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HEIRS OF THE BODY




ONE


“Darling, what on earth are ‘heirs of the body’?” Daisy enquired, frowning at the wad of blue Basildon Bond writing paper in her hand. She had been busy all day and was only now, after dinner, opening the afternoon post.


“Postmortem effluvia?”


“H-e-i-r.”


“Coroners?” Without looking up from the Evening Standard, Alec reached for his whisky, an indulgence usually reserved for celebrating the end of a big investigation. “Undertakers? Worms?”


“Ugh, Daddy, that’s disgusting!” Belinda’s Easter holidays had started just a couple of days earlier, and her father was apt to forget to mind his tongue in her presence.


“What, worms? Just think, if they didn’t do their work we’d be up to our necks in bodies.”


“Alec, really! In any case, ‘heirs’ is the important word here. Cousin Edgar’s coming up to his fiftieth birthday and apparently it dawned on him a few months ago that he hasn’t the faintest idea who is heir to the title and Fairacres.”


“Your letter’s from Lord Dalrymple?”


“No, Cousin Geraldine. She’s frightfully scathing about ‘heirs of the body,’ but I can’t make out why.”


“It’d be because she and Lord Dalrymple have no children. It’s just a legal term for legitimate offspring, and their legitimate off-spring, ad infinitum.”


Daisy cast an anxious glance at her stepdaughter.


“It’s all right, Mummy,” Bel said indulgently. “I know what legitimate means, and illegitimate. It’s whether the mother and father are married or not.”


How did children find out such things? Daisy wondered. She was sure she hadn’t been aware at the age of thirteen that procreation without matrimony was even possible. Times had changed between 1911 and 1927!


“I read it in a book.” Bel answered her unvoiced question. “And looked it up in the dictionary.”


“Well, darling, I’m glad you’re using your dictionary. But I was rather hoping you didn’t know what it means.”


“Oh, Mummy, how positively Victorian!”


Since Daisy frequently decried the persistent influence of Victorian attitudes in older generations, she was left speechless.


Alec had set aside his paper to fill his pipe. Now, between the vigorous puffs required to get it burning, he said, “I’m not really up in all that stuff, but the ‘body’ bit must mean that step-or adopted children don’t count. And the original entail, or patent, or will, or whatever must have specified heirs male of the body. Otherwise, your brother having died, love, I think your sister’s eldest son would have inherited the estate and title from your father. Or perhaps Violet first, and then Derek. But don’t quote me on that.”


“Derek?” said Bel. “Oh, wouldn’t it be fun if he was Lord Dalrymple!”


“A new law was passed just last year, though, and I’m not sure what effect it has in a situation like this.”


“Tommy Pearson must know.”


“He’s your cousin’s solicitor?”


“Yes. Cousin Edgar always felt Father’s lawyer—the old family firm since forever—condescended to him because he’d been a school-master, not brought up to his new station in life. He was very impressed with Tommy’s part in that kidnapping business. . . . You didn’t hear that, Bel.”


“I think I’d better go and read in bed,” said Belinda with dignity, “if you’re going to keep talking about things I’m not supposed to hear.”


“Heavens yes, it’s after ten. Past your bedtime.”


Belinda kissed each of them goodnight, then said, “Mummy, may I go and see the twins? Just a peek?”


“Of course, darling. You don’t need to ask. Quiet as a mouse, though.”


“I know. I just like to ask in case Nurse Gilpin catches me. She can’t fuss if you’ve said yes, can she?”


Alec grinned. “I wouldn’t count on it. Every victory over Mrs. Gilpin is temporary.”


“I don’t care much if she does fuss. They’re my brother and sister, after all. Daddy, is Oliver your ‘heir male of the body’?”


“He would be if I had a title, pet, but you can’t inherit a job with the Metropolitan Police. As it is, you’re all my heirs.”


Daisy was not prepared to go into the business of a father’s part in the bodily side of parenthood. “Run along and tackle Nurse, now, darling,” she said firmly.


Looking determined, Belinda left the room.


Daisy sighed. Sometimes life seemed to be a perpetual battle with Oliver and Miranda’s nanny, whose Victorian attitude dictated that parents had no business in the nursery.


She returned to consideration of Lady Dalrymple’s news. However unrewarding, it was bound to be infinitely preferable to the letter that had lurked beneath it in the pile, from Daisy’s mother, the dowager viscountess.


“I’m surprised Pearson didn’t find out who the present heir is when he took over.” Alec poked disgustedly at the bowl of his pipe with a used matchstick, then reached for the matchbox and started the flare-puff routine again.


“It may not have crossed his mind. Cousin Edgar probably has a perfectly sound will leaving everything to his wife, and Tommy doesn’t go in for aristocratic clients. In fact, I think he does his best to avoid them, because of Madge being Lady Margaret. She told me he’s too independent to want to take advantage of her family connections.”


“I expect all he really wants is to avoid the complications of entailed estates.”


“I wouldn’t blame him,” said Daisy, trying to make out what Cousin Geraldine was going on about. Her writing was the kind that looks very neat but is difficult to decipher. “Oh, she’s complaining about the Dalrymples not being prolific in the production of sons. What cheek, when she hasn’t produced a single heir of the body herself, male or female. Besides, it worked to her advantage. If I’d had lots of brothers, she wouldn’t be a viscountess.”


“What exactly is Edgar’s relationship to you?”


“I’ve never worked it out.” Daisy had next to no interest in the ramifications of aristocratic family trees, unlike her friend Lucy. Possibly as a result, Lucy had married the younger son of a marquis and was now Lady Gerald Bincombe, whereas Daisy had married a Scotland Yard detective. “Some sort of second cousin, I think. Or third. Once removed, I’m pretty sure of that. Geraldine says they’re having to go back to my great-great-grandfather’s descendents now. That would be my great-grandfather’s brothers, I suppose.”


“Great Scott! They must have been born about—let’s see—1800, or so.” Smoke spiralled up and Alec sat back contentedly.


“The second brother was Edgar’s grandfather. Apparently the third never married. The fourth and youngest got a governess into trouble and was shipped off to the West Indies—at least, that’s the family legend.”


“Not one either your father or your mother would pass on to you.”


“How right you are. Gervaise told me.” And Gervaise had gone off to war when she was sixteen, so perhaps she had known about unmarried mothers when she was thirteen. “According to the story, the black sheep wrote to his mother when he married, but when he and his bride were not welcomed home with open arms, he was never heard from directly again. A trickle of news came in from travellers. Rumour reported that he had a large family living on the edge of respectability.”


“Who were not listed in the family bible, I take it.”


“I can’t say I ever looked, but I suppose not, or Edgar wouldn’t be having so much trouble now. My—let’s see—my grandfather also had a lot of children, a typical Victorian family, so they must have assumed the direct line was well assured. Geraldine says Tommy started the search by hiring someone to go through all the musty old papers in the muniments room. Oh, I think this says—”


“Is there an end to this story, Daisy?”


“Aren’t you itching to make the acquaintance of all the skeletons in my family’s cupboards?”


“’Fraid not.”


“Geraldine does go on a bit. Six pages! Let me see if I can find . . .” She skimmed through the rest, picking out phrases here and there. “Advertised in newspapers throughout the Empire. . . . Three claimants responded already—Good heavens! They’ll be at each other’s throats—Tommy thinks—No! She can’t be serious. Or am I misreading? . . .” She went back to the beginning of the sentence and pored over it word by word.


“‘No’ what?” Alec’s attention was caught.


“I don’t believe it! She wants me to be present when Tommy interviews the would-be heirs. Tommy wanted Edgar, as head of the family, but Geraldine says he’d be completely useless.”


“I’d agree with her there. Unless one of them turns out to be a fellow lepidopterist, in which case he’d be biased in his favour.”


“And Geraldine herself is not a member of the family by birth.”


“What about your mother—No, the same applies. Though I hardly think she’d appreciate anyone reminding her of the fact.”


Daisy giggled. “Darling, can you imagine either of them in attendance? The poor heirs would turn tail and decide the game wasn’t worth the candle.”


“Your sister? No, I suppose not.”


“I doubt if she’s ever spoken to a solicitor in her life. If Tommy really considers it necessary, I’ll do it.”


“Come off it, love. Don’t try to tell me you’re not dying to listen in.”


“It might be interesting. And, you never know,” she added persuasively, “I might spot something proving one of the claimants is a fake.”


“I presume that’s why Pearson would like a family member present. Don’t worry, I shan’t try to stop you, if he’s agreeable. In fact, I’d bet he approached Edgar first only as a matter of etiquette and he was really angling for you all along.”


Such a vote of confidence deserved a kiss, which Daisy duly bestowed. The rest of Geraldine’s screed and the dowager’s letter did not get read that evening.




TWO


A fresh crop of envelopes, the first post, was waiting beside Daisy’s place at breakfast next morning.


“Heavens, what a pile!” she exclaimed, sitting down.


“There’s some of yesterday afternoon’s post, too, madam,” said Elsie, the Fletchers’ parlourmaid, “that you didn’t open last night. You left it in the sitting room. I put it on your desk. Tea or coffee, madam? And how would you like your eggs?”


“Just tea and toast today, thank you.” Daisy was beginning to fear that bosoms and hips had gone out of fashion forever. She tried, she really did, but her curves just would not go away.


As Alec and Belinda decided what kind of eggs they wanted, she flipped through the post. Mostly tradesmen’s bills and circulars—she’d deal with those later. As Alec disappeared behind his Daily Chronicle, she slit open an envelope addressed in her Indian friend Sakari’s beautiful and beautifully legible hand.


“Bel, Mrs. Prasad’s invited you to go to the zoo with Deva today. She’s invited Lizzie as well, and two other girls. Brenda and Erica, Do you know them?”


“Oh yes, Mummy, don’t you remember? They were at school with us before we went away to school. May I go? Please?”


“Anyone would think you’d never been to the zoo before,” said Alec.


“Darling, it’s as much about seeing her friends as seeing the animals. Yes, of course you may go, Bel. Eleven o’clock, she says. Do you want to bike down or would you like a lift?”


“I’ll bike. It’s fun going downhill, and I expect Mrs. Prasad will have Kesin put my bike in their car and drive me home.”


“All right, but if she doesn’t think to offer, make sure you set out in time to get home before dark. You’d better ring up right after breakfast to accept.”


Daisy had three postcards and a couple of letters from friends, which she read as she absentmindedly consumed several slices of buttered toast. When Alec left for the Yard, she and Belinda went up to the nursery to play with the twins.


At two and a bit, Oliver and Miranda were very active. Their stepsister was very good about letting them climb all over her, even when the dog, Nana, joined in. When they quieted down, Miranda liked looking at picture books and listening to stories, her dark head resting warmly on Daisy’s shoulder. Oliver’s rusty-brown head was more often bent over his wooden blocks. Belinda helped him build, fending off Nana and straightening his towers before they tumbled.


Belinda departed at ten. Daisy went to the kitchen for her daily consultation with the cook-housekeeper, Mrs. Dobson, then settled in her office to tackle the bills. As always, when she set about this task, she was grateful to Alec’s estranged great-uncle for the legacy that made it unnecessary to juggle creditors.


Business dealt with, she finished reading Cousin Geraldine’s letter. However, just looking at the envelope from her mother made her feel craven. She put off opening it till the evening. In Alec’s presence, she didn’t care a farthing for the Dowager Lady Dalrymple’s inevitable disapproval of her younger daughter’s every action.


Besides, she had to translate from shorthand to typescript the notes she had taken yesterday at Westminster Abbey, before she forgot what the squiggles meant. When she had sorted them out, she got down to writing the article for her American editor. She decided she had plenty of information to make two articles, one on famous people buried in the Abbey, from Oliver Cromwell and Henry Purcell to Charles Darwin and Alfred Lord Tennyson, and one on kings and queens. Americans, having rid themselves of the monarchy, apparently found it fascinating.


After lunch, she went for a walk on Hampstead Heath with the twins, the dog, and the nurserymaid. On their return a message was waiting for Daisy. Mr. Pearson had rung up and would like her to ring back, at her convenience.


Had he, too, received Geraldine’s suggestion? Was he about to squash any notion Daisy had of attending the interviews with the claimants to her father’s title? Surely not. He wouldn’t have telephoned to tell her in person that she was unwanted; he’d have written a polite, discouraging note.


Elsie had carefully written down his telephone number. Daisy sat down on the chair by the hall table, took the receiver from the hook, and dialled.


“Pearson, Pearson, Pearson, and Brown,” said a crisp secretarial voice.


Daisy knew that the first Pearson had retired, but she wasn’t sure about the second. “Mr. Tommy—Thomas Pearson, please. This is Mrs. Fletcher, Mrs. Alec Fletcher. He rang me while I was out.”


“Oh yes, Mrs. Fletcher, would you mind holding the line a moment while I see if Mr. Pearson’s free?”


She didn’t wait for an answer. Daisy wondered what would have happened had she been given time to say yes, she’d mind, and Tommy could jolly well call her back. However, she wasn’t given much time for pique, either.


“Daisy? Tommy speaking. Thanks for ringing back so quickly.”


“Hello, darling. I—”


“Daisy, not ‘darling’ in business hours, please!”


“Sorry. Is ‘Tommy’ all right?”


“I suppose so, as I find myself addressing you as Daisy,” he said ruefully.


“No, let’s start again. I take it, Mr. Pearson, that you’ve heard from Cousin . . . from Lady Dalrymple?”


“Several times. And her latest suggestion is actually quite sensible. We can’t discuss it over the phone, though. Do you mind coming in to Lincoln’s Inn, or would you rather dine with us and talk afterwards? The invitation has Madge’s blessing, of course, and includes Alec.”


“Which suits you better?”


“You coming to chambers.” Tommy, a daring, much-decorated soldier in the war, had become rather staid and proper since joining the family firm, but Daisy heard the grin in his voice. “That way our meeting can be billed to the estate with a good conscience. Difficult to explain away a dinner party on the account. . . .”


“Besides, much as I love Madge and Alec, it will be easier without them putting in their two pennyworth.”


He laughed. “True, though I hope you’ll consult Alec before coming to a decision.”


“Assuming this is about what I assume it’s about, he’s already granted his approval.”


The cautious lawyer came to the fore. “Oh? I wouldn’t have expected . . . But that’s not my affair. Let’s set a date and time, and Madge will get in touch about a business-free date for dinner.”


Daisy checked her diary and suggested the following afternoon. Tommy was going to be in court all day.


“There’s no hurry,” he assured her. “This is going to drag on for months.”


“Jarndyce and Jarndyce?” she asked forebodingly.


“No, no. There’s no question about the will, or rather the letters patent.”


“Letters . . . ? No, don’t tell me!”


“It’s just a matter of carrying on until we’re as certain as possible that we’ve heard from all claimants and discovered the proper heir.”


“More like the Tichbourne claimant, then. That dragged on for years, didn’t it?”


“We’ll just have to hope it won’t come to that.”


They made an appointment for the following week. Daisy returned to her office. Having decided to give famous people precedence over monarchs, she now had to write about Mrs. Aphra Behn, who died in 1689 and whose monument, according to Daisy’s notes, read Here lies a Proof that Wit can never be Defence enough against Mortality. She didn’t remember learning about Aphra Behn at school. She turned to Nelson’s Encyclopædia, Volume 3, B-Ble.


A spy for Charles II and a successful professional playwright, making her living by her writing in the seventeenth century! Daisy wanted to know more, but the encyclopædia entry was quite short. Reminding herself that all she needed was a snippet for a travel article, she moved on to Sir Isaac Newton.


His monument was much grander, with a much longer inscription, which unfortunately was in Latin. Her school had considered the study of Latin to be too much of a strain for the brains of young ladies. Science, also, and higher mathematics, so she didn’t understand Newton’s work any better than she understood his epitaph, but good old Nelson—the encyclopædic one, not the sailor—came to the rescue.


Elsie brought in tea and biscuits. “Lemon jumbles, madam. Mrs. Dobson made ’em because Miss Belinda does like ’em so. Only she rang up just now, Miss Belinda did, and said not to disturb you, madam, but Mrs. Prasad’s invited her to stay the night and could you please ring back.”


Daisy rang and talked to Sakari, who was dying to know all about Lord Dalrymple’s search for his heir. She’d picked up hints from Belinda, of course.


“I’d better not talk about it, darling,” Daisy apologised. “One never knows when legal business might turn out to be confidential. Don’t let Bel be a nuisance or overstay her welcome.”


“Belinda is never a nuisance, Daisy. But the zoological gardens are utterly exhausting! I confess, after half an hour I retired to the tearoom with a book and let the girls escort themselves.”


“I don’t blame you,” Daisy said, laughing. “Though I’m looking forward to taking the twins when they’re a little older.”


That evening, for once, Alec escaped from the Yard on time. He had spent a boring day on paperwork and meetings, with no interesting new cases on the horizon. Looking forward to spending some time with his children, he was disappointed to find Belinda away from home for the night.


A visit to the nursery and a romp with the twins cheered him up a bit. Having changed out of his suit, he played horsie and they took turns riding on his back.


Mrs. Gilpin was scandalised. “Fathers ought to command awe,” she told him, not for the first time. “How can they respect you, sir, when you let them—”


“They’re only babies. Down you get, Manda. Your turn, Oliver.”


At dinner, over Lancashire hotpot and broad beans, Daisy reported the second part of Cousin Geraldine’s letter. “Edgar wants the whole family to turn out to celebrate his birthday and to meet the three heirs—or rather, I presume, as many as haven’t been debunked by then.”


“Sounds like a jolly party,” Alec grunted. “More Geraldine’s idea than Edgar’s, I’ll be bound.”


“Oh yes, she loves playing Lady Bountiful, whereas August must be a prime season for moths and butterflies, don’t you think? Edgar will want to be out in the fields with his nets and jars.”


“If that’s where he wants to be, that’s where he’ll be, after gently agreeing with his wife that his place is with his guests. So this grand gathering is to be at Fairacres in August?”


“Yes, the first week. From the thirtieth of July, actually. His birthday is the sixth of August, but the first is August bank holiday and the village fête. There’s plenty of time for you to arrange to take a few days off.”


“Me! I’m not family, and I don’t want anything to do with games of ‘debunk the heirs.’”


“Darling, of course you’re family. Geraldine specifically says you’re expected, and the children, too. Johnny and Vi will be taking all three of theirs.”


“You mean they’ve already accepted? They were invited before us?” Alec pretended outrage.


“Idiot! As though you cared. No, Geraldine just says she’s inviting them. But Violet’s bound to accept. She’ll see it as a family obligation. And I have to agree, actually.”


“Your family. No, sorry! I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


“I should hope not,” Daisy said severely. “Edgar may be obsessed with lepidoptera but he’s a sweetie, and I wouldn’t dream of spoiling his birthday by refusing, even if the celebration is really Geraldine’s idea.”


“You’re right. You know I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll try to get a few days off for it.” With any luck, he’d be unsuccessful, he thought. He’d much prefer to go to the New Forest with Daisy and the children.


“They owe you a holiday. You’re so often late for dinner that Mrs. Dobson never makes anything that can’t be eaten cold, unless it wouldn’t suffer from being kept hot or reheated! Not to mention last summer: We were supposed to have a week on the Isle of Wight and they called you back after three days.”


“It was an emergency.”


“It always is. Anyone would think you were the only detective chief inspector in the CID. Not that I’m not proud of you for being indispensable, but there ought to be a limit. I don’t suppose Mr. Crane would be impressed by Edgar’s title?”


“I’ve no intention of using it to impress him. On the other hand,” Alec went on thoughtfully, “if I told him my mother-in-law insists on my presence and I’m terrified of her . . .”


Daisy laughed. “What bilge, darling!”


“Not at all. Your mother can be very intimidating. Besides, can you think of any words more likely to strike fear into the average male breast than ‘mother-in-law’ and ‘dowager’? The Super would credit it.”


“I’m not at all sure whether Mother is planning to take any part in the affair. She still hasn’t forgiven Edgar for inheriting Fairacres, though he had no choice about it. One couldn’t describe her as being on neighbourly terms with them, even if the Dower House is all of half a mile away.”


“But she’s bound to want to vet the next heir, or claimants to heirdom, don’t you think?”


“I certainly do. It’s an intriguing situation. But you never can tell with Mother.” Daisy grimaced. “I’d better see if she has anything to say on the subject. I’ll open her letter after dinner.”


“You haven’t read it yet? Coward!”


Daisy wrinkled her nose at him. “I am,” she acknowledged, “when it comes to Mother. You deal with her much better than I do.”


“So that’s why you’re so determined to get me down to Fairacres?”


“She’s going to be breathing fire at these poor people Tommy’s digging up. Not that I’m too keen on them myself.”


“I don’t know why you want to go,” Alec grumbled, “when you’re already prejudiced against them.”


“I’m not!”


He merely raised his eyebrows, well aware that the simple change of expression always had the devastating effect of making her examine her conscience. It had much the same effect on suspects and recalcitrant witnesses, though for them he put enough ice in his stare to intimidate; some claimed he froze the marrow of their bones. With Daisy, he was laughing at her—usually.


“I can’t dislike them when I haven’t even met them yet. But I resent them,” she admitted. “I resent anyone who might take Father’s and Gervaise’s place. When it happened before, I didn’t have a chance to think about it beforehand so . . . it came as a shock but I didn’t have to participate. I expect it sounds silly, but I feel disloyal.”


“Not silly at all, love. Very natural.” Reluctantly he resigned himself to doing his best to be there to support her. “But if we’re committing ourselves to staying for several days, I hope you’ll try not to show your dislike.”


“I don’t dislike them, truly. I’m just a bit disgruntled.”


“Well, gruntle yourself, love, or I’ll conjure up an emergency at the Yard and go back to work.”


“You wouldn’t!”


“I might.”


“You will come, then?”


“If I can wangle the time off, yes. I take it you’ve decided not to participate in Pearson’s interviews with the claimants.”


“Of course I shall. I’ve already made an appointment with him to talk about it. It’ll be easier to cope with meeting them one at a time, rather than facing a horde of strangers at Fairacres, don’t you think? And I might be able to help weed them out so there isn’t a horde by then.”


“‘A consummation devoutly to be wished,’” said Alec.


After dinner, when they were settled with coffee in the sitting room, Daisy picked up the Benares brass letter opener and attacked the dowager’s cream linen paper envelope.


“At least it’s short,” Alec remarked, as she took out a single sheet.


“Mother can pack a lot into a few pithy sentences when she tries. Ah, I might have guessed. It’s all Edgar’s fault. He was unforgivably remiss not to ascertain the identity of his heir as soon as he had appropriated the title.”


“Appropriated? Is that the word she uses?”


“I told you she’s by no means resigned to dowagerdom. Dowagership? Dowagerhood?”


“All the same, she has a point about his being remiss.”


“Remember, the poor man wasn’t brought up to the business of being a lord.”


“Lordhood, as it might be.”


“To do him justice, though he must be glad not to be surviving on a schoolmaster’s pension, he doesn’t care two hoots about the title. So, not having any children, why should he care who gets it next? Mother does, however. Wouldn’t you think she’d have learnt that she has no say in the matter?”


“Your mother considers herself a law unto herself.” And her younger daughter occasionally followed her example, as he’d discovered the very first time Daisy had interfered in one of his investigations.


“Anyway, she intends to keep a close eye on things, since Edgar has neither the common sense nor the breeding to. . . . Yes, well, we’ll skip the invective. Aha, here we are. She expects me to bring you down to Fairacres, because if a policeman can’t sort out the impostors from the real heir, what’s the use of having one in the family? She’ll be very disappointed in me if—As if that was an inducement! She’s disappointed in me whatever I do.”


“Whereas,” Alec smugly pointed out, “she has at least acknowledged the value of having a policeman in the family. Although she seems a little confused about the function of the various branches of the law. Pearson would have every right to resent my poking my nose into his business, supposing I were inclined to interfere, which I’m not.”


“But you must admit it’s an intriguing situation. Gruntled or not, I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Besides, Bel and the twins will enjoy seeing their cousins, and you’ll have time to spend with them, darling.”


“I can’t say intriguing is the word I’d use.” The word he’d use was not to be pronounced in feminine company. “Still, I expect you and Pearson will sort them out before we get there. How difficult can it be to tell the fake heirs from the real one?”




THREE


On a warm, damp morning in early May, Daisy took the number 63 bus from Hampstead to the City. She disliked driving in central London, especially in the rain.


Not that it was exactly raining. The air was heavy with lilacscented moisture. It was neither falling in droplets nor visible as mist, but she knew from experience that as it settled on the windscreen it would obscure her vision even worse than actual rain.


Though Alec kept telling her she ought to take taxis, the years of penny-pinching between her father’s death and her marriage had taken their toll. Why waste money on a cab when the bus would take her within ten minutes’ walk of Lincoln’s Inn? Besides, she needed to think; in a taxi the inexorable tick of the meter always distracted her with worry about whether she had enough change in her purse.


She had to marshal her arguments. A chat with Madge had dispelled her impression that Tommy was enthusiastic about including her in his initial interviews with the claimants. Apparently he’d had second thoughts about Geraldine’s sensible suggestion and would have to be persuaded.


Daisy had put on her navy costume, the plain one she wore for calling on editors. The skirt reached below the knee, which had been a businesslike length when she bought it, though now it was fashionable. A silk blouse in a blue paisley pattern and a speedwellblue cloche brightened it up. She didn’t want to look like an ordinary shorthand typist.


Come to think of it, though, looking like a secretary for the interviews wasn’t such a bad idea. She would put it to Tommy.


The bus duly deposited her at Ludgate Circus. She always enjoyed walking along Fleet Street, feeling herself a small part of the great machinery of news gathering and disbursement, even if “news” wasn’t quite the word for her largely historical articles. Like the reporters dashing in all directions around her, she dealt in words and information. The offices of Town and Country magazine, her English publishers, were tucked away in the labyrinth of alleys, courts, and lanes to the north of the bustling street.


Fleet Street became the Strand. Rising ahead was a Victorian Gothic building holding a different kind of court, the Royal Courts of Justice. Just before reaching it, Daisy turned right into Bell Yard. Now the figures passing her were barristers in black gowns and white wigs, and solicitors in dark suits and bowlers or—among the elderly—frock coats and top hats.


In these surroundings, no wonder Tommy had grown staid. Had he become too old-fashioned to let a woman have her say in legal matters?


As he had advised, she entered the precincts of Lincoln’s Inn by the Carey Street gate, an elaborate archway with two coats of arms above and fanciful wrought ironwork supporting a gas lamp below. She confirmed his directions with the porter.


“Number 12, New Square, madam? Pearson, Solicitors? Straight on. You’ll pass two passages with a bit of a garden between them, then it’s the second door on your right.”


Daisy thanked him and went on into New Square. On three sides of a wide stretch of lawn and trees stood terraces of four-storied brick buildings. Most had regular rows of sash windows, with the symmetry beloved of the Georgians. As she approached numbers twelve and thirteen, Daisy saw they were obviously older, their windows odd sizes and misaligned, very likely replacements for the original mullioned casements.


The interior matched, Daisy found when she entered after ringing the bell, as instructed by a small sign. The entrance hall boasted centuries-old carved oak panelling and stairs—and electric lights.


The rattle of typewriters halved in volume and a girl came out of a room to one side. She escorted Daisy up to the second floor, to a small room gloomily lined with shelves of black deed boxes, where she presented her to Tommy’s secretary. Miss Watt had steel-grey hair set in steely marcel waves. Her plain costume was steel-grey, the skirt four inches below the knee, worn with a severely plain white blouse. Her eyes, examining Daisy over half-spectacles, were also steel-grey. Daisy suspected they could be as cold and sharp as steel if required to guard her employer from unwanted intruders.


However, Daisy met with Miss Watt’s approval. “You’re a few minutes early, Mrs. Fletcher, but I believe Mr. Pearson can see you immediately. I’ll let him know you’re here.”


Tommy appeared at once to usher her into his office, and she remembered to address him as Mr. Pearson. She had met him and Madge at the military hospital in Malvern where Madge had been a VAD nurse and Tommy a patient after one of his more perilous exploits. Daisy herself had squeamishly stuck to working in the hospital’s office, but she’d become good friends with the older girl, a friendship that had continued after both she and Madge married.


“Will you be needing me, Mr. Pearson?”


“No, thank you, Miss Watt. No interruptions.”


The office was a further example of mixed eras. The panelling, especially the ornately carved mantelpiece, was certainly older than the large Victorian rosewood desk, with its silver inkwell, and the leather chairs. Shelves bore row after row of legal books, the older bound in calf, the newer merely clothbound. The window, open at the top, looked out over New Square.


Daisy sat down in front of the desk, Tommy behind it. “I’ve been reconsidering,” he said, steepling his fingers.


Though she had been expecting this, Daisy was annoyed. “I do think you might have let me know. I needn’t have—”


“Reconsidering,” he repeated, “not decided against. But it would be most irregular to allow anyone other than the head of the family to attend the interviews.”


“The head of the family would be worse than useless. Apart from his lack of interest in anything other than moths and butterflies, Edgar didn’t grow up as part of the family and never heard the stories—”


“Ah, the stories! Those are what you expect to trip up any false claimant? You do realise it’s close to a hundred years since Julian Dalrymple ran off to Jamaica?”


“Julian? I’d forgotten his name, if I ever heard it. I realise he wouldn’t have known anything that happened since he left, but there’s plenty of family history—the sort that doesn’t get into Burke’s Peerage—dating from much earlier.”


“The sort that he might have told his children and grandchildren?”


“How can I know? Was he the strong, silent sort, or a tale spinner? Did he ramble on about the past in his old age? He must at least have told them his father was a lord, or his descendants wouldn’t be turning up hoping to be recognised as heir to the viscountcy, would they?”


“You’d be surprised. I’ve had two letters from men whose surname is Dalrymple, as attested by a clergyman and a judge respectively, but who admit to having no reason to suppose they might be related. Also several from people who claim to be Dalrymples but adduce no evidence; and one from a person living in the village of Dalrymple, in Scotland, who considers his abode to be proof of a relationship to the family, albeit his name is McDorran.”


Daisy laughed. “Heavens above! You can dismiss those at once, though.”


“The last, yes. The rest will have to be investigated. Those who can provide proof of their surname, I’ll have to interview. If I can’t debunk them at once, I’ll have to send a clerk to Somerset House to trace their ancestry. The records there go back to 1837 and Julian left England in 1831, so there’s a gap. Besides, those are records from England and Wales. We have no reason to suppose he or his descendants ever returned to Britain.”


“Gosh, it does sound like a complicated job.”


“I assume you’re not interested in the preliminaries.”


“Not really,” she admitted. “Once you’ve whittled it down to those who are serious contenders, I do think I might be able to help to separate the sheep from the goats.”


“You do realise your opinion of them will carry no weight. Only primogeniture and legitimacy count with the College of Arms, who are the final arbiters.”


“Give me a little credit, Tommy, I do know that much! I won’t be able to prove anything, but I might manage to disprove someone’s story, or part of it.”


“Hmm.” Tommy sounded sceptical. “What sort of family history are you thinking of?”


“Well, going right back to the beginning, for a start. Back to the fifteenth century, the Wars of the Roses, and how the Dalrymples rose to the nobility.”


“Good lord! I’ve seen the original patent, as it happens, but it doesn’t provide reasons for the ennoblement. It was talked about in the family when you were growing up?”


“Not exactly talked about, but Father told Gervaise. He told Violet—my sister—and me. I should think even younger sons would be bound to have heard about it, and it’s not the sort of thing they’d forget. I don’t suppose anyone else knows, except a few fusty old historians in ivory towers.”


“Probably not. How did it come about?”


Daisy shook her head. “If I tell you, then you won’t need my help.”


“Daisy, you can’t possibly tell me everything that happened in four centuries!”


“So you will need my help!”


“Let’s say I still have an open mind on the subject. Let’s hear about the Wars of the Roses. The short version.”


“If there’s a long version, I can’t remember it. I can never keep Lancaster and York straight, either, nor remember which is red rose and which is white. Anyway, legend has it Sir Roger Dalrymple was an obscure knight who fought for the wrong side. However, at the Battle of Bosworth he managed to switch sides just in time, taking his men with him. Henry Tudor was duly grateful and made him a baron. The story is that he’d promised a monetary award, but handing out titles was cheaper.”


“Henry VII was a notorious penny-pincher.”


“The funny bit is that the Petries, our neighbours, fought for Henry all along and were also rewarded with a barony.”


Tommy grinned. “That can’t have pleased them. And I see what you mean. It’s not the sort of story the Dalrymples would be keen on broadcasting to the world.”


“I don’t suppose anyone would care two hoots nowadays. Or be in the least bit interested, come to that.”


“Except those ivory-tower historians of yours. The Petries—I met your friend Phillip Petrie at Fairacres, but I didn’t make the connection. It was the Petries’ governess Julian Dalrymple ran off with.”


“Propinquity,” said Daisy. “The two families have always been friendly in spite of inauspicious beginnings. There was probably lots of visiting back and forth. She—What was her name, by the way? I can’t keep calling her ‘she.’”


“Marie-Claire.”


“Julian and Marie-Claire. I can’t help thinking of her as Jane Eyre. I picture her looking like Mabel Ballin. Have you seen the film?”


“Madge dragged me to the 1915 version, with Louise Vale,” Tommy said impatiently. “To return to business. We know that Julian and Jane—Louise—Marie-Claire, that is, you’ve got me thoroughly confused. They were married in Bristol and the marriage properly registered, so the legitimacy question doesn’t arise that far back. The letter from Julian found in the muniments room declared his intention of taking ship for Jamaica if his wife wasn’t welcomed into the family.”


“Which she wasn’t? I gather that’s another family legend come true.”


“So it seems.”


“What about the travellers’ tales of their having a large, barely respectable family?”


“Just that: travellers’ tales. Rumours, hints, but no details, and certainly nothing that could be described as evidence. Even if it’s true, my correspondent in Kingston hasn’t been able to discover records of the births of Julian’s children. There was a halfhearted attempt to set up a national registry in 1843—”


“Twelve years after they left England. Time enough to have any number of children.”


“Exactly. And in any case, that law was pretty much neglected. It wasn’t till 1880 that the civil registration of births, marriages, and deaths was really put into effect. Besides, the islands had all sorts of upheavals: earthquakes, tidal waves, slave revolts and the freeing of slaves, sugar tariffs—”


“I don’t want to hear about sugar tariffs,” Daisy said firmly. “Just tell me about the earliest records of the family you’ve discovered. If any. Just a minute, I want to write this down.” She took out her notebook.


“The earliest official record is a ship’s crew list of 1882: James Dalrymple, aged seventeen; then his marriage in Kingston in 1891; James, aged twenty-six, son of Alfred Dalrymple, who may have been Julian’s son. Alfred died in 1900, age unknown. James was lost at sea in 1917, his ship sunk. Torpedoed. His son—” A knock on the door interrupted. “Come in. Yes, what is it, Miss Watt?”


“It’s twelve o’clock, Mr. Pearson. You have an appointment with Mr. and Mrs. Liston and they have arrived.”


“Thank you. I’ll be with them in just a moment,” said Tommy. Miss Watt withdrew.


The sound of church clocks far and near chiming the hour wafted in through the window, a multitude of different tones, unsynchronised so that the ringing seemed to go on and on.


Daisy asked, “James’s son?”


“Samuel. Also a sailor.” Tommy looked and sounded evasive. “He’s at sea, his present whereabouts uncertain. Sorry, I can’t give you any further information now, but I’ll be in touch.” He stood up.


Daisy wrote down Samuel and regarded with dissatisfaction her very sketchy family tree:


Julian Dalrymple m. Marie- Claire Vallier


?


Alfred d. 1900


James d. 1917


Samuel


Putting away her notebook and gathering her gloves and handbag, she said, “Just one more thing, Tommy. Geraldine’s house party. She said—or implied, I can’t remember exactly—that she’s going to invite all the claimants. She’s not thinking of gathering them together and then revealing the heir, is she?”


“Good lord no. If we have an heir by then, prospective guests will be told who he is beforehand. Then they can attend or not, as they choose. If we still haven’t confirmed the heir, it’ll be a further opportunity to sound them out.” As he spoke, he came round the desk and opened the door.


“And about . . . ?”


“I’ll let you know in due course, Mrs. Fletcher.”


Too well brought up to stay put and insist on an answer when people were waiting, Daisy meekly let herself be shepherded through to the outer office.


Miss Watt gave her a cool, professional smile and a nod that could have meant anything. “The Liston file, Mr. Pearson?” Laden with a deed box, efficiently ready to hand on her desk, she followed the elderly, expensively dressed Mr. and Mrs. Liston and Tommy into his office. The door closed.


Daisy, thwarted, thought furiously. Tommy said it would be “most irregular” for any member of the family other than its head to be present at his interviews. What if she posed as his secretary, sitting in a corner taking notes? She had done it often enough for Alec, when the men he had available were needed elsewhere. Unorthodox and not according to police procedure, but he couldn’t deny that she had been useful. She might as well at least propose it to Tommy.


Was taking notes at interviews part of Miss Watt’s duties? Daisy decided to wait a few minutes to see if the secretary reappeared and was willing to chat.


She glanced about the room, looking for something that could conceivably have held her attention enough to delay her departure. A couple of chairs were provided for clients forced to wait, and on a table between them was a selection of magazines, including an issue of Town and Country containing one of her articles. It might provide a subject of conversation but she could hardly pretend to be reading it. Studying the names on the shelved deed boxes would just look nosy. The desk . . . Aha! On the desk was a shiny new typewriter.


Daisy stared at it with genuine envy. She didn’t like to go closer to examine it properly lest Miss Watt should pop out and assume she was inquisitive about the document protruding from the roller. How long would be reasonable to linger to ask a few questions about it?


Luckily, Miss Watt appeared after only a few moments. Seeing Daisy still there, she raised her eyebrows. “Is there something I can help you with, Mrs. Fletcher?”


“I was wondering . . . I see you have a new typewriter. I’m thinking of buying one—mine is ancient and rather creaky—but I can’t decide which model to get. The salesmen are all so very persuasive. May I ask, are you satisfied with this one?”


“Very. It’s the new Imperial 50. You’re a writer, aren’t you? I’ve read some of your articles, and enjoyed them. I didn’t realise you type them yourself.”


“Oh yes. Some writers prefer longhand, but having learnt to type I find it much faster, and publishers like it better, of course. Do you do a lot of typing? I noticed two typists downstairs.”


“They deal mostly with correspondence, for all our partners. One of them deals with the telephones, as well, and the other acts as receptionist. Each partner has his own secretary. I type Mr. Pearson’s legal documents and any of his letters that include confidential information.”


“I should think the legal terminology must get pretty complicated.”


“Much of it is standard wording, conveyances and wills and trusts, sometimes partnership agreements, though we don’t touch company law, let alone criminal, I’m glad to say. Most of our clients are professionals and businessmen. In any case, I don’t have to understand it, just get it right. No mistakes permitted in legal documents! One misplaced comma can ruin everything.”


“Goodness, I’m glad I don’t have to worry about every comma. I write shorthand, too, when I interview people.”


“I take shorthand dictation sometimes, but generally I work from Mr. Pearson’s notes. Most clients don’t much like a secretary listening to their business, even though it’s obvious I’m going to deal with the results of their consultations.”


Blast! thought Daisy. Not much chance that Tommy would be willing to try to pass her off as an unremarkable part of his office routine.


The last post brought a brief letter from Tommy.


Full of misgivings, Alec watched Daisy as she read it. “Well?”


“He’s decided to ask each claimant whether he’d have any objection to the presence of a representative member of the family, without mentioning beforehand that said representative will be a junior female member. Junior female! What a revolting description!”


Alec couldn’t help laughing. “Accurate, love, you must admit. It sounds like a reasonable compromise.”


“And he says their responses could be revealing. True; what reason could a legitimate claimant have for refusing?”


“None that I can think of,” he said obligingly.


“So, unless they’re too stupid to realise it would look suspicious, I’ll be there.”


He grinned at her. “I never doubted it for a moment.”




FOUR


Ten days passed before Daisy next heard from Tommy. He had an appointment with a Mr. Vincent Dalrymple, who was willing to allow a representative of the family to be present at the interview. He hoped the date and time were convenient, though, Daisy noted, he didn’t offer to change them if not.


She gladly rescheduled a visit to the dentist.


Vincent Dalrymple was fortyish, of medium height, slender, and sleek, with fair hair receding at the temples. He wore a formal dark suit, well cut, with a white shirt and a green-and-white striped bow tie. Daisy thought he looked like either a Harley Street consultant or a high-class maître d’hôtel. He displayed a professional charm that would be of service to either. “Smarmy” was the word that sprang to mind.


“How do you do, Mrs. Fletcher.” With a smile, he bowed slightly over her hand. “May I say how pleased I am to meet a relative on my father’s side, however distant.”


Tommy invited them to sit down. Vincent held Daisy’s chair for her, then took his seat, careful to preserve the creases in his trousers. They both looked expectantly at Tommy.


“Mrs. Fletcher, Mr. Vincent Dalrymple has provided me with certain documents and information which indicate, though they do not prove, that he may well be descended from your great-great-grandfather.”


“That’s a start,” said Daisy, smiling encouragingly at Vincent.


“I suggest,” Tommy continued, “that he himself tell you his story.”


“What a good idea.” Daisy turned towards her presumed distant cousin.


“Should I start from the present and work back, or start with my grandfather? Which would you prefer, Mrs. Fletcher?”


“Why don’t you try chronological order. But don’t worry if you get sidetracked, or skip about a bit.” She knew from experience how difficult it was to recount a straightforward narrative. Whenever she found herself mixed up in one of Alec’s cases, he was forever chiding her for wandering or for missing out important details. She took out her notebook.


“Thank you. Well, let’s see.” Vincent frowned in concentration. “My grandfather told us—”


“You knew him? Sorry, I shouldn’t interrupt.”


“No, please do, if anything isn’t clear. I was sixteen when he died. Mr. Pearson has a copy of his death certificate.”


Tommy consulted one of the documents on his desk. “February 1901, in Scarborough, North Riding. Timothy George Dalrymple. Unfortunately, his age at time of death was omitted.”


“Because my father didn’t know it. The family never did much in the way of celebrating the birthdays of adults, and my grandmother died before him.”


“What about his marriage certificate? I remember ours has my husband’s age and mine.”


“Dai—Mrs. Fletcher, could we leave the question of legal papers till the end? I’ll show you what I have then, with Mr. Dalrymple’s permission, of course.”
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