. I supposed she was used to dealing with breathlessly excited writers and actors. Hers was a job I could see would be fun. “Thank you, Joan. How would Thursday suit you? About five o’clock? Mrs Delaney should be free by then.”

			I didn’t stop to think about whether I’d be free. “Yes, yes, that would be lovely. That would be fine.”

			“Capital,” Elena said again. She had a rather nice voice, crisp and warm at the same time. “Mrs Delaney will see you at her house. Let me give you the address.” I scrabbled around frantically for a pen and paper. Luckily, the telephone was housed on an elegant little table with one drawer, which I knew held such things.

			Elena gave me an address in Highgate that sounded very grand and reiterated the time of the meeting. I thanked her.

			“Do I – do I need to bring anything?”

			The amusement returned. “No, no, just yourself. We look forward to seeing you then, Joan. Goodbye for now.”

			“Goodbye,” I whispered. I stayed holding the receiver until the line went dead.

			 

			I almost floated down to the kitchen. I was dying to tell someone my news, but Verity was, of course, nowhere to be seen and the other girls were rushing round getting the lunch. Philosophically, I put my apron back on and set back to work.

			It was lucky I was as experienced as I was, because otherwise I would have made a lot of mistakes that day. As it was, I let my hands do what they needed to do and let my head fill with wonderful anticipation. Imagine, I was actually going to meet a director who was interested in my play! I’d dreamed and dreamed about this moment for so long… it made all those long hours of sitting down with that old typewriter, hours when all I really wanted to do was rest and sleep – it made all of those painful, hard-won hours worth it.

			I wondered what Frankie Delaney was like. I really must find out more about her and her career before I met her. I could just imagine her quizzing me about her plays and me being unable to answer – how mortifying. No, the first chance I got, I would do some research. It might also be worth me meeting or speaking with Tommy, to see if he could give me any advice.

			“Joan!” I jumped as Mrs Watling shouted across the kitchen at me. “That pan is about to boil over. Come on, look lively girl.”

			I was glad my face was flushed from the steam from the pot. Muttering an apology, I heaved it off the range and averted a crisis. Come on Joan, concentrate. You’re not a famous playwright just yet.

			That thought made me chuckle to myself. Heeding Mrs Watling’s warning to pay attention, I shoved any thought of the theatre, Frankie Delaney, Hollywood and fame to the back of my head and tried to concentrate on the job that actually paid me money.

			 

			It wasn’t until Verity got back that afternoon that I could finally come out with the great news. She came into the kitchen for a tea tray – Dorothy was relaxing up in her bedroom – and I seized the opportunity to carry it up with her, gabbling in excitement all the way.

			Verity was unbeatable for revealing something exciting. She squealed and clapped her hands together like a circus seal. “Oh, Joanie, how wonderful! How exciting! You must be thrilled.”

			“I am. I keep having to pinch myself.” We had come to Dorothy’s bedchamber by now and Verity took the tray from me. Her eyes were sparkling.

			“May I tell Dorothy?”

			Immediately, I was embarrassed. “Oh well… Would she care to know?”

			“Of course. It’s gossip. Also, you know she loves all of that, the glamour, the sparkle.”

			I laughed. “I’m only having one meeting. That’s all.”

			“I know. But please let me tell her. Anyway, you may need her permission if you haven’t got time off for meeting your Mrs Delaney.”

			That hadn’t occurred to me, but I saw Verity’s point. I might be under Mrs Anstell’s authority but of course, the mistress had final say. I conceded. “Of course you can tell her. Do you think she’ll want to talk to me?”

			“Let’s find out.” Verity gave me a wink and inclined her head towards the bedroom door. “Knock on that for me, would you? Let’s see what she says.”

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			The next morning saw me quakingly approach Mrs Anstells to see if I would be able to leave the house for my meeting on the Thursday. Dorothy had been gratifyingly delighted by my news – in her rather languid way, of course – but I didn’t want to have to ask her directly if I could have that extra night off.

			As it happened, Mrs Anstells was in good humour, probably because the house was running so smoothly for once. An extra pair of hands made all the difference, particularly when those hands were Theda’s quick and capable ones. Mrs Anstells gave me permission, although I fear she felt my reason for requesting the afternoon off was a rather queer one.

			“A theatre director? A woman? Are you sure?”

			Mrs Anstells was not fond of the theatre. I assured her that Frankie Delaney was indeed a recognised and respectable theatre director.

			“You’re absolutely certain it’s a woman?” Doubt filled her voice. “Because you hear such awful stories, in the papers. I would worry about you, Joan.”

			Once more, I assured her that Frankie Delaney really was of the female persuasion. Then I thought of a wonderful idea. “Could perhaps Verity come with me, to chaperone?”

			Mrs Anstells cogitated. “Hmm. Well, if Madam is agreeable, I think that might be best. But I hope you’re not going to make a habit of this, Joan. Your job is here, not at some West End show.”

			I smiled weakly, hating her for not even congratulating me on my good fortune and hard work. But I knew she would never understand. I nodded and bobbed a quick curtsey for good measure, although we normally didn’t really bother with that sort of nonsense. It wasn’t the eighteen hundreds, for goodness’ sake.

			It seemed to please Mrs Anstells. She dismissed me with no more than a warning to not neglect my duties and for Verity and me to come straight back from Highgate once my meeting had concluded. I agreed to everything (of course) and returned to the kitchen with a light heart. I was even more pleased to see Verity sitting by the kitchen table, with a heap of mending in front of her.

			“You’re not out gallivanting again today?” I put a cup of tea in front of her without her asking.

			Verity shook her red head, biting off a thread from the wooden spool. “No, not today.” She cast a cautious glance at Mrs Watling, who was basting the lamb joint meant for Dorothy’s luncheon. “She’s gone out with Mr Learner, somewhere East.”

			“East London?” That wasn’t Dorothy’s normal stamping ground.

			Verity shrugged. “No doubt she had her reasons. It’s quite nice to have a sit down, to be honest. I feel as if my feet have hardly touched the floor since she got engaged.”

			“I can imagine.” I got on with peeling the carrots. It was quite a satisfying task, not least as I could put my hands to work while my mind was elsewhere. “Oh, by the way, you’ve got Thursday afternoon off.”

			“I have?” Verity raised her eyebrows.

			“You’re accompanying me to Highgate, for my very important meeting with Mrs Francesca Delaney.”

			“I am?” Verity gave me a grin. “Well, we can’t have you very important playwrights wandering about all over London, getting up to goodness knows what on your own, can we?”

			“Indeed we can’t.” We smiled at each other across the table.

			 

			At that very moment, there was a loud crash from upstairs – it sounded like the front door. There was a confusion of shouts, male voices and a female one – Dorothy’s, I realised, after that first heart-stopping second. Alice screamed. Verity and I leapt to our feet.

			“What in heaven’s name—” was all I heard Mrs Watling say in astonishment as Verity and I ran for the stairs. Where the hell was Andrew when we needed him? At this point a man about the house seemed imperative.

			All these thoughts went through my head in a split second as we gained the main hallway. The front door was wide open, and the autumn wind was gusting through. Dorothy was standing by the front door, hands up to her face. Half on the floor and half supported by a man I didn’t recognise, was Paul Learner, unconscious or dead. Blood sheeted down the side of his face and was already pattering on the floor.

			“Help him, help him, for God’s sake, somebody help him,” Dorothy was saying – shrieking – over and over again. “Can’t somebody help him?”

			The man supporting Paul – or Paul’s body – looked up. He was young, pale behind his fair moustache, with a determined jaw. “He’s been attacked,” he said tensely. “He needs a doctor – immediately.”

			By this time Mrs Anstells was in the hallway and, praise be, Andrew was behind her. For a few moments, there was nothing but noise and confusion as they both took in the scene. Paul Learner was beginning to make noises, awful groans sounding as if they were being wrenched out of him, but I was glad, because that meant he was alive. Verity and I hurried to do Mrs Anstell’s bidding as she phoned for the doctor herself.

			Andrew and the other young man carried Paul into the drawing room. His head was still bleeding badly, although I remembered someone telling me – had it been Inspector Marks? – that head wounds do bleed copiously and often look worse than they are. As they lifted him onto the cream silk of one of the chaise-longues, I hurried forward, whipping off my (thankfully fairly clean) apron.

			“Put this under his head,” I said, giving it to Andrew. “I’ll go and get towels and blankets.”

			No one thanked me, of course, but they were all too occupied. Verity had seated Dorothy on one of the other sofas and was holding her smelling salts under her nose. Did she carry them about with her? I had no time to wonder more as I hurried from the room to the linen cupboard.

			By the time I returned, as quickly as I could, things had calmed somewhat. Dorothy was lying back, looking white and ill, but her hysteria had subsided. Normally, Verity would have calmed her nerves with a brandy or a glass of cognac but of course she couldn’t do this anymore. I tried to signal with my eyes across the room that I would go and make some hot, sweet tea.

			The fair young man crouched by Paul and put a hand on his shoulder. “Buck up, old man. The doctor will be here in a jiffy.”

			“What happened, sir?” I suppose it was impertinent of me to ask that out of turn, but I couldn’t help myself. Luckily, Mrs Anstells had left the room by this point to answer the doorbell – to the doctor, I hoped it would be.

			“Poor fellow got coshed at the demo. What a thing! Thought we were never going to get out of the crowd.”

			Demo? My face must have shown my confusion as he added, “Anti-fascist demonstration, what? We thought we’d show our support, got more than we bargained for, as you can see.”

			Well, that made a little more sense. I remembered Verity and I being caught up the same sort of melee only a few days before. I wasn’t able to articulate anything in response because by then the doctor had entered the room. He was a tall gentleman and rather snappy with it, quite intimidating.

			“Everybody out of this room, please, except the patient and Miss Drew. Come on, out now.”

			“My maid,” said Dorothy, faintly.

			The doctor saw Verity waiting. “What? Oh yes, you can stay young lady, if your mistress requires it. But otherwise, I must insist on this room being cleared.”

			Her hand to her bosom, Mrs Anstells hurried forward to the fair young man who heaved himself to his feet. “Do come with me, sir. I’m so sorry, I don’t have the least idea of your name.”

			“It’s Martin, Martin Cranford,” I heard him say as she chivvied him past me. “I’m a friend of Paul’s. And now of Miss Drew, of course.”

			As I followed them, I glanced back at Verity who was now bathing Dorothy’s brow with a moistened handkerchief. Did she carry one of those around too? She caught my eye and gave me the minuscule nod with which we let each other know, silently, that everything was all right. I returned the gesture and went to leave the room, the pale, bloody face of Paul Learner the last thing I saw as I shut the drawing room door.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Well, as you can imagine, that dominated the conversation at the dinner table that evening. Verity hadn’t yet appeared – no doubt she had her hands full with Dorothy – but Andrew and I were pressed for details by a wide-eyed Alice and Theda, with Mrs Watling scarcely less curious, although she only asked us questions once Mrs Anstells had left the table and gone to her parlour.

			“What a to-do! Poor Mr Learner. It’s not safe to walk the streets, I’m sure it’s not.”

			“He was proper roughed up,” said Andrew, draining the last of his tea. “Nasty knock. Hope he doesn’t have concussion.”

			“What did the doctor say? Does anybody know?” Mrs Watling really did look quite upset.

			I had to admit that I knew nothing more. “I’m sure Verity will let us know once she comes down.”

			Theda had been silent during this exchange. Now she spoke up. “It does sound a bit awful of me, but I wonder if they’ll have to postpone the wedding.”

			Actually, it had occurred to me. “I suppose we won’t know until – well, until we know how badly injured he is.” There was a short silence, in which I could hear footsteps on the kitchen stairs. A moment later, Verity came into the room, looking exhausted.

			Mrs Watling jumped up. “My dear, you look all in. Come and sit down and have a bite. How is poor Madam? Is there any news on Mr Learner?”

			Verity flopped into a chair. “Madam’s asleep now, the doctor gave her a sedative. He’s stitched the cut on Mr Learner’s head – it wasn’t as bad as it first looked, thank God.” She cleared her throat after a frown from Mrs Watling and amended her sentence. “I mean, thank goodness.”

			“That’s good,” I said. “Will he go to hospital?”

			Verity shook her head, raising her hands to her face to try to rub away the lines of fatigue on her forehead. She smoothed each forefinger over her coppery eyebrows. “No, the doctor said he shouldn’t be moved. He’s to convalesce here – he’s been moved into the Blue Room.”

			“He weighed a ton and all,” contributed Andrew, who had helped carry him up there earlier. Verity gave him an annoyed glance.

			“Yes, yes, I see. Well, we must do what we can to help.” Mrs Watling pushed her chair back from the table and got up, as if wanting to make a start immediately.

			“Madam’s engaged a nurse,” said Verity. “She should arrive tonight, Mrs Anstells said she’d speak to you about it.”

			“Oh yes, well, that sounds sensible. Dear me, I feel quite flustered. What a day it’s been.” Mrs Watling twisted her hands for a moment before pushing her chair in. “You girls clear up in here and get everything ready for the morning. The nurse will want a tray for supper – you know how they are with trays. Well, well, poor Mr Learner. I suppose we must be thankful he wasn’t more seriously hurt.”

			She pattered off to Mrs Anstell’s room, leaving the rest of us looking at each other with rueful expressions on our faces. All except Verity, who put her head down on the table.

			“God, I’m tired.”

			I moved a plate away from her head. “You’ll have gravy in your hair if you’re not careful, V.”

			She groaned and sat up. “I know. Well, we’d better get on.”

			Andrew sloped off to his room while we girls washed up and put the dishes away in a subdued silence. As I scrubbed down and wiped the kitchen table, I heard the doorbell ring and Mrs Anstells hurried out of her room and up the stairs to answer it. No doubt it was the nurse or doctor calling back. I heard the brisk tap of heels across the floor tiles upstairs, gradually fading as they climbed the stairs to the first floor. The nurse, then. I wondered if we would see much of her. In my experience, nurses prefer to keep themselves to themselves rather than mix with the servants. A bit snooty, if you get my meaning.

			Yawning, I set everything out for breakfast and pulled off my apron. “Make sure the fire’s well banked, Alice, before you turn in.”

			“Yes, miss.” Alice hesitated. “Do you really think they’ll postpone the wedding?”

			“I haven’t the faintest idea, Alice. No doubt we’ll know more in the morning.” It was strange to think of a man, a relative stranger, sleeping upstairs next to Dorothy’s room. I yawned again and took one final look around the kitchen, making sure all was shipshape. “Well, I’ll turn in. Goodnight.”

			 

			I climbed the stairs, thinking over the drama of the day. Would Dorothy postpone the wedding? What happened if Paul Learner was – well, badly brain-damaged, or worse, died? No, surely he would be in hospital if that was the case. I found myself hoping quite desperately that he wouldn’t die – not just because it would be a tragedy, because he was young and seemed a decent sort of chap, but because of what it would do to Dorothy. She’d been through so much death and misery in her life and all the riches, jewellery and property in the world would never really make up for losing her entire family in such dreadful circumstances.

			The bathroom was free and the fire inside still just about alight. I poked it up to the last red coals and washed my face at the basin. The weather was definitely beginning to turn now – autumn was here, and you could feel the chill breath of winter in the drafts whistling through the gaps in the window frame. Shivering, I adjusted the curtains, which didn’t do much as they were just thin muslin.

			A hot water bottle would have been lovely, but I just couldn’t face the trek downstairs and the long, cold wait on the kitchen tiles for the kettle to boil. I went to my room, snuggling down beneath the blankets and counterpane, pulling it up over my head and breathing until the bed felt a little warmer.

			The wind dropped but the rain increased. Now I was beginning to warm up in my bedclothes, it had a cosy sound to it as it was thrown in spatters on my bedroom window. It made me think of the night Sir Jacob had died – hadn’t Theda said that it had rained solidly that night too? His murder now seemed something far back in history, given all that had been going on in our lives since he died. Sleepily, I tried to fit together all the pieces of the puzzle that we –  Inspector Marks, Verity and I, and Theda had discovered..

			Sir Jacob had been contacted by someone claiming to be his illegitimate son, Theodore Sumners from – where was it? – oh yes, Taddistock in the North. From the sounds of it, Sir Jacob had at least met him once. Hadn’t Meg said that Arnold Randolph had warned his friend and partner about someone? What had she said she’d overheard? Despite my tiredness, her words came back to me as clear as water. “Ever so loud, that’s how I could hear him. ‘I’ll see who I want to see,’ he was saying, ‘It’s nothing to do with you, Arnold,’ and I could hear the master trying to calm him down – he was saying ‘Jacob, all I’m asking for is a little caution’”

			Could he have been talking about Theodore Sumners? But hadn’t Meg suggested it was a woman the two men were talking about? Now I was beginning to confuse myself. And what about the conversation Meg and I had had at the King’s Head? She’d said that the police had interviewed Arnold Randolph about the company accounts, hadn’t she?

			I yawned and stretched an arm out to turn off the bedside light. Was I missing something? Could there be another person involved, someone we didn’t know about yet? I thought about London as it was at the moment – the air of danger, of volatility. Why, we’d seen that just today, hadn’t we, with poor Paul and his injury?

			A head wound. A thought flashed across my mind, something intangible, too quick for me to comprehend properly. Oh, heavens, I was too tired for this. I put all thoughts of the murder out of my head and snuggled further under the covers, closing my eyes.

		




		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			The next couple of days were busy, what with having two extra people in the house, and with the doctor and various friends of Dorothy and Paul calling at all hours to see how the invalid was. More than ever, I was glad of Theda’s help in the kitchen. Mrs Anstells had her working partly under Mrs Watling and partly under herself, so whilst Theda had to assist Nancy with the parlourmaid duties, she also was able to give us a much-needed hand in the kitchen.

			I was even more thankful for her when I realised that if Theda hadn’t been there, there would have been no suggestion that I could have Thursday afternoon off to attend my meeting with Frankie Delaney. As it was, I was on tenterhooks to see if Mrs Anstells would still let Verity and me go, although she had agreed. If she had reneged on her word, I wouldn’t have wanted to bother Dorothy for her permission, given the circumstances. But, after me worrying myself half to death over it, all was well, although Mrs Anstells told me I would still be expected to help with dinner when I returned.. We were given leave from three o’clock that afternoon, which gave us good time to dress in our best and make our way across London to Highgate. Alice, Theda and Nancy were excited for us, asking silly stuff like, did we think we’d see any film stars and Theda making a crack about being aware of the casting couch. Silly idiots.

			It did make us smile though. Just as well, as it was a foul day, a bad combination of high winds and pouring rain. Within minutes, my umbrella had inverted itself and Verity had been splashed all over her good shoes and stockings by a passing taxi.

			“Damn it!”

			“Let’s take the Tube.”

			We hurried as fast as we could safely go down the wet steps. We were out of the rain down here at least, but the press of bodies on the platform, all packed together in wet clothes, made it seem as steamy as a jungle. We waited for the guard to open the gates and struggled into the carriage along with what felt like half of London.

			At Mornington Crescent station, the crowd eased a little and Verity and I were able to find seats.

			“So, tell me about Frankie Delaney,” she said, trying to re-pin her wet hair. “It’ll be good practice for you before you see her.”

			I was happy to elaborate. I’d stayed up a little late the night before to go over all my notes, as if I were preparing for an exam.

			“Well, she’s thirty-five and she’s directed two plays, By the Silver Light of the Moon, which was about a doomed romance, I think, and November, which was about the war and what happens when a young soldier comes back—”

			“I’ve seen By the Silver Light of the Moon. It was very good.” Verity paused for a moment. “Why didn’t we go together?”

			“Couldn’t get time off at the same time, no doubt. Anyway, I didn’t realise this when Tommy told me about her, but she’s actually directed a short film too, part of a collection with some other artists. But it was only shown at an exhibition, so it wasn’t in the cinema, as far as I know.”

			“A film.” Verity clasped her hands together. “Oh Lord, Joan, imagine if your play gets made into a film. How exciting that would be.”

			“That would be a dream come true. Just think, you and Tommy could have a part in it.” That recalled to me Verity’s ambitions for herself. “Have you booked those acting classes yet?”

			Verity snorted. “What do you think? I’ve had all my time taken up with making sure Dorothy doesn’t hit the bottle again.”

			It was unkind of me, but I giggled. “Right, well, don’t delay too long, will you? I may need actors sooner rather than later!” That made us both laugh. I looked up as the train drew into a platform. “We have to change here. Come on.”

			The next train, which would take us straight to Highgate Station, was very much less busy and we got seats straight away.

			“What else?” asked Verity.

			“Um – well, she’s married to a photographer, Raymond Delaney. He’s awfully highbrow, I think, but I haven’t had a chance to find out much about him.”

			“Do they have children?”

			“No, I don’t think so.” The rattling train was slowing down as we approached our final destination. “Oh help, V, we’re here. I’m terribly nervous. What if she doesn’t like me?”

			Verity gave me a squeeze as we stood up to disembark. “Don’t be silly, you noodle. Just be yourself, you love your play. Be passionate about it.”

			 

			This was all good advice but as we climbed the steps to the exit, I could feel my stomach tightening and the palms of my hands become slippery beneath my gloves. At least the rain had stopped, and I confronted the rough map I’d drawn after checking the address Elena Courtward had given me.

			“Fancy, they’re right on the edge of the Heath. And they say the arts don’t pay well.” Verity looked at me with a grin. “Come on, let’s go. We’ve still got twenty minutes before five.”

			I had only been to Highgate once before, when Verity, Tommy and I had been for a picnic on Hampstead Heath. Coming from the smog and dirt of the centre of the city, this was like being in the countryside. Large oak, elm and beech trees lined the streets, dripping onto us as we walked beneath them. The air felt measurably cleaner and fresher than the fog and smoke of Mayfair.

			I think I had been expecting a large Georgian mansion, edging the Heath, like many of the ones that we saw as we hurried along the damp streets. The house of Mr and Mrs Delaney turned out to be one of startling modernity; a square white box with metal-framed windows and stark black and white tiles leading up to the front door which was flanked on either side by two rather ugly sculptures. The sculptures were of vague female figures but twisted and deformed as if caught in a fire.

			I took a deep breath. “Do I look all right, V? Is my hat straight?”

			“You look charming. Go on, go and ring the doorbell. I’m right behind you.”

			I did as I was bid, my heels clacking against the hard tiles of the footpath. The doorbell was a modern chromium one. Not ten seconds after the sound of the bell chime died away, the door opened – I gulped involuntarily – and a tall, young woman with a very modern haircut stood there. It was dark brown and glossy and cut in geometric angles against the sides of her face. She was wearing a very smart, very black suit and held a clipboard in her hand.

			“Mrs – Mrs Delaney?” I faltered.

			The woman flashed me a bright smile. “No, I’m her assistant, Elena Courtward. Elena. We spoke on the telephone – you must be Miss Hart?”

			I could feel Verity standing close by me, just behind me and her presence gave me courage. “Yes, yes, that’s right. I’m Joan Hart.”

			“How lovely.” She gave me a brisk handshake.

			“This is my friend, Miss Verity Hunter.”

			“Delighted.” Elena gave Verity a slightly sharper glance than she had given me. It happened sometimes – we had been in the papers ourselves once or twice after various cases in the past and Verity was very much more memorable in looks than I was. “Do come in, both of you.”

			 

			We followed her through echoing corridors, past walls hung with some very dramatic photographs of landscapes, or portraits, most enlarged to huge proportions. I caught sight of a picture of – could it be? – Greta Garbo, sprawled on a white fur rug and gasped, but we were whisked past it too quickly for me to be absolutely certain.

			“I’m just taking you through to the studio,” said Elena Courtward, over her shoulder. “Mrs Delaney’s just running through some scripts. Come through here.”

			We walked into a huge glass-walled room which seemed to run the whole width of the house. Out of the window at the back, I could see a formal but small garden, with low clipped box hedges and winding paths of white marble chips, with another of those strange sculptures placed bang in the middle. There were blazing spotlights in the ceiling casting pools of light on the parquet floor, which was polished to such a bright shine that the effect was quite dazzling.

			A woman was sitting at the far end, bent over a very modern type of table, but as we approached her, she got up and strode towards us. I gulped again.

			“Frankie Delaney,” she said, holding out her hand. She had one of those assured, upper-class voices that immediately made you stand to attention. “Thank you for coming.”

			I began speaking, stumbled over my sentence, cleared my throat and began again. “Thank you so much for seeing me, Mrs Delaney.”

			“My pleasure. Our new playwright,” said Frankie Delaney with a glossy smile. “So pleased to meet you. May I call you Joan?”

			“Of – of course.”

			“You must call me Frankie. And who’s this?” She looked beyond my shoulder to where Verity was standing and lifted one eyebrow.

			I hastened to introduce her.

			“Charmed, Miss Hunter. You have an interesting face. Yes, very interesting. Are you a model?”

			Verity laughed. She sounded much more at ease than I was. “No, I’m a humble lady’s maid.”

			Frankie smiled. She had very white teeth that shone even more brightly under the spotlights. “Well, I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, both of you. Elena, my dear, would you make us some coffee?” She put an arm around both Verity and my shoulders and swivelled us around until we were facing the table at which she’d been sitting. “Now, come on, girls. Let’s sit down and have a proper old chinwag about this marvellous play.”

		




		
			Chapter Thirty

			It was hours later and fully dark by the time Verity and I were released from Frankie’s house, stumbling out into the windy night with her cheerful goodbye shout ringing in our ears from the doorstep. We said nothing to each other until we were around the corner from the house and then we exchanged glances that were at once impressed and appalled.

			“God,” said Verity, beginning to giggle. “She’s a force of nature.”

			“You can say that again,” I concurred, rather weakly. I felt as if I’d just escaped from the clutches of a glamourous, friendly tornado.

			“She liked your play, though.”

			“I know.” That was the most marvellous part. I pinched myself through the thickness of my coat. “V, it’s like a dream. Did that really happen? Were we really there?”

			“We were there all right. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep all night from all that coffee. We’re lucky we had that martini just before we left, or I’d be running home all the way to Mayfair.”

			I began to laugh. The coffee Elena had brought us had been exceptionally strong; hot, black and with a kick like a donkey. Frankie had prepared martinis for us herself in the half an hour before we left but I was unable to feel much of the alcohol as my brain was still clearly processing the coffee.

			We scurried down the steps to the Underground, gabbling all the way about the evening we’d had. Frankie was – oh, lucky me – indeed interested in directing my play and we’d spent a good half an hour (on the second cup of coffee) talking about possible castings, which theatre would be suitable, what sort of run we might expect. It was all deeply thrilling.

			There hadn’t been any mention of payment so far, but perhaps that was normal. I would have to ask Tommy.

			The excitement of it all saw us home almost oblivious to the terrible weather. The rain had returned and the wind was flinging it in sheets across the pavement. Gasping, we finally made it to Kempton Street, and plunged down the basement stairs to gain access to the warm, dry kitchen.

			“What was it like? How did you do?” were Alice’s first words to me before I’d even got my hat and coat off.

			“Did you see any famous actors?” was Nancy’s contribution.

			“I hope it went well,” said Theda but there was a dullness in her voice that made me look at her sharply. She caught my eye and gave me a minute shake of the head. I could read her meaning easily. I’ll tell you later.

			Well, it didn’t stop me for long. I plunged into a recital of the exciting time we’d had and what we might expect in the future with Nancy and Alice making a very satisfying audience with lots of ‘oohs’ and ‘she never did’ and ‘you lucky thing, Joan’.

			“She’s not lucky,” Theda said suddenly, flashing me a smile. She took off her apron and dropped it into the dirty washing basket that stood by the larder door. “She’s talented.”

			She gave me a pat on the arm as she left the room, and I smiled my gratitude at her.

			“Oh, Joan, you’re back. Good girl. How was it?” Mrs Watling bustled into the room with her cook’s book under her arm. “Now, I know you’re not working tonight but my goodness, these girls have been run off their feet with everybody here. Are you able to give them a quick hand with dinner?”

			I suppressed a groan with a sigh. Talk about a change in fortune. But my real work was currently here and it wouldn’t do to make a fuss… “Of course,” I said, trying not to sound too annoyed.

			As it was, between Alice and I, we got everything done quite quickly. Paul Learner had regained consciousness, I was glad to hear, and needed an invalid’s tray. Alice took care of the nurse’s one, whilst I prepared Dorothy’s, who would apparently eat hers in Paul’s room.

			It was amazing how quickly the excitement and glamour of the hours spent with Frankie Delaney dissipated once I was up to my elbows in dirty water in the sink. It felt like even more of a dream. I replayed the conversation we’d had in my head over and over again, trying to pin it down, trying to remember every word we had spoken. Had I sounded confident, knowledgeable, eager to work? I hoped so.

			I did as much of the washing up as my conscience would allow me and then left Alice to finish up. I was tired now and climbed the stairs to my room, yawning. Verity, bless her, had slipped a hot water bottle into the bed for me and wound my nightdress around it, so it was warm to put on. I poked up the fire and settled myself into bed, resting my feet on the slippery satin cover of the water bottle with a sigh of satisfaction. Tired as I was, I meant to read a little tonight, conscious that I’d been neglecting that interest of mine for a while. After all, how could I hope to be a good writer if I didn’t read?

			There was a light tap on my door five minutes later and I raised my head, pulled from the chapter I’d been perusing.

			“Yes?”

			“It’s me,” said Theda’s voice. “May I come in?”

			“Of course. I’m already in bed though.”

			“Best place to be,” said Theda, coming into the room and shutting the door. “I’ll be heading that way myself in a moment.” She hesitated for a moment. “I just – I just wanted to talk to you about something.”

			“What’s that?” I asked, trying not to sound uneasy.

			Theda sat down on the end of the bed, pulling her cardigan more firmly around her. “Gosh, it’s chilly in here.”

			It was, even with my little fire, but I was used to it and besides, I had my hot water bottle. “What’s the matter, Theda?”

			She dropped her gaze to her lap. “It’s – well – I’ve been thinking. About Mr Learner.”

			I waited for her next sentence, but she remained silent. “What about it?” I prompted.

			“Well, it’s just that he was the one dining with – with Sir Jacob the night of – of his death. You know.” I nodded. “I mean, I know the police seem to think that he’s nothing to do with it but—”

			She stopped talking, her fingers plaiting themselves together in her lap.

			“Do you think he had something to do with it?” I asked, quietly.

			Theda looked at me. “No – well, no, I don’t. I mean, would Miss Dorothy be marrying him if she thought he was a murderer?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Exactly. And the police haven’t – well, they’ve left him alone.”

			“Yes.”

			“Well – it’s just—” It wasn’t like Theda to be so reticent. I nodded again, trying to urge her to speak. “Well, it occurred to me that – well, Joan – what if that head injury he got in the street wasn’t an accident?” She shook her head, as if impatient with herself. “What am I saying - I know it wasn’t an accident. But what if it was nothing to do with the fascists - what if it were…”

			She trailed off. In a leap of intuition, I saw what she was trying to say. “You think it might have been something to do with the murder?”

			She leant forward, her dark gaze holding mine. “Yes. Well, I don’t know. It’s just something that occurred to me, earlier.”

			“Hmm.” As it happened, I could see exactly why she would think this. I was surprised it hadn’t occurred to me, given my history, but there’d been so much to distract me… Out loud, I said, “Well, I can see why you might think that.”

			“It’s been worrying me half to death,” confessed Theda. “I didn’t know if I should say something – and if I did, who on earth would I say it to? Miss Dorothy? Mr Learner himself?”

			“Yes.” I said nothing else because I was thinking hard.

			“What do you think I should do? Should I even mention it? Because if it’s true – I mean, if I do have the right idea – well – he could still be in danger.”

			“Yes.”

			Theda frowned, putting her fingertips to her forehead. “I don’t know if I’m letting my imagination run away with me, to be honest.”

			“Well, I can see how you might be feeling. After all you’ve been through.”

			She gave me a grateful look. “I knew you’d understand, Joan. As it happens, I have felt much better working here, with you girls – but then, this has just raked everything back up again.”

			I patted her shoulder, leaning forward over the counterpane. “I understand that.”

			“So, what do you think I should do? If anything?”

			Frankly, I was stumped. I told Theda as much. “I think we should sleep on it for tonight. We can talk again tomorrow and decide what to do.”

			She gave me a grateful smile. “Well, you’ve taken a weight off my shoulders already. Thank you.”

			“It’s nothing. Go off and have a good sleep, now.” I felt a yawn building and covered my mouth. “Sorry. Anyway, if – and it’s a big if – there is anything in it, poor Mr Learner will be perfectly safe here for tonight.”

			“That’s true,” agreed Theda. “Well, I’ll turn in. See you in the morning.”

			I gave her a tired wave as she exited the room, closing my bedroom door. Then I returned to my book, but the damage was done. I was too tired and too intrigued by Theda’s theory to take in anything from my novel. Slipping my bookmark between the pages (a rather nice stitched one that Verity had made for me once for my birthday), I put the book on the floor by the bed and stretched my hand out to turn off the light.

		




		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			After the excitement of the last few days, the next few passed relatively peacefully. Paul Learner remained ensconced in the Blue Room as Dorothy’s guest, and the nurse attended him. I brought up his breakfast tray one morning, following Nancy who was carrying the tray for the nurse. I observed her – the nurse – with curiosity. She was a sandy-haired young woman, rather plump but strong looking. As she redressed the wound on Paul’s head with quick, efficient hands, I thought about what Theda had told me. I’d said that he would be safe here, and of course, he was. But what if this nurse wasn’t actually a nurse but an imposter – a gun for hire as it were, from the murderer? Could she be the murderer? My thoughts were so absurd they prompted me to giggle and quickly choke off the sound as both Paul Learner and the nurse looked enquiringly at me.

			Verity came down to the kitchen to prepare some beauty preparations for Dorothy. I enjoyed it when she did this, as she did quite regularly – not least because we got to have a good natter as we worked, but also the lotions and potions she made smelled so wonderful. Today, she was making rosewater and Alice and I kept picking up a handful of petals, like tiny pieces of scarlet velvet and holding them to our noses in rapture.

			“Oh, leave off, will you?” said Verity, hitting our hands with the wooden spoon she was using to mix the potion. “I’ll have none left to use.”

			Giggling, we relinquished our booty. Verity got on with shredding the rose petals, while I got on with the rather less pleasant task of chopping onions. Theda was making bread over by the window, lifting the dough and slamming it back down to get rid of the air bubbles. My wrists ached in sympathy with hers.

			As silence fell, ensconced as we were in our own tasks, I thought about what Theda had said. In the dimness of my bedroom, when I was tired and overwrought, it had seemed well within the realms of possibility that the attack on Mr Learner had had sinister intent – more sinister than a street brawl, anyway. But in the warm, busy kitchen, with sunlight falling in a golden shaft from the high windows, it didn’t really seem possible. No, we were clutching at straws, surely?

			Theda covered the rounded dough with a tea towel and set it on top of the range to prove. She hadn’t mentioned anything again to me about her suspicions. It struck me then, with a warm glow, that I was actually becoming the person whom people approached when it came to mysteries and crime. I thought of what Inspector Marks had once said to me. Perhaps I should become a detective? I smiled to myself as I rinsed the chopped onions under the tap. Detective or famous playwright, Joan? Make up your mind. Perhaps I can be both, I thought, giggling a little to myself.

			I’d had a postcard that morning, a dramatic image of a galloping white horse on the glossy front, with a scrawled message from Frankie Delaney on the back. Charmed to have met you on Thursday, my dear. Elena will be in touch once I’ve had a chance to confirm a few things. Keep writing! She’d signed it with a sprawling ‘F’ and ‘D’, rather than her full name. Of course, I’d shown it to the girls, but I wondered whether I was supposed to be doing something in the meantime. Apart from writing. What was I supposed to write? Another play? It wasn’t that I didn’t have ideas, but I didn’t have time… still, the postcard did look awfully good tucked under the frame of my bedroom mirror. I wondered if it were one of her husband’s photographs.

			I heard the doorbell ring and the quick footsteps of Mrs Anstells as she went to answer it. More visitors for Paul and Dorothy, no doubt – there seemed to have been a continual stream of them over the past few days, necessitating extra baking of cakes, biscuits and shortbreads to accompany the endless cups of tea and coffee they seemed to require, not to mention the cocktails and brandy if they called in the evening. Dorothy, of course, didn’t drink and Paul didn’t either currently, given his head injury, but their friends could certainly put it away. I began to heat butter in the pan, ready for frying the onions for the casserole I was preparing for dinner.

			I’d forgotten all about the current visitors, concentrating on cooking, when I heard hurried footsteps on the stairs. Verity came barrelling into the room, her eyes wide. I felt my stomach tense.

			“What’s going on?”

			She said nothing but jerked her head towards the doorway. Theda was off somewhere, probably helping Nancy, but Alice was looking at her curiously, although she was too shy to ask as well.

			I moved the saucepan from the hob and turned the gas off. Then I hurried out of the kitchen.

			“What is it?”

			Verity clutched my arm. “Inspector Marks is here.”

			My stomach managed to both twist and leap at the same time. “No. Why?” Even in that moment, even my vanity knew that he wasn’t here to see me.

			“I don’t know. Come with me, quickly.”

			I still had my apron on, and Mrs Anstells was somewhere near but at that moment, it didn’t seem to matter. Verity and I ran upstairs as lightly as we could, running on the balls of our feet so our heels wouldn’t drum on the stair carpet.

			The door to the Blue Room was ajar. Inside, I could hear Inspector Mark’s distinctive voice – well, distinctive to me – speaking to Paul Learner.

			“We very much need to speak to you in confidence, Mr Learner.”

			Then Dorothy’s voice, no longer languid, as strident and angry as I had ever heard her. “He’s ill, for God’s sake, can’t you see that? Tom, I’m surprised at you!”

			Her use of his Christian name gave me a turn. But they had known each other, hadn’t they? They had even dined with each other years earlier, through all those other awful cases where we’d all been thrown together. And now here we were again, bound together again by murder. For a moment, I felt something that was almost panic. Would I ever be free of this type of drama, this fear, this danger?

			Inspector Marks again. “I’m sorry, Miss Drew.” He sounded stiff – and unhappy. “But I must do my job.”

			“But—”

			“Mr Learner, I won’t ask you to accompany me to the station. As Miss Drew says, you are still unwell. But I must warn you that failure to answer my questions here and now, in this room, will mean that further measures will have to be taken.”

			I held my breath. He meant arrest, I was sure of it. But what had Paul done? It had to be something to do with the McMullen murder, it had to, it was absurd to think it was anything else.

			I was scarcely aware of Verity, standing tensely beside me but she suddenly twitched, and I realised that Nancy and Theda were coming down the corridor, their arms piled with dirty linen. They were gossiping, not loudly, but loudly enough for Verity and me to make frantic ‘shushing’ gestures and accompanied by violent arm motions and grimaces to keep the noise down.

			“What—” began Nancy before Theda, quick off the mark as usual, clapped a hand over her fellow maid’s mouth.

			“Shut up,” I mouthed and the four of us stood in rigid silence, listening to see if the people inside the room had heard us.

			It didn’t appear so. I could hear both Paul Learner and Dorothy’s voice rise in mutual indignation, with Inspector Marks attempting to speak over them.

			“Go downstairs,” I mouthed to the other girls, even Verity. After a quick glance at me, she nodded and shooed the other two in front of her, hurrying them in tiptoed steps towards the stairs. Theda looked back at me with a worried face, and I tried to give her a reassuring smile, waving her away so I could carry on listening, on tenterhooks to hear what was coming next.

		




		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Inside the bedroom, Inspector Marks had regained control. His voice had returned to its normal, measured tones.

			“Mr Learner, we have reason to believe that you have been known by another name in the town in which you lived before. Is that true?”

			“What do you mean?” Paul’s voice sounded rough and angry but with the tiniest thread of something underneath that, something fearful, something tremulous which made me prick up my ears even more.

			How I wished I could walk into the room, begin my own questions… but that was impossible. All I could do was stand here and listen.

			“We’ve been doing some investigation into the places you used to live, Mr Learner. Up North, where I believe you told Miss Drew you came from?”

			There was a moment’s silence. I could feel Dorothy’s bewilderment, even through the thickness of the walls and the painted wood of the bedroom door. Not just bewilderment, but fear – fear that once more, fate would rip her life apart in ways she couldn’t have foreseen. Fear that once more, she was going to lose someone she loved. Despite the distance between us, despite being mistress and servant, a piece of my heart broke for her.

			“What do you mean?”

			There was a rustle within the room. “I mean, Mr Learner, that your name is not officially Paul Learner, is it? I have here a birth certificate in the name of Theodore Sumners.”

			I drew in my breath in a quick, shocked gasp. I remembered that name well, the letter writer who told Sir Jacob he was his long-lost natural son.

			Paul Learner’s voice was shaking now. “And what if I am? There’s no law against a man changing his name.”

			Inspector Marks sounded very measured. “Well, no. But you have to admit, it looks odd, sir. Very odd, to have concealed your connection with the dead man, especially after you were asked about your relationship with him?”

			A slight creak from the end of the corridor made me turn my head. I could see Verity and Theda standing there, both raising their hands in the air in a ‘what’s happening?’ gesture. I flapped a hand in response, hoping they would both stay where they were.

			Now Dorothy was speaking. She sounded as if tears were not far away. “Tom, I don’t see where Paul has done anything wrong. He told me himself he’d taken on a new name.”

			“And you didn’t think to mention this to me, Miss Drew?”

			Even I thought that was a little unfair. So, judging by the snap in her voice, did Dorothy. “I’ve not even seen you! I had no idea you were involved with this case, only from what Paul has told me.” Her voice faltered. “Only what Paul has told me.”

			Verity and Theda were creeping down the corridor towards me. They were close enough now to hear Paul Learner ask, with a rasp, “Are you arresting me, Inspector?”

			The three of us in the corridor exchanged silent but anguished glances. The room within was taut with silence for a moment.

			“Not at this precise moment, Mr Learner. But I’m sure you can understand that we have a lot more questions for you.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“If Miss Drew is amenable to the suggestion, you and I will have a longer conversation regarding the many questions I have, especially regarding the night of the murder of Sir Jacob McMullen.”

			There was another silence. Then Dorothy said, with a sob in her voice, “I don’t object.”

			“Good.” Inspector Marks’ voice softened a little. “Madam, may I suggest you have your maid come and accompany you to your room, or wherever you may feel more comfortable?”

			I looked at Verity. She nodded.

			There was a creak within the room, as if someone was coming towards the door. The three of us in the corridor ran for it on tiptoe, hoping to make the stairs before the door to the Blue Room opened.

			 

			We managed to get to the kitchen unseen by anyone, mistress, housekeeper, police officer or cook.

			“What shall we d—” I began, before Verity pushed me into one of the chairs by the kitchen table.

			“Shut up. Look busy.”

			She pushed a knife into my hand and a handy potato into the other. Everything had happened so quickly I could do nothing but gape at her. Theda ran into the scullery and pulled the door to after her. Verity plumped herself down in the opposite chair to me and snatched up a needle and a piece of lingerie.

			Alice, during all of this, had watched with her mouth open. She’d been rolling out pastry on the side and the marble rolling pin now hung slack in her hand.

			“Alice,” snapped Verity. “Get on with it.”

			By the time Mrs Anstells came into the kitchen, a worried look on her face, the three of us in the kitchen were innocently pursuing our individual tasks, apparently oblivious of the drama unfolding above us. My breathing had almost returned to normal after our panicked dash down the stairs. Verity was a little flushed still, but nothing too alarming.

			“Oh, Verity,” said Mrs Anstells. Worry had stitched a line into her forehead. “Madam needs you. Please go up to her.”

			“Of course.” Verity neatly folded the chemise she was hemming and rose.

			I cleared my throat. To ask or not? To hell with it. “Is something wrong, Mrs Anstells?”

			I could see it was by the bare glance she gave me, hardly acknowledging me. “What? No, Joan, nothing’s wrong. Go on with your work.”

			I bobbed my head. Verity and I exchanged a glance as she left the room. Alice bent her head over her pastry.

			“Where’s Theda?”

			Theda’s shout came from the scullery, determinedly cheerful. “I’m here, Mrs Anstells. Just doing a stock take.”

			Mrs Anstells straightened her cuffs, hardly seeming to have heard her. She swung around and cleared her throat. “Go on with your work, girls.”

			She swept from the room. A moment later, Theda emerged from the scullery. She raised her eyebrows at me, and I returned the gesture.

			“What—” she began and then the kitchen door opened and Mrs Watling bustled in, straw bags bulging with produce from the market.

			“Now then girls, get that kettle on. Honestly, what a crowd there was… such a crush.” She became aware of the tension in the room. “Now, what on earth is the matter?”

			Alice and I stumbled over ourselves to tell her. Mrs Watling looked horrified.

			“Mr Learner? What on earth can he have to do with it?”

			Theda came out from the scullery and shut the door behind her. “He was there on the night.”

			“But I don’t understand,” said Mrs Watling, helplessly. “The police are saying he’s someone else entirely?”

			“They say he’s the long-lost son,” said Theda. She was looking very grim. “So obviously, that gives him a motive for the murder.”

			“But why?”

			I dropped the partly peeled potato onto the table. “Well, for the inheritance, I suppose. Sir Jacob wasn’t married, was he? He didn’t have any other heirs?”

			“Well—” Mrs Watling was obviously lost for words. “Well, I don’t know what to think…” She appeared to recollect herself. “Well, girls, we’ll just have to get on with things. Come on now, we can’t let Madam down, especially now. Oh, poor Madam, she must be in a state—”

			“Verity’s with her,” I said. I was dying to go up and see for myself, see what was happening with Inspector Marks and Paul Learner and Dorothy but for the life of me, I couldn’t think of how to do so. Just then, I heard the bell ringing outside in the corridor and dashed out. It was the one for Dorothy’s room.

			“I’ll go,” I gasped and dashed out before anyone could stop me.

		




		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			It had been a long day and now it was late at night. I wiped the top of the table once more, rinsed the cloth at the sink and hung it to dry over the tap. I surveyed the kitchen. Things were ready for tomorrow, eggs waiting to be broken and scrambled, bread tucked away in the bread bin, oranges (hard won – I’d paid a lot for them at the market) waiting to be juiced.

			I was alone in the kitchen. Mrs Watling had left for her digs and Alice and Theda had gone to bed. It was quite nice to be alone for once. I made myself a cup of cocoa and drank it sitting at the kitchen table, relishing being off my poor feet. Idly, I thought about many things – about Frankie Delaney, about poor Sir Jacob, about Verity and her acting ambitions, about Inspector Marks…

			My dash to be with Verity and Dorothy had come to nothing. Dorothy had been in bed and Verity attending her. We’d exchanged agonised glances across the room but had no time or space to be able to exchange any kind of information. Inspector Marks had departed without a word to me (not that I really expected him to come down to the kitchen) and the nurse was closeted in the Blue Room with Paul Learner. I’d taken myself back down to the kitchen in a dim mood.

			 

			Yawning, I finished my drink and washed up the cup. Tired as I was, I was reluctant to go to bed. It was so pleasant to have a little time to rest and think. I didn’t want to spend what little time I had to myself sleeping, but my eyelids were drooping, so the choice was out of my hands.

			Making my way upstairs, I passed the Blue Room, where Paul Learner was sleeping. Or not sleeping, as I found out. Although the door was shut, I could hear his voice in there, angry and raised enough for me to hear through the door. I held my breath.

			“I am holding my bloody nerve. Can I say the same about you?”

			Who was he talking to? Dorothy seemed the most likely person, but hadn’t Verity said she was sleeping? Had she awakened, gone next door, and for some reason they were having a quarrel? If it wasn’t Dorothy, surely he couldn’t be talking to the nurse in that manner?

			Every single time I overheard a private conversation, I had the same battle with myself. I knew it wasn’t honourable to listen at doors; it was sly and underhand – but on the other hand, how many times had eavesdropping proved useful in the past?

			There was someone in there with him, but they were keeping their voice so low that it was a mere murmur of sound – it was impossible to distinguish tone, accent or whether they were male or female. Whatever they were saying, it obviously included a command to Paul Learner to lower his voice, as he did so immediately, and I could hear nothing else of precision.

			I vacillated, shifting from foot to foot. Should I press my ear against the door, try to hear whatever they were saying a little more clearly? But there was a very good chance of Mrs Anstells coming across me doing so, and the consequences of that would be dire.

			The decision was made for me by a creak of floorboards within the Blue Room. Someone was coming towards the door. As quickly as I could, I tiptoed back down the stairs and around the curve of the hallway wall, out of sight, just as the door opened.

			It closed quietly. I held my breath. Would the mysterious visitor come down the stairs? I drew back even further, into the shadow of the grandfather clock, where the darkness hid me. I could hear footsteps on the stairs, coming closer.

			The person walked past me, towards the front door. I craned my eyes. I could see little in the dimness but then as they passed the hallway window, enough light illuminated their features for me to see who it was, and I quickly pressed my hand across my mouth to stifle my gasp of surprise…

			 

			Later, up in my room, I got into bed and soberly tucked in the blankets about me. It was past midnight, but I wasn’t sleepy any longer. I needed to think. I needed to think like I’d never thought before. I thought of getting Verity, but she would be asleep by now and besides, any conversation we had would need to be handled very carefully. And I desperately needed to talk to Inspector Marks. But that would have to wait until morning.

			*

			“Mrs Watling, may I have a few hours off this afternoon?”

			Mrs Watling, busy basting the pork joint at the stove, turned to me in surprise. “This afternoon? What on earth for?”

			I hesitated. If I told her it was to see Inspector Marks, there would be many more questions, questions that I wouldn’t be able to answer. “Um—”

			“I mean, I’m sure you can. It’s not as if we have a dinner party tonight and Madam’s dining out again.”

			I tried not to visibly sag with relief. I could see Theda and Alice regarding me curiously.

			“Is it to do with the play?” asked Theda.

			I seized upon the suggestion with alacrity. “Yes. Yes, it is. Mrs Delaney wants to talk to me about the casting for the play.”

			Mrs Watling raised her eyebrows. “Well – well, I suppose you must go then. But Joan, I hope this isn’t going to be a regular thing, springing requests for time off onto me. It makes it awfully hard to plan the kitchen timetable, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

			She was a good woman and I felt guilty lying to her. “No, I do understand, Mrs Watling. I am awfully sorry. I won’t make a habit of it.”

			She nodded, mollified. “Well, if that’s that, then yes, after luncheon you may go out. But only until six o’clock. We shall still need your help with dinner.”

			“Oh, thank you very much,” I said, trying to sound sincere. Would I be able to track down the inspector in that short time? If only I could ring – but I didn’t want the whole house to hear what I was trying to do…

			“Very well.” Mrs Watling turned back to continue her attentions to the joint. Theda winked at me from across the room. I winked back.

			 

			Luncheon served to Dorothy, trays taken up to the invalid, servants fed and everything washed up and put away, I was free for a few hours. I hurriedly changed, painted on some lipstick and pinched a squirt of Verity’s perfume. If only she could have come with me, but she and Dorothy had already left, probably to attend another wedding fashion show. Thinking of that, my stomach tightened. If what I thought was correct, then that meant Dorothy would… but no, I wasn’t sure I was correct. I didn’t really know what I was thinking, except that the situation was very bad. Very bad.

			I made my way to Scotland Yard without incident, no demonstrations today and the streets no more than normally busy. I had never been there before and was intimidated by the gleaming reception area and modern fittings. There were many people there; some uniformed officers (I saw a couple of lady officers which made me stop and stare for a moment. Very smart they looked too, in their uniform) and many men in suits. I approached the front desk, where a clerk was efficiently answering innumerable telephone calls.

			Eventually there was a break in the ringing of the telephone bells, and he turned to me with an enquiring look on his face.

			“May I – may I speak to Inspector Marks please?” I wished my voice was firmer and more confident.

			The clerk didn’t turn a hair. “Let me see if he’s available. Please wait for a moment.”

			I waited, feeling my palms dampen underneath my gloves. Please let him be in, please let him be in…

			The clerk spoke to someone who was clearly Inspector Marks on the telephone and my heart leapt up. He turned to me. “Whom shall I say is calling?”

			I gave him my name and he repeated it down the telephone. Then he said “Of course, sir. Goodbye.”

			He replaced the receiver and turned his sleekly oiled head in my direction. “You’re to wait here, Miss. Inspector Marks will be down in a moment.”

			“Thank – thank you,” I stuttered.

			The clerk indicated a bench against the far wall. “Do sit down, Miss.”

			I thanked him once again and made my way to the bench, almost collapsing on it. I straightened my hat and my back and tried to compose myself.

		




		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			“Where have you been?” asked Verity, at dinner that evening.

			“I’ll tell you later.” I tried to indicate, without saying anything, that it was something to be told in private.

			Verity was expert in reading my face. She said nothing more but nodded slightly.

			I carried on eating. I was, remarkably given the circumstances, starving. The dinner was good too, left over roast pork from luncheon, a pot of mashed potatoes fluffy as a cloud, peas and carrots and a thick and meaty gravy. I tucked away as much as could.

			It had been an interesting afternoon. Inspector Marks had taken me to his office, a surprisingly small room. He’d greeted me with warmth and rung for coffee. Then he’d listened to me with his full attention. As I spoke and told him my theories, I chastised myself for ever even worrying about what he would think of me. When had Inspector Marks ever patronised me, or given me to understand he was laughing at me for my little investigations? Never. I really should learn to have more confidence in myself.

			All the same, though, as the evening wore on, I could feel my stomach begin to tighten with tension.

			“Are you certain it will be soon?” Inspector Marks had asked.

			“Yes. I can’t see really that it could be any other way. Not the way things are.”

			He’d regarded me steadily. “I believe you, Joan.”

			“You always do, Tom.”

			We looked at each other across his desk for a long moment. Then he gave a decisive nod of his head.

			“Right, Joan, there’s clearly no time to lose.” He had leant forward over the desk. “Here’s what we’ll do…”

			 

			“Joan. Joanie. Joan.”

			I came to with a start, realising the evening meal was over. Verity was waving at me from across the table.

			She didn’t ask me again if I was all right. She knew something was going on.

			Instead, she asked “Are you free for the night now?”

			“Well—” I should have been, but I had my free hours of the afternoon to make up.

			Verity read my mind. “I suppose you have to make up for earlier today.”

			“Yes.” I had another pressing reason to want to be in the house tonight, but I couldn’t tell her. I felt a qualm. This was the first time Verity and I hadn’t worked together. But Inspector Marks had been adamant. Not a word to any of the other servants, Joan. You understand, don’t you?

			Oh yes, I did. I felt a shiver work down my spine as Alice, Theda and I began to clear the table. I felt tight as a coiled spring and when Theda and I bumped into each other in the scullery doorway, I actually squeaked, idiotically.

			“Are you all right?” asked Theda, looking concerned.

			I tried to smile reassuringly. “I’m fine. Just a bit tired.”

			Alice was looking at me curiously, too. I kept the smile fixed on my face and directed it towards her.

			“We can finish up here if you like Miss Hart.”

			“How many times, Alice? It’s Joan. And no, don’t worry. Let’s all pitch in together.”

			With the three of us working hard, the kitchen was soon clean and tidy. Normally, I would have made cocoa for us all, but tonight I had a pressing reason for the two of them to be out of the way. I had things to do.

			“You girls turn in now. I’ll finish off here. Get an early night.”

			I think they could both tell that something was slightly wrong, but they didn’t take it up with me, bidding me goodnight and filing obediently out of the kitchen. I could hear them talking softly as they made their way up the stairs. I let the murmur of their voices die away before I crept to the back door and unlocked it. Then I padded softly upstairs and did the same with the front door. If Mrs Anstells found me, she’d have my guts for garters, but the stakes were too high for me to worry about this tonight.

			Once I’d done that, I hesitated. Inspector Marks had told me to go to my room and lock myself in, but I just couldn’t do it. I was worried, more than worried, that our hastily made plan would go wrong… and what if I was wrong, about, well, everything? After a moment’s thought, I crept back down to the kitchen.

			No cocoa for me – I had to keep awake. I made a pot of coffee as quietly as I could, thanking providence that Mrs Watling was off the premises and out of harm’s way. I sat for a while, drinking bitter coffee and wondering if I should be doing more. The tension coiled like a snake in my belly, and I kept wiping my sweating palms on my skirt.

			At last, I could stand it no longer. I slipped off my shoes and crept in stocking feet back up the stairs to the hallway. Cautiously I peered around the corner of the stairs. They appeared to be empty. I took a deep breath and…

			There was a creak from the corridor above, from the second floor. After a moment, the darkness of the staircase revealed a deeper patch of blackness, moving stealthily down the stairs, moving so quietly that one would have thought it was a breath of night air, a mere ghost, a trick of one’s eyes. As my own vision adjusted to the dark, I could see the person reach the door of the Blue Room. Straining my ears, I could hear the faint creak of the door handle and the tiny whine of the hinges as the door swung open.

			Quickly, I ran from my hiding place, going on tiptoe up the stairs. The door to the Blue Room hung open. On the threshold, I hesitated, unsure of what to do… But then behind me, I could hear the soft scrape of several sets of feet as the police came up the stairs behind me.

			Then Inspector Marks was beside me, his hand warm on my arm. I looked at him and he gave me a quick, sharp nod. I took a deep breath and pushed open the door while Inspector Marks shone a powerful torch into the dark room.

			Theda’s face looked as white as candlewax in the torchlight, as she turned to look at us. The gleam of the syringe in her hand shone with a flash like a diamond. Paul Learner was lying still on the bed as she bent over him, but, in that frozen moment, it was too dark to see if we were too late to have saved him.

		




		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			“For goodness’ sake, what made you suspect her?”

			We were sitting in Mrs Watling’s parlour; me, Inspector Marks, Mrs Anstells and one of the sergeants from the Yard. It was only a few hours since Theda had been carted off to the police station and the doctor had been called to examine Paul Learner. Verity was upstairs, tending to her mistress. I felt a guilty pang of what this latest shock had done to Dorothy, even though nothing of this was my fault. I hoped that the sedative the doctor had prescribed was working.

			“Joan?”

			I turned my face towards Mrs Anstells and shrugged. For the first time in a case, I felt as though I’d done almost nothing to bring about its conclusion. It had been luck and coincidence, that was all. I’d merely been in the right place at the right time. I said as much.

			“Hardly luck, Joan,” protested Inspector Marks. He gave me a smile from across the room that warmed me, despite the fraught circumstances. “You were the one who brought us the letters from Mr Learner – Theodore Sumners as was.”

			“Yes – but Theda gave those to me. She meant us to find them – or if not find them, then bring them to our attention.”

			“I did think it odd that they were never found in the original house search.” Inspector Marks rasped a finger along his moustache, thinking. “She wrote them, obviously.”

			“That I should have seen.” I thought back to when I’d first read Theda’s letter to Verity, how I’d noted how expressive and well written it was – and also how very subtly strange those letters from Theodore Sumners had been.

			“Well, I’m frankly lost.” Mrs Anstells raised a hand to the crucifix she wore around her throat. “I’m sure I don’t know what to think.”

			At this moment, Verity came into the parlour. She looked tired, but not too harassed. “May I sit down?”

			“Of course, my dear.” Mrs Anstells bade her to a seat. “How is Madam? Should I go up?”

			Verity pushed a coil of copper hair out of her eyes. “She’s sleeping now. The doctor will call in again in the morning.”

			“Very well.”

			There was a short silence, broken only by the soft crumple of coal in the fireplace. I wondered what we were all thinking. Was it what was running through my mind – how Theda had fooled us all?

			It must have been. After a moment, Verity cleared her throat and looked at me. A tiny part of me was proud that she did that – looked at me, not at Inspector Marks.

			“Why did she do it, Joan?”

			I looked at Inspector Marks. He gave me a surreptitious nod.

			My turn to clear my throat. I was tired but somehow still humming with energy. “Money. It almost always comes down to money.”

			Verity looked confused. “So, Paul Learner was the heir to Sir Jacob’s fortune? He really was his long-lost son?”

			Inspector Marks took over. “No. That’s the strange thing.” He looked at me in an odd way, almost as if he was waiting for me to give him permission to continue.

			I nodded. I was happy for him to take over.

			Inspector Marks took out a silver cigarette case and offered it around. The sergeant took one but each of us women refused. I almost went to pluck one out of the case, just to see the look on Mrs Anstells’ face, but thought better of it. This wasn’t the time for jokes.

			Inspector Marks lit his cigarette. The smoke from his first inhalation drifted across the room in a faint, wavering blue scarf.

			“We’ve established that Theodore Sumners, alias Paul Learner is from Yorkshire. We’re unsure as to when or where he met Theda Samuels, but I think we can say that soon after they met, they were lovers. Paul Learner has confirmed that.”

			“Will he be all right?” asked Verity.

			“I think so. She hadn’t actually injected the morphine when we caught her.”

			Mrs Anstells raised her eyes to the heavens and tutted. “I’m sure I don’t know what to think. To think a young girl could be so depraved. It’s quite shocking.”

			Verity and I exchanged eloquent glances.

			Inspector Marks turned to me. “Please go on, Joan.”

			I shrugged again. He was giving me too much credit, I thought. As had gone through my head before, I thought of how completely I’d been distracted by the other things going on in my life; the play, Tommy, Verity, Inspector Marks himself. I hadn’t given this case my full attention, indeed I hadn’t. I could only thank providence that it hadn’t led to any more deaths, although that had been a close-run thing.

			I cleared my throat. “It was a beautiful double bluff from the beginning. Theda comes to us because she’s the main suspect. She was on the spot; we only had her word for it as to her movements that night Sir Jacob was killed.”

			“What we didn’t have was a motive,” Inspector Marks added. “Not a single sniff of one. And the crime itself – it was brutal, not what I would have thought of as a woman’s crime.”

			I thought back to the scene in the Blue Room that we’d witnessed earlier. No, Theda couldn’t risk being so open about murder this time around. But a drug overdose could be easily explained away as a mistake in dosage, or that Paul had taken it himself or that he’d died of some other cause.

			I had another thought. Hadn’t Theda mentioned to me, in the guise of concern, that the head injury Paul Learner had suffered at the protest march could have had more sinister connotations? Another bluff – it had merely been coincidence. Her quick mind had seized on it as another way to allay any suspicion.

			It was odd, but it was beginning to dawn on me quite how well we had been taken in. We’d literally taken Theda in, given her a home and a job, supported her, encouraged her. And all the time she was lying to our faces, thinking out the way to get what she wanted and – and this was important – to get away with it.

			“So, Theda wanted the case to be investigated?” Mrs Anstells looked as though she was barely keeping up. “But why on earth – surely it would have been too risky for her?”

			I cleared my throat. I’d just about worked out this part for myself, but I still had to speak slowly, slotting the various pieces of the plot into place. “Theda wanted Sir Jacob’s money. She knew that his child would inherit a considerable sum.”

			Mrs Anstells looked even more confused. “His child? But – he was without kin – wasn’t he? The inspector here said that poor Mr Learner wasn’t his son…”

			I caught her gaze from across the room. “He wasn’t.”

			“But then—”

			Inspector Marks spoke up. “The sole heir of Sir Jacob’s fortune was his only child, an illegitimate daughter, born from a liaison with his housekeeper.” He paused for a moment, his old love of drama coming to the fore. “Theda Samuels.”

			“What?” said Mrs Anstells.

			“What?” said Mrs Watling.

			Verity said nothing, her eyes on my face.

			Inspector Marks nodded to me. “You go on, Joan.”

			I sat up a little, easing the ache in my shoulders. “Yes, Theda Samuels was Sir Jacob’s daughter. I imagine her mother told her so before she died.” I looked across at Inspector Marks. “That’s correct, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is. We’ve had some sort of confirmation from Miss Samuels. Apparently, it was a great shock to her – her mother had never told her before.” He paused and added, sombrely, “I wonder if the shock of it caused some sort of nerve storm, some sort of mental breakdown. Did Theda resent the fact that she’d been kept in the dark all these years? Did the loss of her mother and the shock of the revelation of her parentage cause her to plot and plan these terrible things?”

			Mrs Watling glanced sadly at the dresser, as if she could still see Theda there, making bread. “It could have done, I suppose,” she said softly. “Yes, I could see that it could have done. She was a sensitive girl.”

			Mrs Anstells said nothing, shaking her head. Verity yawned again and covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

			Inspector Marks spoke up again. “I wonder if there wasn’t a storm of, well, psychological factors in this case. I imagine Theda was very worried about her future when her mother died. She had no family left and there was no guarantee of Sir Jacob keeping her on, although it seems as though he would have done. No, she wanted that money. She wanted security. Perhaps she almost saw it as compensation for all those fatherless years, all the years her mother had served and waited on Sir Jacob, finally dying in penury with nothing left for her only daughter.”

			Verity frowned. “I don’t understand though. Why kill him? Surely, if it could be proved that she was his heir, then when he died, the money would come to her anyway?”

			I turned to her. “But could she prove it? I imagine her birth certificate only has her mother’s name on it. Possibly with Father Unknown noted on it. In fact, you were the one that told me she was born on the wrong side of the blanket.”

			“Well…” said Verity, rather helplessly.

			“And Sir Jacob might live for years yet. He was a strong healthy man in his prime. Was Theda going to be forced to spend years waiting on him hand and foot, knowing he was her father, but he totally ignorant of their connection? Having no security for the future? Knowing that she could be dismissed at any time?” I had spent quite a lot of time thinking about this last night. “I imagine that she quite quickly began to resent him – no, almost to hate him.”

			“I think Joan is right.” Inspector Marks and I exchanged a glance across the table, and despite my tiredness, I felt a jolt of warmth that ran through my body like a good draught of brandy.

			Mrs Anstells was still shaking her head, like a clockwork toy. “I’m still simply flummoxed, Inspector. What has Paul Learner to do with this?”

			“Well, as far as we understand, Theda’s plan was for Learner to pretend to be the heir. She could supply him with all the information regarding his parentage – changing only the details of the mother in the case – and of course, working in the household she knew almost everything about Sir Jacob’s history. Mr Learner is an intelligent, attractive and plausible young man.” I saw Verity’s face contract and felt a pang for poor Dorothy, deceived again, denied again the happiness that should have been hers. We would have to watch her extra closely now – she could so easily slip back into addiction.

			Inspector Marks was still speaking. “And it worked. Sir Jacob was completely convinced of the connection between himself and Learner. Even to the point of his business partner, Arnold Randolph, warning him to have a little caution.”

			”That’s right,” said Verity. “We thought he was warning him about a woman.”

			Inspector Marks inclined his head. “Indeed, Miss Hunter. No, it was Paul Leaner Randolph was warning his partner about. To no avail, as can be seen.”

			Mrs Watling raised a hand to her head, massaging her temple. “But I’m sorry – I still don’t understand. How would Mr Learner inheriting the money benefit Theda?”

			“I’m assuming they were going to split it. At a later point,” I said. “Besides, the success of the murder rested on Theda having absolutely no motive for the crime. If it came to light after his death that she was actually his heir, she’d have a very hard time explaining away all the other circumstantial evidence.”

			The whole room fell silent for a moment. I thought about having the kind of mind that could bring off a plan like that. An evil plan that would result in the death of a fellow human being – a mind that could contemplate that terrible conclusion, and yet still be able to go through with it. A second, surprising thought was perhaps that I did have that kind of mind – except approaching it from the other way, if you perceive my meaning. I could never kill anybody, I knew that. Not for anything. But it seemed I was suited to hunting down those who could – and did.

			But why now?” asked Verity. “Why tonight?”

			We all looked at Inspector Marks. He brushed his dark moustache with his thumb before he answered. “Theda Samuels was the driving force behind this operation, shall we say? She was the meticulous planner, the doer, the dynamism in the partnership.”

			As he spoke, I remembered seeing Theda in the kitchen, quick, efficient and able to get things done. Yes, she wouldn’t have let the grass grow under her feet. I shivered as I thought about her. To have worked alongside her for weeks, and to have had no idea what I was working with. The hardest thing to imagine was her bringing the poker down on Sir Jacob’s head – it just seemed so brutal. But it had happened.

			Inspector Marks went on. “I think she knew that Paul Learner was getting cold feet. Perhaps he realised that marriage to Miss Drew would bring him far more money and status than the inheritance split with Theda would.”

			Something occurred to me. “It could be that his injury had actually changed his mind – I mean, that he had actually had some brain damage, or something like that. So he wasn’t able to think clearly and carry on with the deception.”

			“Yes, that’s a thought.” Inspector Marks was nodding slightly, as was Verity and the police sergeant.

			“It only just occurred to me.”

			“I suppose we’ll never really know.” Inspector Marks rubbed his moustache again. “Anyway, whatever the reason, Miss Samuels was scared. She was worried he’d reveal their deception. So, she had to silence him.”

			In the quietness that followed his words, I ran back through more memories in the privacy of my head. How Theda had fooled us with pretending to have recognised Paul Learner that night he came to dinner with Dorothy. The two of them must have had a good laugh about that. I felt the first stirrings of anger. There’s almost nothing worse than someone making a fool out of you.

			Verity must have caught the expression on my face. She gave me a tired smile across the table.

			“Come on, Joanie,” she said. “Don’t let it get to you. We’re all in shock.”

			“Indeed we are,” said Mrs Anstells, the faint tremble in her voice giving strength to her words. “I just hope poor Madam will get over the shock of it. What a thing to happen.”

			I thought we would probably all concur with that.

			There seemed to be so much more to say but the energy had gone out of the room. Verity drooped like a dying flower. I could see the police sergeant stifling a yawn and felt my own jaw stretch in one.

			“Well,” said Inspector Marks. “I suppose we should leave it for tonight.”

			“Yes,” said Mrs Anstells, rather faintly. “We’ll all feel better for a good night’s sleep.”

			We all got up, shuffling and yawning. As I went to leave the room, Inspector Marks put out a hand to me. “Joan, wait a moment please.”

			Mrs Anstells and Mrs Watling looked surprised. The sergeant dipped his head in farewell and left the kitchen. Verity gave me a tired wink from across the room which made me smile, despite myself.

			“Inspector Marks?” Mrs Anstells was frowning.

			“I’d just like to have a quick word with Joan for a moment. I won’t keep her long.”

			I looked across at the housekeeper. She nodded at me. “Be sure you’re not up late, Joan.”

			“I won’t.” I sat back down at the table, heart thudding.

			At last, the kitchen cleared. Inspector Marks – Tom – and I faced each other across the table.

			“Well, Joan,” he said, softly. “Another triumph.”

			“Hardly.” I thought of how little I had actually done this time, of poor Dorothy upstairs, lying heartbroken. Of Theda, who would surely hang. Where was the triumph?

			Something of this must have shown on my face and Tom nodded, his own face sombre.

			I thought of my play and how my life might change in the future. I wouldn’t always be a kitchen maid. I wouldn’t always be a detective – or would I?

			“I just wanted to say well done,” said Tom. “You’re a very remarkable woman, Joan.”

			That would have normally made me blush. Now I just nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Tom.”

			“What shall we talk about?”

			Where could we start? There was so much to talk about. Suddenly I realised that he was the person I wanted to talk to, about anything and everything, for the rest of my life.

			“I don’t mind. I’d talk about anything with you, Tom.”

			Our eyes met. “I feel likewise, Joan.”

			And he smiled and reached out, to take my hand from across the table.

			THE END

			







 

			Enjoyed this book? An honest review left at your favorite retailer is always welcome and really important for indie authors. The more reviews an independently published book has, the easier it is to market it and find new readers.

			You can leave a review at your favorite retailer.

			Want some more of Celina Grace’s work for free? Subscribers to her mailing list get a free digital copy of Requiem (A Kate Redman Mystery: Book 2), a free digital copy of A Prescription for Death (The Asharton Manor Mysteries Book 2) and a free PDF copy of her short story collection A Blessing From The Obeah Man.






		
			Requiem (A Kate Redman Mystery: Book 2)

			When the body of troubled teenager Elodie Duncan is pulled from the river in Abbeyford, the case is at first assumed to be a straightforward suicide. Detective Sergeant Kate Redman is shocked to discover that she’d met the victim the night before her death, introduced by Kate’s younger brother Jay. As the case develops, it becomes clear that Elodie was murdered. A talented young musician, Elodie had been keeping some strange company and was hiding her own dark secrets.

			As the list of suspects begin to grow, so do the questions. What is the significance of the painting Elodie modelled for? Who is the man who was seen with her on the night of her death? Is there any connection with another student’s death at the exclusive musical college that Elodie attended?

			As Kate and her partner Detective Sergeant Mark Olbeck attempt to unravel the mystery, the dark undercurrents of the case threaten those whom Kate holds most dear…

		




		
			A Prescription for Death (The Asharton Manor Mysteries: Book 2) – a novella

			“I had a surge of kinship the first time I saw the manor, perhaps because we’d both seen better days.”

			It is 1947. Asharton Manor, once one of the most beautiful stately homes in the West Country, is now a convalescent home for former soldiers. Escaping the devastation of post-war London is Vivian Holt, who moves to the nearby village and begins to volunteer as a nurse’s aide at the manor. Mourning the death of her soldier husband, Vivian finds solace in her new friendship with one of the older patients, Norman Winter, someone who has served his country in both world wars. Slowly, Vivian’s heart begins to heal, only to be torn apart when she arrives for work one day to be told that Norman is dead.

			It seems a straightforward death, but is it? Why did a particular photograph disappear from Norman’s possessions after his death? Who is the sinister figure who keeps following Vivian? Suspicion and doubts begin to grow and when another death occurs, Vivian begins to realise that the war may be over but the real battle is just beginning…

		




		
			A Blessing from The Obeah Man

			Dare you read on? Horrifying, scary, sad and thought-provoking, this short story collection will take you on a macabre journey. In the titular story, a honeymooning couple take a wrong turn on their trip around Barbados. The Mourning After brings you a shivery story from a suicidal teenager. In Freedom Fighter, an unhappy middle-aged man chooses the wrong day to make a bid for freedom, whereas Little Drops of Happiness and Wave Goodbye are tales of darkness from sunny Down Under. Strapping Lass and The Club are for those who prefer, shall we say, a little meat to the story…
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			Interested in historical mysteries?

			 

			The Asharton Manor Mysteries

			 

			Some old houses have more history than others…

			The Asharton Manor Mysteries Boxed Set is a four part series of novellas spanning the twentieth century. Each standalone story (about 20,000 words) uses Asharton Manor as the backdrop to a devious and twisting crime mystery. The boxed set includes the following stories:

		




		
			Death at the Manor

			It is 1929. Asharton Manor stands alone in the middle of a pine forest, once the place where ancient pagan ceremonies were undertaken in honour of the goddess Astarte. The Manor is one of the most beautiful stately homes in the West Country and seems like a palace to Joan Hart, newly arrived from London to take up a servant’s position as the head kitchen maid. Getting to grips with her new role and with her fellow workers, Joan is kept busy, but not too busy to notice that the glittering surface of life at the Manor might be hiding some dark secrets. The beautiful and wealthy mistress of the house, Delphine Denford, keeps falling ill but why? Confiding her thoughts to her friend and fellow housemaid Verity Hunter, Joan is unsure of what exactly is making her uneasy, but then Delphine Denford dies… Armed only with their own good sense and quick thinking, Joan and Verity must pit their wits against a cunning murderer in order to bring them to justice.

		




		
			A Prescription for Death

			It is 1947. Asharton Manor, once one of the most beautiful stately homes in the West Country, is now a convalescent home for former soldiers. Escaping the devastation of post-war London is Vivian Holt, who moves to the nearby village and begins to volunteer as a nurse’s aide at the manor. Mourning the death of her soldier husband, Vivian finds solace in her new friendship with one of the older patients, Norman Winter, someone who has served his country in both world wars. Slowly, Vivian’s heart begins to heal, only to be torn apart when she arrives for work one day to be told that Norman is dead. It seems a straightforward death, but is it? Why did a particular photograph disappear from Norman’s possessions after his death? Who is the sinister figure who keeps following Vivian? Suspicion and doubts begin to grow and when another death occurs, Vivian begins to realise that the war may be over but the real battle is just beginning…

		




		
			The Rhythm of Murder

			It is 1973. Eve and Janey, two young university students, are en route to a Bristol commune when they take an unexpected detour to the little village of Midford. Seduced by the roguish charms of a young man who picks them up in the village pub, they are astonished to find themselves at Asharton Manor, now the residence of the very wealthy, very famous, very degenerate Blue Turner, lead singer of rock band Dirty Rumours. The golden summer rolls on, full of sex, drugs and rock and roll, but Eve begins to sense that there may be a sinister side to all the hedonism. And then one day, Janey disappears, seemingly run away… but as Eve begins to question what happened to her friend, she realises that she herself might be in terrible danger…

		




		
			Number Thirteen, Manor Close

			It is 2014. Beatrice and Mike Dunhill are finally moving into a house of their own, Number Thirteen, Manor Close. Part of the brand new Asharton Estate, Number Thirteen is built on the remains of the original Asharton Manor which was destroyed in a fire in 1973. Still struggling a little from the recent death of her mother, Beatrice is happy to finally have a home of her own – until she begins to experience some strange happenings that, try as she might, she can’t explain away. Her husband Mike seems unconvinced and only her next door neighbour Mia seems to understand Beatrice’s growing fear of her home. Uncertain of her own judgement, Beatrice must confront what lies beneath the beautiful surface of the Asharton Estate. But can she do so without losing her mind – or her life?

		




		
			Have you met Detective Sergeant Kate Redman?

			THE KATE REDMAN Mysteries are the bestselling detective mysteries from Celina Grace, featuring the flawed but determined female officer Kate Redman and her pursuit of justice in the West Country town of Abbeyford.

		




		
			Hushabye (A Kate Redman Mystery: Book 1)

			On the first day of her new job in the West Country, Detective Sergeant Kate Redman finds herself investigating the kidnapping of Charlie Fullman, the newborn son of a wealthy entrepreneur and his trophy wife. It seems a straightforward case… but as Kate and her fellow officer Mark Olbeck delve deeper, they uncover murky secrets and multiple motives for the crime.

			Kate finds the case bringing up painful memories of her own past secrets. As she confronts the truth about herself, her increasing emotional instability threatens both her hard-won career success and the possibility that they will ever find Charlie Fullman alive… 

			 

			Hushabye is the book that introduces Detective Sergeant Kate Redman.

			 

			Available Now
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