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         Praise for the Maisie Dobbs series

         
             

         

         ‘The British counterpart to Alexander McCall Smith’s The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency’ 

         Associated  Press

         
             

         

         ‘A fine new sleuth for the twenty-first century’

         Elizabeth George

         
             

         

         ‘A terrific mystery … Both intriguing and full of suspense, it makes for an absorbing read’

         Observer

         
             

         

         ‘Immensely readable … a vivid new addition to crime fiction’

         Mail  on  Sunday

         
             

         

         ‘Even if detective stories aren’t your thing, you’ll love Maisie Dobbs’

         New  Woman

         
             

         

         ‘For readers yearning for the calm insightful intelligence of a main character like P. D. James’s, Maisie Dobbs is spot on’

         Boston  Globe

         
             

         

         ‘A heroine to cherish’

         New  York  Times
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            For Anne-Marie 

With much love and gratitude

for our lifetime friendship5
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            Truly, to tell lies is not honourable;

            but when the truth entails tremendous ruin,

            to speak dishonourably is pardonable.

            – Sophocles (496–406 bc), Creusa

             

             

            Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo.

            Shovel them under and let me work –

            I am the grass; I cover all.

            And pile them high at Gettysburg

            And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun.

            Shovel them under and let me work.

            Two years, ten years, and passengers ask the conductor:

            What place is this?

            Where are we now?

             

            I am the grass.

            Let me work.

            – Carl Sandberg (1878–1967), Grass
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            PART ONE

            London,  September 1930

         

9
      

   


   
      10
         
            ONE

         

         The young policewoman stood in the corner of the room. Plain whitewashed walls, a heavy door, a wooden table with two chairs, and one small window with frosted glass rendered the room soulless. It was a cold afternoon and she’d been in the corner since coming on duty two hours ago, her only company the rumpled and bent girl sitting in the chair that faced the wall. Others had come into the room to sit in the second chair: first, Detective Inspector Richard Stratton, with Detective Sergeant Caldwell standing behind him; then Stratton standing while a doctor from the Maudsley Hospital sat before the girl, trying to get her to speak. The girl – no one knew her age or where she had come from because she hadn’t spoken a word since she was brought in this morning, her blood-stained dress, hands and face showing a month’s worth of dirt – was now waiting for another person who had been summoned to question her: a Miss Maisie Dobbs. The policewoman had heard of Maisie Dobbs, but from what she had seen today, she wasn’t sure that anyone could get this young scrubber to talk.

         The policewoman heard voices outside the door: Stratton and Caldwell and then another voice. A smooth voice. A voice that was neither loud nor soft, that did not need to be raised to be heard or, thought the policewoman, to get someone to listen.

         The door opened and Stratton came in, followed by a woman she presumed to be Maisie Dobbs. The policewoman was surprised, for the woman was nothing like she had expected, but then she realized that the voice had revealed little about the speaker, except that it had depth without being deep.

         11Wearing a plain burgundy suit with black shoes and carrying a worn black leather document case, the visitor smiled at both the policewoman and Stratton in a way that almost startled the uniformed woman, as her eyes met the midnight-blue eyes of Maisie Dobbs, psychologist and investigator.

         ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Chalmers,’ said Maisie, though they had not been introduced. The warm familiarity of the greeting took Chalmers aback. ‘Brrr. It’s cold in here,’ added the investig­ator, turning to Stratton. ‘Inspector, can we bring in an oil stove? Just to take the edge off?’

         Stratton raised an eyebrow and inclined his head at the unusual nature of the request. Amused at seeing her superior caught off guard, Chalmers tried to hide a grin, and the seated girl looked up, just for a second, because the woman’s voice compelled her to do so.

         ‘Good. Thank you, Inspector. Oh – and perhaps a chair for Miss Chalmers.’ Maisie Dobbs removed her gloves, placing them on top of the black bag, which she set on the floor, before pulling a chair around so that she was seated not opposite the girl, on the other side of the table, but close to her.

         Strange, thought Chalmers, as the door opened and a constable brought in another chair, left the room, and returned with a small paraffin stove, which he placed by the wall. They exchanged quick glances and shrugged shoulders.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Maisie, smiling.

         And they knew she had seen their furtive communication.

         Now, sitting alongside the girl, Maisie said nothing. She said nothing for some time, so that after a while Chalmers wondered what in heaven’s name she was there for. Then she realized that the Dobbs woman had closed her eyes and had changed her posi­tion slowly, and though she couldn’t put her finger on it, it was as if she were talking to the girl without opening her mouth, so that the girl – as if she couldn’t help herself – leaned toward Maisie Dobbs. Blimey,  she’s  going  to  talk.

         ‘I’m getting warmer now.’ It was a rounded voice, a west-country voice. The girl spoke deliberately, with rolled r’s and a 12nod when her sentence was finished. A farm girl. Yes, Chalmers would have pegged her for a farm girl.

         But Maisie Dobbs said nothing, just opened her eyes and smiled, but not with her mouth. No, it was her eyes that smiled. Then she touched the girl’s hand, taking it in her own. The girl began to cry and, very strange again, thought Chalmers, the Dobbs woman didn’t reach out to put an arm around her shoulder, or try to stop her or use the moment as Stratton and Caldwell might have. No, she just sat and nodded, as if she had all the time in the world. Then she surprised the policewoman once more.

         ‘Miss Chalmers. Would you be so kind as to poke your head around the door and ask for a bowl of hot water, some soap, two flannels, and a towel, please.’

         Chalmers gave a single nod and moved toward the door. Oh, this would surely give the girls something to chew over later. They’d all have a giggle about this little pantomime.

         A bowl of hot water was brought to the room by the police constable, along with the flannels, soap, and towel. Maisie removed her jacket, placed it over the back of the chair, and rolled up the sleeves of her cream silk blouse. Reaching into the bowl, she rubbed some soap on a wet flannel and squeezed out the excess water. Then she lifted the girl’s chin, smiled into her reddened and blood-shot eyes, and began to wash her face, rinsing the flannel and going back again, dabbing the hot cloth on the girl’s temples and across her forehead. She washed her arms, holding first her left hand in the hot flannel and working the cloth up to her elbow, then reaching for the girl’s right hand. The girl flinched, but Maisie showed no sign of noticing the movement, instead massaging her right hand with the cloth, gently working it along her arm to the elbow, and then rinsing again.

         It was as she knelt on the floor, taking one filthy bare foot after the other and washing the dirt and grime away with the second flannel, that the policewoman realized she had become mesmerized by the scene unfolding before her. It’s like being in church.

         13The girl spoke again. ‘You’ve got right soft ’ands, miss.’

         Maisie Dobbs smiled. ‘Thank you. I used to be a nurse, years ago, in the war. That’s what the soldiers used to say: that my hands were soft.’

         The girl nodded.

         ‘What’s your name?’

         Chalmers stared as the girl – who had been sitting in that room without so much as a cup of tea since she was brought in twelve hours ago – replied immediately.

         ‘Avril Jarvis, miss.’

         ‘Where are you from?’

         ‘Taunton, miss.’ She began to sob.

         Maisie Dobbs reached into the black bag and brought out a clean linen handkerchief, which she placed on the table in front of the girl. Chalmers waited for Maisie to take out a sheet of paper to write notes, but she didn’t; instead she simply continued with her questions as she finished drying the girl’s feet.

         ‘How old are you, Avril?’

         ‘Fourteen next April, I reckon.’

         Maisie smiled. ‘Tell me, why are you in London and not Taunton?’

         Avril Jarvis sobbed continuously as Maisie folded the towel and sat next to her again. But she did answer the question, along with every other question put to her over the next hour, at which point Maisie said that was enough for now; she would be taken care of and they would speak again tomorrow – only Detective Inspector Stratton would have to hear her story too. Then, adding fuel to the tale that Chalmers would tell the other policewomen lodging in rooms upstairs at Vine Street, the Jarvis girl nodded and said, ‘All right, then. Just so long as you’ll be with me, miss.’

         ‘Yes. I’ll be here. Don’t worry. You can rest now, Avril.’
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            TWO

         

         Following a debriefing with Stratton and Caldwell, Maisie was taken back to her office in Fitzroy Square by Stratton’s driver, who would collect her again tomorrow morning for another interview with Avril Jarvis. Maisie knew that much rested on the outcome of this second interview. Depending upon what was revealed and what could be corroborated, Avril Jarvis might well spend the rest of her life behind bars.

         ‘You’ve been gone a long time, Miss,’ said Billy Beale, her assis­tant, running his fingers back through his sun-burnished hair. He came to Maisie’s side, took her coat and placed it on the hook behind the door.

         ‘Yes, it was a long one, Billy. Poor little mite didn’t stand a chance. Mind you, I’m not sure how deeply the police are looking into her background at this point, and I would like to have some closer-to-the-bone impressions and information. If I’m required to give evidence under oath, I want to be better prepared.’ Maisie took off her hat, placed it on the corner of her desk, and slipped her gloves into the top drawer. ‘I’m wondering, Billy. Would you and Doreen fancy a trip down to Taunton for the weekend, with everything paid for?’

         ‘You mean like an ’oliday, Miss?’

         Maisie inclined her head. ‘Well, it won’t be quite like being on holiday. I want you to find out more about Avril Jarvis, the girl I interviewed this morning. She said she’s from Taunton and I have no reason to disbelieve her. Find out where she lived, who her family are, whether she went to school there, if she worked, 15and when she left for London. I want to know why she came to London – I doubt if she knew it was for a life on the streets – and what she was like as a child.’ She shook her head. ‘Heavens, she’s only thirteen now – all but a child. It’s wretched.’

         ‘She in trouble, Miss?’

         ‘Oh, yes. Very big trouble. She is about to be charged with murder.’

         ‘Gawd – and she’s only thirteen?’

         ‘Yes. Now then, can you go to Taunton?’

         Billy pressed his lips together. ‘Well, it’s not as if me and Doreen have had much of an ’oliday together, ever, really. She don’t like to leave the nippers, but you know, I suppose me mum can look after ’em while we’re away.’

         Maisie nodded and took out a new manila folder, which she inscribed avril jarvis and passed to Billy, along with a collection of index cards upon which she had scribbled notes while waiting for her debriefing with Stratton and Caldwell. ‘Good. Let me know as soon as possible if and when you can go. I’ll advance you funds for the train, a guesthouse, and incidentals. Now then, let’s get on as I’ve to leave early this evening.’

         Billy took the folder and sat down at his desk. ‘Oh, yeah, you’re seein’ that old friend of yours, Mrs Partridge.’

         Maisie turned her attention to a ledger before her. She did not look up. ‘Yes, Priscilla Patridge – Evernden, as she was when we were at Girton together. After two terms she joined the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry in 1915 and drove an ambulance in France.’ Maisie sighed and looked up. ‘She couldn’t bear to stay in England after the Armistice. She’d lost all three brothers to the war, and her parents to the flu, so she went to live on the Atlantic coast of France. That’s where she met Douglas Partridge.’

         ‘I reckon I’ve ’eard that name before.’ Billy tapped the side of his head with a pencil.

         ‘Douglas is a famous author and poet. He was badly wounded in the war, lost an arm. His poetry about the war was very contro­versial when it was first published here, but he’s managed to 16continue with his work – though it’s very dark, if you know what I mean.’

         ‘Not really, Miss. I’d ’eard of ’im, but, y’know, poetry’s not up my alley, to tell you the truth.’

         Maisie smiled and continued. ‘Priscilla has three boys. She calls them “the toads” and says they are just like her brothers, always up to something. She’s back in London to look at schools for them for next year. She and Douglas have decided that the boys are growing up and need to have a British education.’

         Billy shook his head. ‘Don’t think I could part with my nippers – oh, sorry, Miss.’ He pressed his hand to his mouth, remembering that Frankie Dobbs had sent Maisie to work as a maid in the home of Lord Julian Compton and his wife, Lady Rowan, when her mother died. At the time, Maisie was barely thirteen years old.

         Maisie shrugged. ‘That’s all right, Billy. It’s well past now. My father was doing what he thought best for me, and no doubt that’s what Priscilla is doing. Each to their own – we’ve all got to part one day, haven’t we?’ Maisie shrugged. ‘Let’s just get these bills finished and go home.’

         For the past year, Maisie had lived at Lord and Lady Compton’s Belgravia home. The accommodation had been offered to Maisie in the context of a favour to Lady Rowan, who wanted someone she trusted living ‘upstairs’ during her absence – Maisie was now an independent woman with her own business, since her mentor and former employer, Maurice Blanche, had retired. So instead of a lowly bed in the servants’ quarters at the top of the mansion – her first experience of life in the household – Maisie occupied elegant rooms on the second floor. The Comptons were spending more time at Chelstone, their country home in Kent, where Maisie’s father was the groom. It was generally thought that the Belgravia property was now retained only to pass on to James, the Comptons’ son who managed the family’s business affairs in Canada.

         For most of the time, Maisie was alone in the house but for 17a small complement of servants; then at the end of summer, Lady Rowan would sweep into town to take up her position as one of London’s leading hostesses. However, extravagance had been curtailed since last year when Lady Rowan, with a compassion uncommon among the aristocracy, declared, ‘I simply cannot indulge in such goings-on when half the country hasn’t enough food in its belly! No, we will draw in our horns and instead see what we can do to get the country out of this wretched mess!’

         Upon arriving at Ebury Place that evening, Maisie brought her MG into the mews behind the house and noticed immediately that Lord Compton’s Rolls-Royce was parked alongside the old Lanchester and that George, his chauffeur, was in conversation with Eric, a footman who took charge of the motor cars when George was in Kent.

         George touched his forehead and opened Maisie’s door for her. ‘Evening, M’um. Very nice to see you.’

         ‘George! What are you doing here? Is Lady Rowan in London?’

         ‘No, M’um, only His Lordship. But he’s not staying. Just a business meeting and then to his club.’

         ‘Oh. A meeting at the house?’

         ‘Yes, M’um. And if you don’t mind, he’s said that as soon as you returned he’d like you to join him in the library.’

         ‘Me?’ Maisie was surprised. She sometimes thought that Lord Compton had merely indulged his wife’s wish to support Maisie in the early years of her education, though he had always been nothing less than cordial in his communications with her.

         ‘Yes, M’um. He knows you’re going out later, but he said to say it wouldn’t take long.’

         Maisie nodded to George and thanked Eric, who stepped forward with a cloth to attend to the already shining MG. Instead of entering through the kitchen door, an informality that had become her custom, she walked quickly to the front entrance, where the door was immediately opened by Sandra, the most senior ‘below stairs’ employee in the absence of the butler, Carter, who was at Chelstone.

         18‘Evening, M’um.’ Sandra gave only a short curtsy, knowing that Maisie hated such formalities. ‘His Lordship –’

         ‘Yes, George just told me.’ She passed her hat and coat to Sandra but kept hold of her document case. She checked the silver nurse’s watch that was pinned to her lapel, a gift from Lady Rowan when she was sent to France in 1916. The watch had been her talisman ever since. ‘Thank you, Sandra. Look, could you run me a bath, please? I have to meet Mrs Partridge at the Strand Palace by seven, and I really don’t want to be late.’

         ‘Right you are, M’um. Pity she couldn’t have stayed here. It’s not as if we don’t have the room.’

         Maisie patted her thick black hair and replied as she sped toward the sweeping staircase. ‘Oh, she said she wanted to be waited on hand and foot in a lavish hotel now that she has a few days’ respite from her boys.’

         Outside the library door, Maisie composed herself before knocking. The men’s voices carried; Lord Compton’s was sharp and decisive. The second voice seemed deep and resolute, and as Maisie listened she closed her eyes and began to mouth the over­heard words, automatically moving her body to assume a posture suggested by the voice. Yes, this was a man of decision, a man of bearing, with weight upon his shoulders. She thought he might be a solicitor, though one thing sparked her interest in the seconds before she knocked on the door and walked into the library: the man’s voice, as Maisie interpreted it, held more than a hint of fear.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Maisie, good of you to spare us a few moments of your precious time.’ Julian Compton held out his hand to Maisie to draw her into the room. He was a tall, thin man, with grey hair swept back and a debonair ease of movement that suggested wealth, confidence, and success.

         ‘It’s a pleasure to see you, Lord Julian. How is Lady Rowan?’

         ‘Apart from that wretched hip, there’s no stopping her! Of course, her new mare has a foal on the way now – perhaps another 19Derby promise in a couple of years!’ Lord Compton turned to the man standing with his back to the fireplace. ‘Allow me to introduce a very good friend of mine, Sir Cecil Lawton, KC.’

         Maisie approached the man and shook hands. ‘Good evening, Sir Cecil.’ She noticed the man’s discomfort, the way his eyes did not quite meet her own, focusing instead on a place over her shoulder before looking down at his feet, then back to Lord Julian. I  can  almost  smell  the  fear,  thought Maisie.

         Cecil Lawton was only an inch or two taller than Maisie. He had dark-grey wavy hair that parted in the centre and swept to the sides. He wore half-moon spectacles, and his bulbous nose seemed to sit uncomfortably above a waxed moustache. His clothes were expensive, though not new. Maisie had met many such men in the course of her work, barristers and judges who had once invested heavily in making an impression but, having reached the pinnacle of success in the legal profession, did not regard Savile Row with the reverence of their younger days.

         ‘I’m delighted to see you, Miss Dobbs; you may remember that we have met before. It was when you gave evidence for the defence in the Tadworth case. The man might have been on his way to Wormwood Scrubs, had it not been for your acute observations.’

         ‘Thank you, Sir Cecil.’ Maisie was now anxious to know the reason for her being introduced to Lawton, not least to allow her time to get ready for supper with Priscilla. She turned to Lord Julian. ‘I understand that you wanted to see me, Lord Julian. Is there a matter I might assist you with?’

         Lord Julian looked at Lawton briefly. ‘Let’s sit down. Maisie, Sir Cecil requires confirmation of information received some years ago, during the war. He came to me, and I immediately suggested that you might be able to help.’ Lord Julian glanced at Lawton, then brought his attention back to Maisie. ‘I think it best if Sir Cecil explains the situation to you in private, without any commentary from me. I know you would prefer to hear the details in his words, and any questions you put to him can be answered 20in absolute confidence. I should add, Maisie’ – Lord Julian smiled at his friend – ‘I have informed my good friend here that your fees are not insignificant and you are worth every penny!’

         Maisie smiled and inclined her head. ‘Thank you, Lord Julian.’

         ‘Very well. Good. I’m off to my lair for ten minutes or so. I’ll be back shortly.’
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         Sir Cecil Lawton fidgeted in his seat, then stood again with his back to the fire. Maisie leaned back slightly in her chair, a move that caused Lawton to clear his throat and begin speaking.

         ‘This is most unusual, Miss Dobbs. I had not imagined that I might one day be seeking assistance in this matter …’ Lawton shook his head, his eyes closed, then looked up and continued. ‘My only son, Ralph, was killed in the war.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Sir Cecil.’ Maisie issued her regret softly. Sensing that Lawton had a burden to shed, she leaned forward to indi­cate that she was listening closely. He had pronounced his son’s name Rafe  in the old-fashioned manner.

         ‘I was in a position to ask questions, so there was – is – no doubt in my mind that Ralph was lost. He was in the Flying Corps. Those chaps were lucky if they were still alive three weeks after arriving in France.’

         Maisie nodded but said nothing.

         Lawton cleared his throat, held his fist against his mouth for a second, folded his arms, and continued. ‘My wife, however, always maintained that Ralph was alive. She became very – very unstable, I think you would say, after we received the news. She believed that one day he would come back again. She said a mother knew such things. Agnes suffered a nervous collapse a year after the war. She had become involved with spiritualists, mediums, and all sorts of quackery, all in an attempt to prove that Ralph was still alive.’

         ‘There were many who consulted such people, Sir Cecil. Your wife was not alone in that respect.’

         Lawton nodded and pressed on with his story. ‘One of them 21even said that a spirit guide –’ He shook his head and once again took a seat opposite Maisie. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Dobbs. The mere thought of it all makes my blood boil. The fact that one person can wield such power over another is abhorrent. Is it not enough for a family to endure loss, without having a witch –’ Lawton appeared to falter, then regained his composure. ‘Anyway, my wife was told that a spirit guide had passed on a message from the other side that Ralph was not dead, but very much alive.’

         ‘How difficult for you.’ Maisie was careful to maintain a middle ground as she listened to the story. There was something in Lawton’s manner as he spoke of his son that made her feel uneasy. Her skin prickled slightly at the nape of her neck, where the scar left by an exploding shell was etched into her scalp. His regard for his son was compromised.

         ‘My wife spent the final two years of her life in an asylum, Miss Dobbs, a private institution in the country. I could not afford rumours that might jeopardize my position. She was cared for in very comfortable circumstances.’

         Maisie looked at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. She needed to move on. ‘Tell me, Sir Cecil, how may I be of service to you?’

         Lawton cleared his throat and began to speak. ‘Agnes, my wife, passed away three months ago. There was only a small funeral and the usual notice of her passing in The  Times. However, on her deathbed, she begged me to promise that I would find Ralph.’

         ‘Oh.’ Maisie placed her hands together and brought them to her lips, as if in prayer.

         ‘Yes. I promised to find someone who is dead.’ He turned to face Maisie directly for the first time. ‘I am duty bound to search for him. That’s why I have come to you – at Julian’s suggestion.’

         ‘Lord Julian was at the War Office during the war. I am sure he has access to records.’

         ‘Of course, and the search only revealed what we already know: Captain Ralph Lawton, RFC, died in France in August 1917.’

         ‘What do you want me to do, Sir Cecil?’

         22‘I want you to prove my son dead, once and for all.’

         ‘I’m sorry, but I must ask. What about his grave?’

         ‘Ah, yes, the grave. My son died in an inferno when his aero­plane came down. There was little left of the craft, let alone my son. His remains are buried in France.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘I am taking this step to keep a promise to my wife.’

         Maisie frowned. ‘But such a search could go on indefinitely, and be difficult to bear, if I may say so, Sir Cecil.’

         ‘Yes, yes, quite, I understand. However, I have decided that there must be a time limit set for such a task.’

         Maisie sighed deeply. ‘Sir Cecil, as you no doubt understand, in my work I am familiar with unusual requests and have taken on assignments that others have refused or abused. In a case such as this, my responsibility must extend to your well-being – if I may speak frankly.’

         ‘I’m perfectly all right, you know. I –’

         Standing, Maisie walked to the window, glanced at her watch, and turned to face Lawton. ‘Brutal honesty is often a requirement of my work, and I must – as I said – be frank. You are recently bereaved, and your wife has burdened you with a terrible promise: to find a son who, to all intents and purposes, is dead. It would seem that, since you received word of his death, you have not been able to seal his passing with the rituals that we must all go through to release those who are lost to the past.’

         Maisie paused for a moment, looked back at Lawton, and continued. ‘It is only through such a pilgrimage of mourning that we are free to remember the dead with fullness of heart. In taking on this case, your passage through grief and remembrance will be of paramount consideration. You see, Sir Cecil, I am not yet sure how I might proceed with such work, but I know only too well how difficult it will be for you to relive your loss as I go about my inquiry. And of course I would be investigating those your wife consulted in her search for confirmation of her sense that he was alive.’

         23‘I see. At least I think I see. I thought you could just search records, go over to France, and …’ Lawton’s words stalled. It was clear he had no idea what Maisie might do in France.

         ‘Allow me to make a suggestion, if I may, Sir Cecil. Consider all I have said, and the implications of my investigation. Then please telephone me at my office, and we will proceed as from that day if you still wish me to search for the truth regarding Ralph’s death.’ Maisie reached into her document case and pulled out a calling card that she passed to Lawton. It was inscribed with her name, followed by Psychologist  and  Investigator  and her telephone number.

         Lawton studied the card for a moment before pushing it into the pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Yes, quite. I’ll consider the breadth of my request.’

         ‘Good. Now, if you will excuse me, Sir Cecil, I really must hurry. I have a supper engagement.’

         A single knock at the door heralded the perfectly timed entrance of Lord Julian Compton.

         ‘I thought you’d be just about finished by now.’

         ‘Yes, Julian. Miss Dobbs has been most helpful.’ Sir Cecil held out his hand to Maisie.

         ‘I look forward to hearing from you in due course, Sir Cecil.’ Maisie shook the proffered hand and turned to leave. ‘One more thing regarding your wife’s assertion, Sir Cecil. Should you choose to commence with the investigation, I will be curious to know if your wife ever attributed a reason for Ralph’s not returning home – if she thought him alive.’
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            THREE

         

         Returning to her rooms, Maisie bathed, then styled her hair quickly before putting on her black day dress. She had no gowns or evening wear, choosing instead something from her wardrobe that would ‘do’ for supper at the Strand Palace Hotel. She applied rouge sparingly, along with a swish of lipstick, and patted her hair one last time. Her long tresses had finally met the hairdresser’s scissors in early summer and, though the new haircut was stylish, she found she missed the weight at the back of her head and along her spine when she unpinned her chignon. Now the chin-length bob was growing out, which Maisie liked. For once in her life she was following fashion.

         Collecting the freshly polished MG, Maisie sped off toward the Strand Palace, where she was to meet Priscilla. Though they had kept in touch, the women had met only once or twice after Priscilla left England to reside in Biarritz. At first, Maisie had questioned her friend’s decision to live abroad, but she knew Priscilla needed to reignite an effervescent personality numbed by loss and grief. In Biarritz she had immersed herself in a round of parties but was saved from a life of postwar decadence by the quiet strength and resolve of her husband, the poet Douglas Partridge, who welcomed Priscilla into his home on the coast and into the calming influence of his life of artistic endeavour and introspection. Maisie was happy for her friend and consid­ered the union sound. Priscilla had discovered true joy again and in so doing encouraged Douglas’s confidence in company. Now, with three sons, Priscilla’s enviable energy was often sapped by 25the end of the day, though Maisie wondered how her friend would ever fare if she lost the boys’ nanny.

         It wasn’t just Priscilla and her family that occupied Maisie’s thoughts as she manoeuvred through the London traffic. She was troubled by the meeting with Sir Cecil Lawton, by a case that might be lucrative but seemed fraught with ambiguity. She liked to bring her cases to a complete close, to know her notes could be filed away with all loose ends tied. She could not fail to notice that Agnes Lawton had clearly asked her husband to find their son, whereas Lawton had briefed Maisie to prove him dead, a distinc­tion that hinted at a client who might be more troublesome than most. She hoped Lawton would decide against the investigation.

         Maisie parked the motor car. As she rushed into the grand entrance of the Strand Palace, she caught a glimpse of herself in the newly refurbished, very avant-garde mirrored glass foyer and sighed. In truth, there was one aspect of the reunion that she was dreading: Priscilla was a self-confessed fashion hound. Her long limbs, aquiline features, and shining chestnut hair seemed to lend themselves to any style, any ensemble – always brand new and very expensive. As she had written to Maisie, ‘I spend much of my day on my hands and knees or otherwise steeped in the life of three impish toads, so I never begrudge myself the odd shop­ping trip to Paris.’ Maisie knew she would feel hopelessly drab in her company.
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         Maisie noticed Priscilla immediately, sitting on an armchair at the agreed meeting place. She stopped for a moment to regard her old friend. Priscilla wore wide trousers of heavy black silk, with a pale grey chemise tucked into the wide waist-band. A black silk jacket, shorter than the thigh-length garment Maisie favoured, was set upon her shoulders. Pale grey piping edged the jacket, and a grey silk handkerchief was tucked into a breast pocket. Maisie brushed a few specks of fluff from her dress, which she suddenly felt to be pitifully behind the times. Priscilla turned 26to face her; then, with a beaming smile, quickly but elegantly unfolded her long legs and rose from the chair.

         ‘Maisie, darling, you look absolutely smashing. It must be love!’

         ‘Oh, come on, Pris.’ Maisie kissed Priscilla on both cheeks before the women stood back to appraise each other.

         ‘Well, I’ll say this for you, you don’t have wrinkles.’ Priscilla reached into her bag and pulled out a fresh cigarette, which she pressed into an ebony holder. Maisie remembered the flourish with which Priscilla would smoke her illicit cigarettes when they were at Girton, waving the holder to emphasize a point, some­times blowing a perfect smoke ring before saying, ‘Well, if you want my opinion …’ which she would give without waiting for a response.

         Priscilla put her arm through Maisie’s and led her conspira­torially toward the Grill Room. ‘Now then, I want to know every­thing – and I mean everything, especially about whoever it is that has given you a twinkle in your eye. I know you’ve had a couple of suitors, and I know that twinkle. I remember seeing it when we went to Simon’s leaving party. Do you remember –’ Priscilla stopped suddenly. ‘Oh, God. Sorry, Maisie, I didn’t mean –’

         ‘Oh, not to worry, Pris. It was a long time ago. And it was  a wonderful party, the best of my life.’ Maisie smiled to let Priscilla know that a reference to Simon was not ill-timed. Captain Simon Lynch was the young army doctor whom she had loved, but whose terrible injuries in the Great War had rendered him incapacitated in body and mind.

         Priscilla stopped and looked into Maisie’s eyes, her own glis­tening with tears that revealed the depth of her remembered grief. Maisie rubbed her friend’s hand as it rested on her arm. ‘Come on, let’s have that drink, Pris. I know I’d like one.’

         ‘My, you have changed! Now all I have to do is take you shopping.’

         Maisie turned to Priscilla as they were shown to a table. ‘I knew it would be only a minute or two before you tried to take me in hand.’

         27‘All right, I’ll leave that topic until later. You may be seeing a country doctor – it is him, isn’t it? – but there’s no need to go all frumpy and pearly yet.’

         ‘But I’m not –’

         Priscilla held up a hand playfully as she ordered a gin and tonic. Maisie asked for a cream sherry.

         ‘So. Come on, out with it; tell me all about him. Is it that Andrew Dene? Dr  Andrew Dene? The one you wrote about in your last letter?’

         ‘Look, it’s not serious courting, we’re – oh, thank you.’ Maisie smiled at the waiter, glad for the interruption of their drinks being set upon the table.

         ‘Not serious? I’ll wager, Maisie, that it’s serious for Dr Dene! Has he asked you to marry him?’

         ‘Well, no …’

         ‘Oh, come on. Here you are, a successful woman of professional standing, and seeing you blush I feel as if I’m talking to my lovesick nanny.’ Priscilla stubbed out her cigarette and took a hefty sip of her gin and tonic. ‘Who, I might add, has almost given me grey hair by conducting an affair with a man I consider to be a very nasty piece of work.’

         ‘Thank heavens the comparison ends there. Andrew’s actually very nice.’

         ‘So why aren’t you marrying him?’

         Maisie sipped her sherry and set her glass down. ‘If you must know, he hasn’t asked me. For goodness’ sake, we’ve hardly seen each other since we first went to the theatre. I enjoy his company – he is such fun, you’d like him – but apart from spending the odd day together at the weekend, or an evening during the week if he’s in town, we are both busy.’

         Priscilla pressed another cigarette into the holder, raised an eyebrow, and leaned toward Maisie. ‘Are you sure you’ve only spent the odd day  at the weekend? Not the whole weekend?’

         ‘That’s it; no more, Priscilla Evernden. You are a devil!’ Maisie laughed, joined by Priscilla. ‘Oh, it is  good to see you, Pris. Come 28on, tell me about the boys. Have you found a suitable school for them?’

         The waiter returned to take their order for supper, and as he left, Priscilla brought Maisie up-to-date with family life and the search for a school that would accommodate three boys, used to a certain freedom in their fashionable French coastal town but who must now begin to prepare for a more restrained life ahead. The conversation continued over the meal.

         ‘So, we’re between the devil and the deep blue sea, trying to get them educated without having the life whipped out of them if they so much as put a foot wrong.’ Priscilla placed her knife and fork on her plate and reached for her wineglass. ‘Anyway, I’m to see three more schools this week, then I have to meet my solicitors to discuss upkeep of the estate. Part of me wants to sell, but on the other hand I’d love to hold on to it for the boys.’ Priscilla shook her head. ‘Anyway, far too boring for supper talk. Now then, what about you? What’s your latest case?’

         ‘You know I can’t tell you about my cases.’

         ‘Not even a snippet for a hard-pressed mother?’

         ‘That will be the day!’ Maisie smiled. ‘All right, let’s just say that my next case, if I am awarded the assignment, involves proving that someone who died in the war really is dead.’ Maisie was careful not to say aviator  and was aware that the informa­tion shared with Priscilla was more than she had ever before disclosed to someone not directly involved in an investigation.

         Priscilla pulled a face. ‘Gosh, I wish I hadn’t asked now – mind you, it’s not unusual when you think about it. After all, so many were listed as missing, which caused terrible heartache.’

         ‘And I may well have to go over to France to complete my inquiries,’ continued Maisie. ‘Though I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.’

         ‘Then you must come to Biarritz – consider it a break following all that hard work. Heavens, I’ve been trying to get you to come for years!’

         29‘It’s probably a bit out of my way. If you were at your flat in Paris, I might be able to visit you there.’

         Priscilla shook her head. ‘I’m hardly ever in Paris except for the odd shopping expedition. Douglas goes to the flat to write sometimes. There’s a sort of League of Nations bookish set in Paris that he finds stimulating. The Americans are rather run, but it appears to me that a fair bit of backstabbing goes on, you know.’

         ‘I wouldn’t know, Pris. There’s a similar set in Fitzroy Square, but I hardly ever see them. We’re not even on nodding good-morning terms.’

         Priscilla was quiet for a moment, and as she ran a finger around the rim of her wineglass, Maisie regarded her closely. Her demeanour had changed; a tension had moved into her shoulders that Maisie knew came from Priscilla’s heart.

         ‘What is it, Priscilla?’

         ‘Oh, nothing. Nothing, really …’

         Maisie leaned back as Priscilla in turn leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She began to unburden her troublesome thoughts with a nervous half laugh and a joke.

         ‘You know, my  father would have sent me from the table for this. “Only cooked meat on the table” was a favourite quip as he pricked you on the arm with a fork.’

         ‘Those who are gone are never far away,’ said Maisie.

         ‘Yes, I know. I’m seeing it more and more in the boys as they get older. Though they never knew their uncles, I see reminders every day, even when one of them is just about to box another around the ears! God, I miss them; I still miss my family, Maisie.’ Priscilla took up the ebony holder and, despite disparaging looks from two matrons dining nearby, lit another cigarette.

         ‘But there’s more, isn’t there?’ Maisie rested her hands on the table, not with palms down but relaxed and slightly upturned.

         Priscilla blew a smoke ring and smiled broadly at the neigh­bouring diners. She  doesn’t  change, thought Maisie.

         ‘It’s that case you mentioned, Maisie.’ Priscilla seemed to falter but then continued. ‘It made me think of my eldest brother, Peter. 30As you know, I was the youngest; the boys were all older. Phil and Pat were both killed in 1916, within two weeks of each other, but Peter – I don’t know about Peter.’

         ‘Don’t know?’ Maisie resisted the urge to lean toward Priscilla, instead leaving room for her to continue her story.

         ‘No. I have no idea.’ Priscilla looked at Maisie directly. ‘It’s my boys growing up so quickly, I think. I pushed it all behind me after the war, after Mummy and Daddy died. Off I went to France like a shot, drank myself silly for a year, and, thank God, along came Douglas to drag me from the abyss. I adore him, Maisie, and I adore my boys. Douglas and I have helped each other, really, and I don’t want to look back, but …’

         ‘But?’

         ‘We never knew where Peter died. His body was never found, though that wasn’t unusual, was it? I never even saw the telegram. My parents had already lost Patrick and Philip, so they burned it, and I’ve been troubled about it ever since. I’ll put it to the back of my mind for a while, and then something – and sometimes it’s something really simple, not a big thing like this case of yours – brings it all back again.’

         Maisie did not respond for some moments. Then she reached across to her friend and took her hands in her own. ‘Look, Pris, I want you to consider something – and please don’t dismiss my suggestion immediately. I can direct you to someone who, in conversation, can help you to put Peter to rest in your heart. I’m your friend, too close for such work, but Maurice –’

         Priscilla pulled her right hand from Maisie’s grasp, holding it up to stop her speaking. ‘I know what you’re suggesting, Maisie. I’ve heard all about these newfangled talk therapies, and they’re not my bag. I’d rather listen to an old gramophone record and have a drink and a cigarette until misery finds someone else to pick on.’ She paused briefly and changed the subject. ‘Have you received a letter from Girton asking for contributions to the new fund-raising campaign? I thought I’d send something.’31
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         Maisie and Priscilla remained together for another hour or so, reminiscing over dinner about their time at Girton College and their lives since the war. They agreed to meet again for lunch before Priscilla flew back to France. But as she left her friend, driving back to Ebury Place with the top down on the MG, for it was a warm night, Maisie considered the possibility of a return to France, a prospect she anticipated with dread in her heart.
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            FOUR

         

         Maisie went to the office for just one hour the next morning, before being collected by a Scotland Yard driver in a black Invicta motor car. However, there was time to spend with Billy before embarking upon her day.

         ‘Mornin’, Miss.’ Billy had arrived early at the office. ‘Nice evenin’ with Mrs Partridge?’

         Maisie removed her coat and hat, hung them on a hook behind the door, and went to her desk, where she placed her handbag in a drawer and her black document case – a gift from the Comptons’ staff when she first went up to Girton in 1914 – on the floor next to her chair. She sighed. ‘Yes, it was a lovely evening. Thank you for asking.’

         Billy looked up, not used to hearing fatigue in his employer’s voice. ‘A late one, was it, Miss? I know you said Mrs Partridge used to be bit of a girl for the long nights and parties.’

         Maisie nodded and leaned back in her chair. ‘Well, it was a bit later than usual, but no, that’s not the reason for my malaise this morning, Billy. I can’t say I slept very well.’

         ‘Not comin’ down with somethin’, I ’ope.’

         ‘No – just a few concerns.’

         Billy frowned. ‘What, about that girl from Taunton?’

         ‘Actually, no. There may be another case coming in that I’m not –’

         Billy reached across and picked up a buff-coloured folder. ‘Was it’ – he turned the folder sideways; a piece of paper flapped on top – ‘Sir Cecil Lawton?’ Billy didn’t wait for an answer but continued, 33leaving his desk to bring the folder to Maisie. ‘The dog-and-bone was ringing its ’ead off when I got in this mornin’, and this bloke said to tell you that ’e’d thought about what you’d said and wanted to assign the task – that’s what ’e called it, a task  – to you, and could you place a telephone call to ’im in ’is chambers today, so –’

         ‘Oh, damn it!’ Maisie leaned forward and rested her forehead on her hands.

         Billy’s eyes opened wide as he placed the folder on the desk in front of her. ‘I beg your pardon, Miss. Did I do somethin’ wrong? I mean, I took the message, got the file ready for the particulars, and –’

         Maisie looked up. ‘No, it’s all right, Billy. I’m sorry, that was rude of me. The truth is, I’m just not sure about this case.’

         Billy thought for a moment. ‘Well, you always said we’ve got the final decision as to whether we accept a job, didn’t you?’

         ‘I know, I know.’ Maisie sighed, scraped back her chair, and walked to the window. ‘And I never thought I would be compromised, but I have a … a very uncomfortable feeling about this.’

         ‘So, why don’t you put a tin lid on it? Tell the man to go to someone else.’ Billy joined her at the window. They looked not at each other but across the square before them, where the sun was streaking across leaves beginning to take on hues of copper, deep red, and gold. Leaves that would soon litter the flagstones, rendering them slippery and brown.

         Maisie did not answer but instead closed her eyes. Billy stepped away quietly, gathered a tray set for tea, and left the room, understanding that this was one of those times when she required some moments alone. Hearing the door click behind him, Maisie reached for a cushion on an old armchair set in the corner and placed it on the floor. She knew Billy would give her ten minutes before gently knocking at the door and entering with a pot of tea to refresh them both. Pulling up her skirt slightly to allow ease of movement, she sat on the cushion, legs crossed, arms loose in her lap, her eyes now half closed. Soon she would leave the office for Vine Street. For the sake 34of Avril Jarvis, she must be clear and ready, not fatigued by other concerns.

         She allowed her mind to become still, as she had been taught so many years ago by Khan, the Ceylonese wise man to whom she had been taken by Maurice Blanche. Then she asked questions silently, questions she did not struggle to answer, knowing that insights and responses would come to her in the hours and days ahead, as long as she went forward with an open­ness of heart. What was at the source of her doubts regarding the assignment from Lawton? Was it a question of trust? Certainly she had intuited a certain … a certain … what was that sense she’d had? Reticence? Yes, there was fear, but why? Whatever could a man have to fear from a dead son, a son who was a decorated aviator? Without doubt, Agnes Lawton had exacted a terrible deathbed promise, so it was likely that Sir Cecil was reeling not only from her passing and state of mind in her final years, but the task he had assumed. A task he now wanted to pass on to Maisie.

         Was she concerned because she felt Sir Cecil was interested only in making good on his word, giving the case an element of triviality? There would doubtless have to be a return to France, and to Flanders – oh,  God,  why?  Why? Maisie sat in silence, allowing her mind to clear again, so that mere seconds assumed an expanse that stretched into hours, in the way that, in slumber, one can have a dream of years passing, yet upon waking look at the clock and see that only the briefest of naps has been taken.

         Billy knocked gently on the door, waited a moment, and entered. Maisie was standing now and walked toward the desk, her customary strong stride and ready smile greeting him.

         ‘That’s better, Miss. Now, get this down you before the old door­bell goes and you’ve to be off to Vine Street.’ Billy poured tea into a well-used army tin mug for Maisie, a vessel she had preferred since her days of service in France, when the hot, strong, almost-too-sweet tea had sustained her in the worst of times. ‘Do you think she’ll talk – y’know, with Stratton in the room?’

         35‘Oh, yes, I should think so, though perhaps with a little difficulty. Much of it will be repeating the story she told me yesterday.’

         ‘Poor little scrap.’ Billy sipped his tea, then continued. ‘Well, talking of the girl, Avril Jarvis, I’ve sorted it all out with Doreen and we’re off this weekend to Taunton.’

         ‘Oh, good work, Billy.’

         ‘And you know what I’m like about leaving the Smoke! Anyway, me old mum is taking on the nippers, so we’ll be on our own. Doreen says she don’t mind that I ’ave to work, an’ all, it will be a nice little break.’

         ‘Good. Now then, Billy, please devise a plan for your inquiry, and let’s look at it together before you go – we’ll do that tomorrow. In fact, why don’t you leave on Thursday, to allow a little more time.’

         ‘Right you are, Miss.’ A bell rang in the office, activated by a caller at the front door below. ‘Ay-oop, there’s the Scotland Yard chappie now. You’d better be off, Miss.’

         ‘I’ll see you this afternoon, Billy, all right?’ Maisie quickly put on her coat and hat, and opened the door.

         ‘Yes, Miss. Oh – Miss? Did you decide about Sir Cecil Lawton?’

         Maisie turned to answer Billy before leaving. ‘Yes, I’ve made my decision. I’ll telephone his chambers while I’m waiting at Vine Street.’
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         Upon arrival at Vine Street, Maisie was ushered into an office to meet Detective Inspector Stratton and his assistant, Caldwell.

         ‘We’ve received the postmortem report from the pathologist.’ Stratton removed several sheets of paper from a folder but did not pass them to Maisie. ‘How a slip of a girl managed to kill a man of that size beggars belief, but the evidence is there for all to see: fingerprints all over the murder weapon.’

         ‘She maintains that she didn’t murder the man; he was her uncle –’

         ‘But with respect, Miss Dobbs,’ Caldwell interrupted, ‘she also has no recollection of the actual events, per her confession to you yesterday.’

         36‘I would hardly call her story a confession, Sergeant Caldwell.’ Maisie turned to Stratton’s assistant, disguising her distaste for a man she considered an opportunist who rushed to premature conclusions. ‘Miss Jarvis recounted the events she could remember before her collapse.’

         ‘Yes, with a knife in her hand, right next to the body. She should have thought about her fear of blood before she thrust the knife into her beloved uncle’s neck and chest.’

         ‘I think beloved  hardly describes a relationship marked by such brutal behaviour, do you?’

         ‘But, with respect, Miss Dobbs –’

         Stratton sighed. ‘All right, that’s enough, Caldwell.’ He turned to Maisie. ‘Let’s see what we get out of this interview, shall we? In the meantime, we are trying to establish whether Harold Upton, the victim, was indeed related to Jarvis. I’ve been in touch with the constabulary in Taunton this morning, and we expect to hear shortly. Her people will be informed in due course.’

         ‘And due  course  is how long, Inspector Stratton?’

         Stratton was about to answer when there was a knock at the door.

         ‘Yes!’

         Maisie noted Stratton’s edgy response, an indication that her question would not be answered and that it was likely that Avril Jarvis’s family would not yet be informed that she was in custody. She was curious to know who would be offering legal counsel to the girl.

         ‘Sir, she’s in the interview room now.’

         ‘Very good, Chalmers.’

         The policewoman nodded and closed the door.

         ‘Now then –’

         ‘We were talking about her people being notified, Inspector.’

         ‘Ah, yes.’ Stratton looked at his watch. ‘We’d better get cracking, I’ve an appointment at eleven.’ He rose and opened the door for Maisie.

         As they walked along the corridor toward the interview room, 37Maisie turned to Stratton. ‘Has Jarvis had the benefit of legal counsel yet, Inspector?’

         Stratton opened a door into an anteroom and gestured for Maisie to enter before himself and Caldwell. ‘She refuses to speak to anyone but yourself, Miss Dobbs. A duty solicitor has been assigned’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘who should have been here by now.’

         As if on cue, a young man rushed into the room in a flustered manner, clutching a new briefcase. Maisie shook her head, though it was no surprise to her that Avril Jarvis would be assigned a raw recruit to the legal profession. The combination of no money, as far as anyone knew, and a novice solicitor with no reputation or established contacts in chambers could only mean that, during her trial, Avril Jarvis would be represented by a junior barrister rather than counsel of some standing.

         ‘I hope I haven’t held anyone up here. I’ve been sorting out some very testy relatives fighting over a will. Sorry!’ The solicitor was flushed and hurried, giving no reason for confidence. ‘Charles Little, duty dog assigned to Jarvis.’ He held out his hand to Stratton and beamed a boyish smile. Maisie watched Caldwell sneer. Duty dog might have been an attempt at humour; but even Maisie could not avoid thinking that he was more like the duty  pup.

         ‘Right then. Let’s get on with it.’ Stratton turned to enter the interview room, but Maisie placed a hand on his arm.

         ‘Inspector, look, I know this has to be done, but may I see Miss Jarvis alone for a moment, with only Miss Chalmers in attendance? I fear that if we all enter at once, nothing will be gained except another wall of silence.’

         ‘I must say, this is most –’ Little stepped forward, grasping a possible opportunity to exert some influence.

         ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Caldwell’s complaint was almost drowned out as the young solicitor pressed his position.

         Maisie held up her hand. ‘This will take only a minute and may make the difference between accomplishment and failure.’

         Stratton turned to the two men. ‘I believe Miss Dobbs should 38have this opportunity, and I agree with her conclusion.’ Addressing Maisie he added, ‘Two minutes, Miss Dobbs, double the time requested.’

         Maisie inclined her head and stepped into the room where Avril Jarvis stood beside a table and chair. She was not wearing handcuffs, but bracelets of raw skin on her wrists suggested that a pair had been removed after she had been brought into the secure room. Chalmers stood alongside the door. Jarvis was dressed in a plain grey dress of prison issue and plain black lace-up shoes. Her hair had been drawn back sharply in a bun and her face and hands appeared to have been scrubbed roughly. She smiled as Maisie entered, but then her eyes filled with tears. She took a step toward Maisie, but Chalmers moved quickly. The girl was, after all, detained on suspicion of murder.

         ‘It’s all right, Chalmers.’ Maisie held up a hand and turned to Avril, who collapsed into her arms. She said nothing but allowed the girl to weep.

         ‘I’m scared, miss. I’m right scared.’

         ‘Of course you are, of course you are. Now then.’ Maisie held Avril Jarvis away from her but kept her hands on the girl’s upper arms, so she could feel the benefit of Maisie’s strength. ‘The Detective Inspector is waiting outside, and so is your solicitor. Avril? Avril, look at me.’ Maisie lifted the girl’s chin, for she had tried to rest her head on Maisie’s shoulder. She’s exhausted. ‘Come on now, Avril, look at me. All you have to do is tell the same story that you told me yesterday.’

         Avril Jarvis wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed. ‘Yes, miss, all right.’

         Maisie looked into her eyes and smiled knowingly. But you didn’t tell me everything, did you, dear girl. ‘Take a deep breath … yes, that’s it. And another … And again … Shake your hands like this … Good. Now then, stand with your hands at your sides, keep them loose, and’ – Maisie walked behind the girl and pressed her finger­tips into the middle of Jarvis’s slender back – ‘let this go.’

         Avril Jarvis gasped and almost fell forward, feeling the tension 39in her spine escape as Maisie touched her. ‘That felt like burning, it did, miss. As if your hands was on fire. Like a hot poker going through me, it was.’

         Maisie nodded. ‘Keep your feet firmly on the floor, Avril, and stand tall, but not like a lamppost!’

         Stratton entered without knocking, accompanied by Caldwell and Charles Little.

         ‘Right, Miss Jarvis, let’s get down to business. This needn’t be long and miserable if you cooperate and answer my questions. Then Mr Little here will be able to speak to you alone – with only the policewoman in the room, that is.’

         ‘What about this lady?’ Avril pointed to Maisie. ‘Can she stay?’

         Maisie stepped forward. ‘No, Avril, I have to leave you with your solicitor. It’s for the best, and it’s also the law.’

         ‘But –’

         Maisie turned to Stratton. ‘I think Miss Jarvis is ready.’ She smiled at Jarvis and nodded.

         The questioning of Avril Jarvis continued for a good two hours. Following the interrogation, Maisie waited to speak to Charles Little, who left the room anxious to return to his office.

         ‘Mr Little, may I have a word?’

         ‘Oh, Miss Dobbs.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I have barely a moment. I’m sorry, but I really am very busy.’

         ‘I have only one question. Do you know whom you will brief to act as counsel for Miss Jarvis?’

         Little sighed. ‘Well, clearly she’s on a sticky wicket. She needs a legal miracle worker to get her out of this mess, and even with the assistance available to those with no funds, she’ll not have access to the calibre of counsel I would like to brief on her behalf.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Well, then. I must be off. Cheerio, Miss Dobbs.’

         Maisie watched the young solicitor leave and shook her head. A  legal  miracle  worker.  She walked slowly toward the police constable who would summon Stratton’s driver to take her back to Fitzroy Square. So  be  it.
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         Maisie looked over the three pages of notes written in Billy’s large curved handwriting and smiled. His deliberate forming of letters, large, like those of a child in primary school, reflected an innocence she found endearing.

         ‘My only addition to this list, Billy, would be the newspaper offices. There’s probably a local rag, so see if there are any refer­ences to the family. I know it’s a tall order – after all, she’s thirteen years old – but some newspapers have a librarian to assist with research. And in a place like this, I would say there are people who have been at the newspaper since the year dot; find out who they are. Mind you, be careful. This story is about to become big news. Don’t give anything away that might end up on the front page of the Express.’

         Billy made a notation in his book. ‘Right you are, Miss.’

         Maisie handed back the pages and smiled. ‘Good work, Billy. Now all you have to do is follow your plan, but you must allow room to add new possibilities for inquiry. And remember, leave no stone unturned. Keep an open mind and don’t jump to conclusions. Be vigilant for coincidences. Every detail, even one that is seemingly unimportant, could be vital.’

         ‘Yes, Miss.’

         ‘Now.’ Maisie walked to her desk, took a key from her black case, and unlocked a drawer on the right-hand side. ‘Here you are.’ She handed Billy a brown envelope. ‘You should have plenty there for train, guesthouse accommodation, your meals, and a bit left over for yourselves.’

         41Billy looked at the envelope and pressed his lips together. ‘S’very kind of you, Miss. You know, not just this’ – he flapped the envelope back and forth – ‘but for trustin’ me to go off on me own on a case. I won’t let you down, Miss.’

         Maisie allowed silence to linger before she spoke again. ‘It’s not for me, Billy. It’s for a young girl who is scared to death. Just one small detail in her favour may mean success or failure in defence of her case.’

         Billy nodded. ‘And D.I. Stratton doesn’t know what I’m up to?’

         ‘No. There’s no need to inform him at the moment. This is a private investigation, expenses paid for by the business.’

         ‘Well, like I said, I won’t let you down – or Miss Jarvis. Mind you, I read in the Daily  Sketch that they don’t fancy the killer’s chances, not when it comes to trial, what with the victim bein’ a family man and all.’

         Maisie locked her desk and replaced the key in her case. ‘No jumping to conclusions. Leave the path open for the truth to make itself known; do not  hamper the way with speculation. Questions, Billy, are at the heart of our success – the more questions you ask, the better equipped we will be to help the girl.’

         Billy nodded.

         ‘Right.’ Maisie looked at the silver watch pinned to the breast pocket of her navy jacket. ‘I have to leave for the Inns of Court now for my appointment with Sir Cecil Lawton at his chambers. You’ll have left for the day by the time I get back. Best of luck to you tomorrow.’ Maisie held out a hand to her assistant.

         ‘Thank you, Miss.’

         She smiled, collected her hat, gloves, and bag, and quickly left the office.
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         Maisie travelled by underground to Holborn and from there walked to Lincoln’s Inn Fields and the chambers of Sir Cecil Lawton, which were in a building first constructed in the fifteenth century. Maisie deliberately arrived a few minutes early for the appointment and 42used the time to walk around Lincoln’s Inn, one of the first resi­dential London squares. Maurice Blanche had instructed her time and time again that the solution to a problem or question was rarely to be found in sitting alone and that movement of the body also moved the mind. It was a crucial part of the pilgrimage, the journey toward truth.

         Though there remained reticence in her heart regarding the assignment, she was bound by her loyalty to Lady Rowan Compton and her husband, Lord Julian. And though Lord Julian would never have exacted an obligation to assist his friend, she felt compelled to take on the inquiry, given her association with the family and all that they had done for her. However, she now had another reason for accepting the case.

         Maisie was ushered in by the clerk of chambers, and waited only a moment before being shown into Lawton’s private office. Cecil Lawton stood up and came from behind an ornate carved mahogany desk, the sheer heft of which seemed to underline the standing of one of the great legal orators of the day.

         ‘Miss Dobbs, please, do sit down.’ Lawton indicated two leather Queen Anne chairs, with a small carved table between them. There was a knock at the door, and an assistant entered with a tray and two cups, together with a coffee pot and cream jug. ‘One of my clients, some years ago, owned a coffee plantation in British East Africa. It seems that, in addition to my fee, he has felt it necessary to keep my office well stocked with coffee. Hence all my staff have to learn the art of brewing a fine cup of coffee at midmorning.’

         Maisie smiled and reached for the cup that was held out to her as she settled herself in the chair. ‘My former employer was brought up in France and continues to enjoy a French breakfast with very strong coffee each morning, though he now lives in Kent. I have acquired the taste.’

         ‘Ah, yes, Maurice Blanche. Always a man to have on one’s side in court.’ Lawton took a sip of coffee, set his cup on the table, and turned to Maisie. ‘I am most grateful to you for taking on this inquiry.’

         43Maisie had noticed a more relaxed manner in comparison with their first meeting. The  weight  on  his  shoulders  has  passed  to  me. She set her cup next to Lawton’s on the table. ‘Before we begin, I would like to discuss my terms.’

         ‘Of course. As I said on the telephone, your fee is perfectly acceptable and I also appreciate your advice regarding closure of the inquiry. All expenses will be met with immediate refund when presented to my accountant. In fact’– Lawton took an envelope from the inside pocket of his black jacket – ‘I felt an advance was in order.’

         Maisie took the envelope and placed it on the table, next to her cup. ‘Thank you. However, I have another request, Sir Cecil.’ She reached into her document case and took out a copy of The Times. ‘You have no doubt read about this case.’ She handed the newspaper to Lawton, indicating a column on the front page with her right index finger.

         Lawton reached into the folds of his gown, to the jacket pocket again. He took out his spectacles and read the news item that Maisie had pointed to. ‘Oh, yes. Of course. But I can’t see –’

         ‘I would like you to act as counsel for Miss Avril Jarvis, Sir Cecil.’

         Lawton took off his spectacles. ‘Miss Dobbs, I don’t know. This is most unexpected.’

         ‘I realize that, sir. I have never before made such a request a condition of my taking on an inquiry, but I have been involved in the case – I consult with Scotland Yard on occasion – and know that the girl will not otherwise have access to counsel of any stature. I must add that, in my estimation, her case merits such representation.’

         ‘You believe her innocent?’

         Maisie took care to retain eye contact with Lawton. ‘I believe in her innocence, Sir Cecil. My assistant leaves tomorrow for Taunton, to conduct further inquiries as to her background and the question of her appearance in London.’

         Lawton sighed, tapping the newspaper. ‘But this seems all too familiar: a poor girl leaves home to seek her fortune in London; 44she falls on hard times, is taken up by a pimp and, in this case, exacts a payment for her sins.’ He rose and walked toward the window that looked out across the square. ‘If I agree to act for the girl – and I do not need to remind you that I have to be briefed by the solicitor representing her – does that mean your fee is waived?’

         Maisie took a deep breath. Lawton was a wealthy man. He did not need to strike such a bargain, though she suspected the move was borne of habit by a man used to the verbal jousting of the courtroom. She had been cautious with her money for years, but her pockets were not that  deep; however, she had made her deci­sion. Avril Jarvis needed a legal miracle. ‘The fee will be halved, though obviously not my expenses.’

         Lawton leaned across his desk, took up a fountain pen and made a note. ‘I agree to your terms, Miss Dobbs. Now, let us continue.’

         ‘Thank you, Sir Cecil.’ Maisie smiled, pleased that an agree­ment had been reached. She proceeded to remove a wedge of index cards from her case as Lawton took his place again in the chair opposite.

         ‘I would like to know what happened when you received word of Ralph’s death.’

         Lawton sighed. ‘It was the seventeenth of August, 1917. I was about to leave our home in Regent’s Park when the telegram arrived. It stated that Ralph was missing, presumed dead. A letter received later confirmed that his aeroplane had been shot down over enemy territory and he had perished.’

         ‘How long had he been in the Flying Corps?’

         ‘A long time, all things considered, but only a few months as a pilot.’

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘He enlisted fairly soon after leaving school, then transferred from the Royal Engineers to the Flying Corps, where he was a mechanic before becoming an observer.’

         ‘A mechanic?’ Maisie realized that she had taken the step she’d 45warned Billy about only a couple of hours earlier. She had made an assumption, in her case that Ralph Lawton had joined the Royal Flying Corps as an officer.

         ‘Yes. Ralph went into the army straight from school.’ Lawton rubbed his chin. ‘He was a singular sort of chap at St Edmund’s, didn’t really have close friends.’ He paused again. ‘Anyway, my son enjoyed solitary pursuits and had something of a mathematical mind, passable at physics and so on, and liked tinkering with engines. Essentially, Miss Dobbs, it would be fair to say that Ralph preferred his own company, liked to be left alone.’

         ‘Did he enjoy his schooldays?’

         Lawton frowned. ‘I do not believe such a time in one’s life is there to be enjoyed  as such. Sadly, my son was not a scholar, nor did he excel on the sports field. In fact, I understand he was rather shunned when it came to such pursuits. He wasn’t one who was at home on the cricket pitch, and he was far too sensitive for rugby.’

         ‘Sensitive?’

         Lawton seemed uncomfortable. ‘Well, you know, didn’t care for the camaraderie or, indeed, the demands of such a sport. Look, is this really necessary, Miss Dobbs?’

         ‘Yes – yes, it is.’ Maisie was thoughtful. ‘Tell me, Sir Cecil, what would you say was at the heart of Ralph’s singular character?’

         ‘If you must know, I think it was my wife’s fault. Ralph was very much his mother’s son, Miss Dobbs.’

         ‘And you think that was detrimental to his future?’

         ‘Miss Dobbs, I had hoped that my son would demonstrate more acceptable ambitions to a father in my position. His performance at school was average at best, except in mathematical subjects, as I have indicated. His reluctance to take a full part in the recreational aspects of scholarship at such a prestigious boys’ school, together with his insistence on joining up with the enlisted men rather than taking a commission, all served to convince me that my son wished only to cross me.’

         ‘I see. So there was a rift between you?’

         Lawton was silent for a moment before replying. ‘He may have 46been my son, Miss Dobbs, but I did not care for his character, I’m afraid.’

         ‘And your wife?’

         ‘Adored him. She lost two sons in childbirth before Ralph was born, and our daughter’s death from rubella meant he was to be our only child. My wife elevated Ralph’s importance to a ridiculous degree. She didn’t care what he did or who he became, as long as he was there, hence this stupidity in continuing to believe he was alive. And now I am charged with continuing the charade!’

         Maisie leaned back into the chair and breathed deeply. She was taken aback by the strength of feeling revealed in Lawton’s voice, which had become quite loud. Instead of encountering a father crushed by the loss of his only son, Maisie found herself keen to temper his frustration and bitterness. As Lawton began to regain his composure, Maisie stood up. ‘Sir Cecil, it is such a pleasant day today. I know this is somewhat unusual, but may we continue our discussion during a stroll around the square?’

         Lawton frowned. ‘Julian suggested I should expect you to have a somewhat irregular approach to such an inquiry.’ He sighed and consulted his watch. ‘I can spare another half-hour.’

         Maisie stood up. ‘Then let us walk. Before I leave I would like the names of those your wife consulted in her quest to prove your son alive. I will need whatever information you have on Ralph’s service record and also, if you have further recollections of his friends, I will require their details. Please make a note of these things. Perhaps one of your assistants can begin to –’

         ‘Oh, no, Miss Dobbs. I will compile this information myself.’

         Maisie nodded. ‘I will need to make arrangements to visit Ralph’s room in your house; even if it has been changed since his death, I’d like to see it. I will require any belongings that you have retained, for just a short time.’ She paused and looked directly at Lawton. ‘And Sir Cecil, this is only the first of several discussions. There is much for me to learn, much for me to understand about Ralph. Now then, shall we?’

         47Maisie stepped toward the door, but not before she had noticed the line of perspiration across Lawton’s forehead, and the shaking of his hands as he took out a handkerchief and held it against his brow. She would not press him too much during the walk. No, it was important to lure him back into her field of influence with lighter questions. But she would visit him again, and soon. For Maisie had understood something very quickly. Ralph Lawton had failed his father in some way, and Cecil Lawton, the famous Cecil Lawton, the great legal miracle worker, could not forgive him for it – even  in  death.
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            SIX

         

         Sir Cecil Lawton had furnished Maisie with several names, in line with her request, along with an invitation to visit both his Regent’s Park home and his country estate in Cambridgeshire, where Ralph had enjoyed school holidays. Billy and Doreen Beale had left Paddington Station for Taunton on the early morning train and, after lunch with Priscilla the following day, Friday, Maisie planned to drive to Chelstone, where she would visit her father, before continuing on to Hastings on Saturday morning. As Maisie considered the next two days, her inquiry plan taking shape on a large sheet of paper referred to as a case  map, the telephone rang.

         ‘Fitzroy, five, six, double-oh,’ said Maisie, leafing through a box of papers that had just arrived by messenger from Lawton’s chambers.

         ‘Maisie, darling, I thought I’d give you a quick ring.’

         ‘Hello, Andrew.’ Maisie bit the inside of her lip. Though they had planned a day together, she felt torn, wanting to have time alone to consider the two cases now uppermost on her mind.

         ‘Oh, dear, I know that voice. You’re knee deep in a case and you want to be still and think about it for hours without any inter­ruption – planned weekends with the unflappable Dr Andrew Dene notwithstanding.’ He paused briefly. ‘But, dear Maisie, I will hold you to your promise. In fact, I have a surprise for you, so I expect you at my door by eleven on Saturday morning.’

         Maisie smiled as she looked up from her papers, seeing Dene in her mind’s eye. His unruly hazelnut-brown hair would doubt­less be flopping into his eyes. His tie loosened as he came into 49his office, he would have thrown his woollen jacket across the back of his chair and would be trying to pull on his white coat while talking to her.

         ‘All right, all right, I confess, I was going to try to weasel out –’

         ‘I knew it!’

         Maisie heard a pile of papers and files fall from his overladen desk, then a scuffle as he tried to retrieve them and listen to her at the same time.

         ‘– but I will come to Hastings on Saturday morning.’

         ‘Excellent. I’ll take you out for fish and chips on the beach, if you play your cards right!’

         ‘Oh, how could I turn down an offer like that?’

         ‘You couldn’t. Righty-o, I must dash. I’ve got a new patient this morning, a youngster crippled with polio, I’m afraid. See you Saturday.’

         ‘Until then, Andrew.’ Maisie replaced the receiver and stared out of the window for a moment. In truth, she suspected that Dene had fallen in love with her but would not ask her to marry him until he felt confident that her answer would be yes. And they both knew that time had not yet come. For her part, the relationship had been an easy one, given Dene’s happy-go-lucky character. Yet one aspect of her response to their relationship bothered Maisie: the fact that, when apart, she seldom thought about Dene; then, when she saw him again, she was quick to remember how charming she found him to be. He, too, had risen above difficult circumstances – the death of both parents at an early age – and he had worked hard to put himself through medical school. After serving in the war, he was now an orthopaedic specialist with a bright future at a rehabilita­tion and convalescent hospital high on the cliffs above Hastings Old Town, in Sussex. Maisie sometimes envied the way in which Dene refused to allow the weight of his past to be a burden, though she suspected he used his lightness and good humour as an antidote to his own sufferings and those of his patients.

         She turned to the papers once more and made some notes on an index card. She glanced at her watch. Lawton had given her 50the names of three women claiming to be psychics whom his wife had consulted, and she planned to visit each woman today. She remembered only too well the many psychics and others like them who feigned a special relationship with the dead and claimed to have heard from a son, father, brother, or husband who had been killed during the war. She also remembered the grieving, those whom her mentor, Maurice Blanche, had counselled following such disappointments – and the practitioners he had challenged and effectively put out of business.

         During her apprenticeship they had worked together to break a ring of fraudulent psychics who took money from the bereaved in return for bogus messages from the dead. It was a landmark case that tested Maisie to the core, not least because it was the first time she was personally required to give evidence in court. According to the newspapers, it was the youthful innocence of one of the witnesses, Miss Maisie Dobbs, that swayed the jury to find Frances Sinden, Irene Nelson and Margaret Awkright guilty, a result that would pack them off to Holloway Prison for a very long time indeed. Now, having checked to see whether there had been any previous convictions or complaints against the women on Lawton’s list, or whether she and Maurice had investigated one or all of them years ago, she set off.
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         Barrow Road, Islington, was on the cusp of change. The large Victorian houses had been divided into flats, some of them run­-down, some clinging to a haughty grandeur despite paint that was beginning to peel. The downstairs flat at number 21 might have seemed grey and damp if someone who cared less than Lillian Browning was in residence. The soot-blackened exterior was made bright by window boxes with pink and red geraniums, and on each step down to the flat a medium-sized terra-cotta flowerpot overflowed with brightly coloured blooms. Mrs Browning had planted an ivy in a larger pot, and it was now furi­ously making its way along the recently replaced iron railings, the 51original railings having been torn up for use in the armaments factories at the outset of war in 1914.

         Maisie knocked at the door.

         Lillian Browning was about forty years of age, with light hazel eyes and mousy brown hair recently treated to a permanent wave that had resulted in frizz rather than a smooth curling of her locks. Her plain pale-green dress seemed a little tight across the middle, indicating, perhaps, that Mrs Browning had enjoyed a slender figure in girlhood but had reached an age when some restraint in food consumption might be advised.

         ‘Yes?’ Browning squinted as she smiled at Maisie, then took out a pair of wire spectacles from the pocket of a black cardigan, placed them on her nose, and scrutinized her visitor.

         ‘Mrs Browning?’

         ‘Yes? How can I help you?’

         ‘My name’s Maisie Dobbs. I wonder if you might be able to spare me a moment or two?’ Maisie smiled and inclined her head, a seemingly insignificant movement that she used to great effect.

         ‘Here for a reading, are you?’

         ‘Well, I am  intrigued by your line of work, Mrs Browning. May I come in?’

         The woman nodded and stepped aside, directing Maisie along the narrow passage and into the parlour to the right. ‘Recommended by a friend, were you?’

         ‘Yes, sort of.’ Waiting for an invitation to be seated, she looked around the small room. A Victorian anaglypta decorating paper adorned the walls, overpainted in a deep creamy gloss that had become stained across the ridges of the pattern. The faded velvet curtains were edged with a fraying silk fringe, but though the room revealed additional evidence of rather worn gentility, it was comfortable and clean, if musty.

         ‘Please do sit down, Miss Dobbs.’ Browning nodded toward an armchair with threadbare cushions. ‘May I offer you a cup of tea?’

         ‘No, thank you.’ Maisie smiled again. She was actually some­what relieved, for she knew she had nothing to fear or shield 52herself against in this house. No otherworldly spirit had ever entered the room. Browning was nothing more than a fake trying to make ends meet. But she might yet be useful.

         ‘What can I do for you, Miss Dobbs?’ Browning reached toward a wooden box on the top of the sideboard and took out a pack of tarot cards. ‘I charge one-and-sixpence for the cards. More if I have to summon the spirits.’

         ‘No, there will be no need, Mrs Browning. I should have told you immediately that I am here to ask you about one of your former clients, Lady Agnes Lawton.’

         Browning stood up quickly, replaced the cards, and folded her arms. ‘Well, like you said, you should have mentioned it at first, I could’ve told you on the step that I have nothing to say. You from the authorities?’

         Maisie leaned back in her chair. ‘No, I’m not from the autho­rities, but I am trying to …’ Maisie paused. ‘I’m trying to assist Agnes Lawton’s husband in putting the memory of his son and wife to rest. I understand that she came to you for help.’

         The woman sat down again and pursed her lips before speaking. ‘I knew she’d passed on. I go down to the library once a week to read the obituaries, and I saw that she’d shaken off this mortal coil.’

         Maisie looked down at her hands. There was something sadly amusing about this woman, who spoke again after giving the matter a little thought.

         ‘Well, as long as you’re not here to close me down, I s’pose it’s all right. I can hardly get by as it is, being a war widow. Of course, that’s why she came to me, having been through losing someone. I have a very highly respected clientele, I’ll have you know, and they trust me.’

         Maisie nodded.

         ‘Of course, I couldn’t forget that one, even though it was years ago that I saw her. Very posh, she was. Very well heeled, though she never called herself Lady at the time, said she was Mrs Lawton. Poor woman thought her son was alive.’

         ‘And what did you tell her?’ Maisie leaned forward.

         53Browning avoided meeting Maisie’s eyes as she answered. ‘Well, I told her that he hadn’t come to me, you know, in spirit.’

         ‘And you led her to believe he wasn’t dead?’

         ‘I never said any such thing, not exactly. Now then, I think, Miss Dobbs –’

         ‘Did she ever say why she thought her son was alive?’

         Browning stood up and walked toward the window. Maisie knew the woman’s desire to protect her reputation would prevent her from sending her from the house; after all, she might be well-connected. ‘Mrs Lawton said a mother knows, and he would have come to her. You heard about it a lot, sons coming home to their mothers for just a second; then the next thing you know, the telegram’s arrived. Happened to me, it did, so I knew what she meant. I thought I saw my Bernard walking down them steps there; then all of a sudden he was gone. Vanished. A week later the telegram arrived, telling me he’d been killed. That’s how I knew I had the sight.’

         ‘I’m sorry –’

         ‘So I knew what she meant. If he hadn’t come to her, just for a glimpse, then he must be alive.’

         Maisie stood up, ready to leave. There was nothing for her here, except perhaps an impression of Agnes Lawton’s desperation. She imagined the woman making her way to Browning’s dark parlour – despite her attempts to cheer the exterior with flowers – and sitting while the fake spiritualist feigned communion with the dead, allowing her to believe her son was still alive. Even though she loathed such deceit, Maisie was filled with compassion. There was an immense sadness in Browning’s work, though the woman could not see the harm inherent in her claims.

         ‘Do you have many visits from the bereaved nowadays?’

         ‘Oh, I still get the odd one here and there, but not like it was during the war. I get a lot of young girls now wanting to know who they are going to marry, whether they’ll marry well, that sort of thing. I put it down to the talkies, you know. They all want to know if they’ll meet the likes of Douglas Fairbanks or 54Ronald Colman, or if they’ll be rich and live in a big house.’ She looked up at Maisie. ‘Now, I notice you aren’t engaged, Miss Dobbs. I do think I see a tall man in your future, wears a hat –’

         Maisie raised a hand. ‘Not me! I’ll be on my way, Mrs Browning. Thank you for your time.’

         And before Lillian Browning had even a chance to say goodbye, Maisie was gone.
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         The next stop was Camberwell and a Miss Darby. The small terraced house backed onto the railway line, with air acrid from the constant to-ing and fro-ing of steam trains belching in and out of the main London stations, the residue of raw boiler fuel from the Welsh coal mines lingering in the gardens. Maisie knocked at the door of number 5 Denton Street, and a small thin woman of about sixty opened the door. She held a handkerchief to her mouth and nose and only removed it to say quickly, ‘Yes?’

         Maisie coughed. ‘Maisie Dobbs to see Miss Darby. If you have a moment.’

         The woman nodded and stood aside, saying nothing until they were inside and walking toward the sitting room. ‘I tell you, there’s days I can’t even sit in my own garden. I put my washing out, and it’s all splattered with black spots. Mind you, always the same, it is. Always been like it ever since I first came to live here, but lately, since I went down with the flu in – oh, sorry, Miss Dobbs. Do take a seat.’ The woman pointed to a wooden Windsor chair and pulled an identical chair alongside. She took Maisie’s hand in hers. ‘Now, then, has a dear one passed on?’

      

   


   
      55
         
            SEVEN

         

         The visit to Miss Darby proceeded much as Maisie had anti­cipated. Though the woman’s compassion for her clients was obvious, Maisie detected no authentic ability to communicate with anything other than flesh and blood, which she did very well and to her advantage. Darby had taken care not to make promises that could not be kept and – from her account of their meetings – it would seem that Agnes Lawton gained nothing more than an hour or two’s comfort. Maisie left the house with a sense of frustration and pity: frustration that Agnes Lawton had not seen the fakery behind the claims, and pity for a woman who had clearly been in crisis, her grief so deep that common sense could not prevail. The thought of a third such visit was almost too much to bear, but Maisie tried to shake off all preconcep­tions as she drove to Balham, where she would visit Madeleine Hartnell.

         After parking alongside Dufrayne Court, a modern block of flats surrounded by landscaped courtyards, Maisie stood for a moment, leaning with her back against the MG to observe the white building. Designed to resemble an ocean liner, each of the building’s three floors seemed enlarged by a wrap-around balcony in the same white finish, though portholes in the balcony allowed glimpses of the floor-to-ceiling French windows of each flat beyond. Maisie imag­ined the occupants as rather well-to-do people who entertained, who enjoyed being at the forefront of life on the outskirts of London. They were people who might have been thought to be going places, though the speed with which they made progress may 56well have been curtailed by the depression that now gripped the country. It seemed an unlikely choice of accommodation for a woman who, according to the claims she made to Agnes Lawton, kept company with the past.

         Maisie located the bell for Hartnell’s apartment, alongside her surname on a glass-fronted directory of residents. She pressed the button, and an intercom crackled.

         ‘Who is it?’ The voice was difficult to discern, given the sputtering line.

         ‘Maisie Dobbs to see Miss Hartnell.’ The line crackled again.

         ‘I’ll ask Miss Hartnell.’

         There was more noise on the line as Maisie waited; then she heard the receiver being picked up once more.

         ‘Miss Hartnell will see you now, Miss Dobbs. You’ll hear a buzz, then a click, and all you do is push the door and walk in. All right?’

         ‘Yes.’ The buzzer sounded and Maisie entered a light, airy entrance hall with a carpeted staircase in front of her. The main door to each flat was only accessible from an inner courtyard.

         Maisie climbed the stairs to the second floor, where the door to number 7 Dufrayne Court was open and the housekeeper stood waiting.

         ‘Good afternoon, Miss Dobbs. Lucky for you Miss Hartnell had a cancellation this afternoon. Do come in.’ She closed the door behind Maisie, then walked ahead.

         For her part, Maisie hoped for a moment or two of solitude before meeting Hartnell. Though it began as only the whisper of a sensation while she regarded the building from outside, she now felt a stronger prickle across her neck, her most vulnerable place. A chill air seemed to embrace her, just for the briefest moment, as they walked along the hallway. Maisie knew only too well the source of such chills, though she was not afraid. Hartnell may have misled Agnes Lawton, may have encouraged her to believe that her son was not dead, but even when the housekeeper had left for the day, Hartnell was never completely alone in her home.

         57A large drawing room was visible through glass double doors ahead, and Maisie could see a red brick fireplace against a white background. The polished wooden floors were covered with rugs and a shaft of light seemed to sweep from the left, where Maisie imagined the French windows and balcony to be. Before reaching the drawing room, the housekeeper stopped and indicated a smaller room, also on the left.

         ‘Miss Hartnell will be with you directly. I’ll bring tea in a moment.’

         ‘Oh, that’s not necess –’ Maisie began, but was interrupted.

         ‘Miss Hartnell always has a cup of tea at three.’ The house­keeper pressed her hands together, nodded, and left the room, closing the door behind her.

         Maisie quickly appraised the room. There was no circular table, no heavily fringed lamp such as those she had seen in the rooms of others plying their trade as mediums and psychics. Instead, two armchairs were set in front of a window, and a low table with just enough room for a tray was positioned at an angle to the chairs. There were no curtains, only blinds partially drawn against a fierce afternoon sun. A vase of lilies had been placed in the corner, and in the air a sweet fragrance lingered for which Maisie could detect no immediate source, for as she leaned toward the blooms, no scent was apparent. Maisie stood in front of the window and closed her eyes. She brought her hands together and imagined a circle. She saw the circle moving toward her before slipping over her head and down the length of her body, enveloping her in a protec­tive shell. As the circle dropped to her feet, she breathed deeply again. She would be safe now.

         The door opened.

         ‘Miss Dobbs. Please do take a seat.’

         Though she had expected someone younger than the two women visited earlier, Maisie was not prepared for Madeleine Hartnell to be quite so youthful. She appeared to be only about twenty-four years old and was fashionably dressed in a pale blue crepe costume. She was a very attractive woman. Hartnell held 58Maisie’s initial look with her piercing blue-green eyes, her plat­inum-blonde hair catching a narrow beam of light that had forced its way through the blinds. She  understands  exactly  why  I  am  here, thought Maisie, as she felt the skin at the nape of her neck prickle again. She would have to take great care with Madeleine Hartnell.

         ‘Mrs Kemp will bring tea in a moment,’ Hartnell held out a hand to indicate the chair just as the housekeeper entered with a tea tray. ‘Ah, here she is now’ Hartnell smiled. ‘Thank you, Mrs Kemp.’

         Without first asking, Hartnell poured tea for two, placed a cup in front of Maisie, and leaned back into the chair with her own cup of tea. She sipped once, then turned to her visitor.

         ‘So. You have some questions for me, Miss Dobbs?’

         ‘Yes, I do. And thank you for seeing me.’

         Hartnell nodded. Maisie noted the woman’s relaxed manner. Too  calm,  much  too  calm.

         ‘I understand that Lady Agnes Lawton was a client.’ She framed her words as neither question nor statement, allowing Hartnell to respond as she wished.

         Hartnell looked at her for a few seconds, sipped again, and leaned forward to place her cup on the tray.

         ‘Please, Miss Dobbs, put all your cards on the table. It would make our conversation so much easier.’

         Maisie felt as if she were engaged in a game of chess, a player looking for the next strategic move. ‘Of course. On her deathbed, Agnes Lawton exacted a promise from her husband, Sir Cecil Lawton. As you know…’ Maisie paused and held Hartnell’s piercing eyes with her own. Hartnell did not flinch. ‘As you know, Lady Agnes never accepted the death of her son, despite the fact that his remains were buried at the Faubourg-d’Amiens Cemetery, along with other members of the Royal Flying Corps who gave their lives.’ Maisie paused. ‘I have been retained by Sir Cecil Lawton to prove that his son is dead.’

         ‘Is that so?’

         Maisie did not respond immediately but allowed a pause before 59replying. ‘Yes, that is so.’ She moved in her chair, mirroring the woman’s position. Hartnell was confident and calm, though as soon as she noticed Maisie change position, she uncrossed her legs, and leaned forward, smiling. She’s  anticipating  my  every  move, thought Maisie.

         ‘I had hoped you might be able to help me, Miss Hartnell, to throw light on the issue of Ralph Lawton’s death,’ said Maisie.

         Leaning back again, Hartnell shook her head. ‘I’m afraid there’s little I can say, Miss Dobbs. Lady Agnes believed her son to be alive, and I saw no reason to doubt her. I should add that my clients expect and receive a promise of complete confidentiality. I know she’s dead now, but’ – again she held Maisie’s eyes with her own – ‘that doesn’t have a bearing on my work. Death is not the end of the line as far as my responsibility to my clients goes.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘I know you do, Miss Dobbs.’

         Maisie inclined her head, a move emulated by Hartnell.

         ‘You see farther than you let on to most people, though I am not most people.’ Hartnell reached forward, poured a small measure of still-hot tea from the pot into her teacup, and added milk. ‘You get it from your mother’s side, don’t you?’

         ‘Miss Hartnell, I’m afraid –’

         ‘No, you’re not afraid. You have no reason to be, because she walks with you. She’s always with you, your mother, watching over you.’

         Maisie felt a lump grow in her throat. She felt protected against any darkness in the spirit world, but not in the most vulnerable places of her heart. She sat straighter, but Hartnell was ready.

         ‘Yes, it’s one thing protecting oneself from the dead, but only too easy to forget the damage that the living can do, eh?’ Hartnell smiled at Maisie, then at a place beyond Maisie’s shoulder, as if sharing a secret with another.

         ‘You make a good point, Miss Hartnell.’ Maisie was anxious to gain control of the conversation, though she wanted dearly to reach behind her chair, to touch, just once, the soft yet strong 60hand that had once grasped her own small one. Come on, Maisie, love, skip along, we’ve to be back from the park and have your dad’s tea on the table by five. Come along, my girl, come along, skip along with Mummy. Maisie spoke quickly before any more memories flooded into her mind’s eye. ‘Have you any information that might help me? I seek only to assist my client and to bring a measure of peace into his life.’

         ‘And knowing will bring him peace?’

         ‘I have, of course, suggested that peace may not come with such knowledge, but in the meantime I have a commitment to search for truth.’

         Hartnell moved to the window and opened the blinds, using a pulley secured to the wall. She closed her eyes and turned to Maisie, her blonde hair now haloed by a bright ring of sunlight. ‘I can tell you nothing more, Miss Dobbs, though I will say this. You would be advised to withdraw from the agreement immediately.’

         ‘I have given my word.’

         ‘Yes, I know. And you can’t abandon the girl either, can you?’ Hartnell closed the blind and moved to the door. The meeting had ended.

         Taken aback by the comment and her abrupt dismissal, Maisie stood, gathered her document case, and opened it to take out a calling card. She knew very well what Hartnell meant but would not acknowledge the accuracy of her words.

         ‘Miss Hartnell, thank you for your time, it is most appreciated.’ She held out her card. ‘Perhaps you would be so kind as to tele­phone me, should you think of anything that might assist me in my search for proof of Ralph Lawton’s death.’

         Hartnell held the card in one hand, the doorhandle in the other. She glanced at the card. ‘Psychologist and investigator? Well, well, well …’

         Maisie again said nothing and moved toward the now-open door.

         ‘I have been asked to tell you two things, Miss Dobbs.’

         ‘Yes?’ Startled, Maisie turned quickly, her senses alert.

         61‘First, that you look beyond the town, the town in the west country.’

         Maisie nodded.

         ‘The other is that you have two from the other side who protect you, though one has not passed over.’ Hartnell closed her eyes. Maisie could hear the housekeeper’s footsteps as they click-clicked closer along the parquet hallway. ‘It is strange; he is between this world and the next: caught in life, yet his spirit wanders. It is so very sad.’ Madeleine Hartnell did not say goodbye but left the room with tears in her eyes.

         Maisie thanked Mrs Kemp and left the flat at Dufrayne Court quickly. Slipping into the driver’s seat of the MG, she leaned back and exhaled deeply. Madeleine Hartnell was formidable, without doubt. Maisie placed her hand on the buckle at the front of her belted dress and took another, deeper, breath. Calm,  become  calm. A moment or two passed before Maisie leaned forward to start the engine. As she pulled away, she considered all she had learned about Madeleine Hartnell. She did not doubt that Hartnell had command of the abilities she claimed – indeed, she had proved as much. Or had she? Were her comments a shot in the dark? No, she was too close to the target – so much so that Maisie made a mental note to contact Billy with instructions to make inquiries in the villages close to Taunton. She thought of Hartnell’s parting words. Suddenly, Maisie felt her eyes prickle. Oh, Mum, I have missed you so much, so much. But it was as she drove toward the West End that Maisie felt her heart ache and a vision of her former love, Simon, came to her. She imagined him in his wheelchair with a blanket across his knees, a gentle breeze catching the leaves of exotic plants in the nursing home conservatory as he sat alone. Caught  in  life,  yet  his  spirit  wanders …

         What was it about Madeleine Hartnell that Maisie mistrusted, more so than either Browning or Darby? The latter were both certainly fakes trying to make a living in difficult times. Be  careful. The words echoed into Maisie’s mind. Be  careful.  It was her mother’s voice she heard.

         62Something else intrigued Maisie. For all her sophistication, command, and supersensitivity, there was a vulnerability about Madeleine Hartnell that reminded her of Avril Jarvis. As she pressed her foot harder on the accelerator, it occurred to her that she saw a girlishness in Hartnell, though she could not put her finger on the reason for such a thought.

      

   


   
      63
         
            EIGHT

         

         Maisie was at her desk early on Friday. In preparation for lunch with Priscilla, she had gone through her entire wardrobe and found it wanting. She held up a cream silk blouse, one of three she owned, to see if it might look too dowdy with the burgundy suit she had considered so very stylish several months ago. Instead, the black day dress was chosen again, along with black shoes and the hat with a broad ribbon of claret satin. She would wear the suit jacket over the black dress. There, that will add a bit of something …

         As she sat at the case map and tapped a red pencil on the broad sheet of white paper, the thought occurred to Maisie that the source of much of her discombobulation was Madeleine Hartnell. Maurice had been of little help – or was it that his answers had not immediately given her rest? It was obvious that he had no intention of providing comfort, though she knew his counsel to be true as she reflected upon the telephone call she had made to him immediately upon returning to her rooms at Ebury Place.

         ‘Remember, Maisie, that such people come to us on two levels, so to speak.’ He had paused during their conversation to draw deeply on his pipe. ‘On the one hand, yes, you must take great care with the likes of Hartnell. We have seen her sort before, and with due care we have come to no harm. And it is clear that she might be of further use. My advice would be to seek the wisdom of our friend Khan.’

         ‘I haven’t seen him in a long time, Maurice. I’m amazed he’s still alive, to tell you the truth.’

         64‘Khan seems to be above such notions as age.’ Maurice paused. ‘He is the one to whom I have turned, Maisie, in times of spiritual darkness.’

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that I’m –’

         ‘The second level, Maisie, is the task that we are all sent to accomplish in each other’s lives. It is a task of which we have no conscious awareness, but it is there all the same. Hartnell’s appear­ance at this time will indubitably require you to address … a conflict, perhaps? It is a rhetorical question. Consider your dis­comfort and welcome it as the ache necessary for you to become more deeply attuned.’

         Maisie sighed, the sound of her own exhaled breath bringing her back to the present. She looked at the scribbled notes and diagrams on the case map in front of her and began working again. In a circle centred on the paper, she had written ralph lawton; in another, agnes lawton. Drawing connecting lines between the circled names of each person already identified as someone known to Ralph, she wondered who might be able to shed light on his character and how she would approach them. There was specific groundwork to do, so she made a note to investigate the aviator’s military record herself as soon as possible. The word house was circled, and as Maisie looked at the chain of thoughts, guesses, questions, and known facts linked by the series of lines, she knew her next visit must be to the Lawton country home.

         She worked for several hours, checking her watch and waiting for Billy to report in. She had written the words france and flanders on the case map; then, in a corner, she had faintly pencilled in the word biarritz, as a frivolity if time allowed. The telephone rang.

         ‘Fitzroy –’

         ‘S’me, Miss.’

         ‘Billy, hello! How are you?’ Maisie leaned back in her chair and looked out at the square as she spoke.

         ‘Awright, thank you very much. Doreen’s gone out for a stroll, and I’m in this telephone kiosk talking to you.’

         65‘So, any news for me?’

         ‘Not a lot yet, Miss, not a lot. Mainly because the papers ’aven’t got ’old of the girl’s actual name, though when they do it’ll be all over the place, I can tell you.’

         ‘Not a lot happens in country towns, Billy.’

         ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that, Miss – ay-oop, got to put a bit more money in.’ Noises on the line indicated that Billy was pressing coins into the telephone box and then the button to continue the call. ‘I’ve been to the library already and looked up Jarvis. They’ve got a very good librarian who was over in France, you know – very interestin’ woman, said what she did was something she couldn’t talk about – but anyway, I told ’er I was looking for an old mate of mine from the sappers, who lived down this way and that we’d lost touch in 1917 when I was wounded. So she drags out all sorts of books and papers and ledgers and what ’ave you –’

         ‘And?’ Maisie wanted to chivvy Billy along. Given the chance, Billy Beale could talk the hind leg off a donkey.

         ‘Anyway, interestingly enough, turns out there was a family of Jarvises lived outside the town, in a village not far from ’ere, and – you are never goin’ to believe this, not that it has anything to do with my investigation – but –’

         Oh, get on with it, Billy, thought Maisie, tapping her pencil against the table again.

         ‘But apparently this ’ere Jarvis family was involved in some strange doin’s.’

         ‘What sort of strange doin’s – things?’

         ‘Well, some years ago, one of the womenfolk got ’erself put away for a bit for meddlin’ in medicinal work – you know, giving people tinctures and mixtures.’

         ‘I don’t think there’s an actual law against that, Billy.’

         ‘There is when it kills people.’

         ‘Oh, I see.’

         ‘They weren’t exactly fitters-in, if you know what I mean. Now then, I don’t know if our Avril Jarvis is of the same family, but it does seem a bit of a coincidence, don’t it, Miss?’

         66‘Look into it, Billy. What’s the name of the village?’

         ‘Downsmarsh-on-Lye.’

         ‘Sounds very postcardy.’

         ‘Not from what I’ve ’eard, Miss. More like, the only people are farmworkers and tinkers who ain’t got enough money to put clothes on the backs of their children. Mind you, at least they can grow a bit of food down ’ere.’

         ‘Will you go to the village today?’

         ‘There’s a branch line with a train every three hours. I’ll get the ’alf-past eleven.’

         ‘Good.’

         ‘Talk to you tomorrow mornin’, Miss. Shall I telephone Chelstone?’

         ‘Yes. Better make it early, as I’m leaving for Hastings. Telephone at seven – and Billy, take care.’

         ‘’Course I will, Miss. What they goin’ to do, whop me one over the ’ead with some ’erbs?’

         ‘You know what I mean.’ Maisie shook her head and placed the receiver in its cradle.

         So, it appeared Madeleine Hartnell was right. The girl came from a village outside Taunton. The accuracy of the prediction unsettled Maisie even more. She felt vulnerable, as if she were crossing a lake covered in ice. Just one false step and … She tapped the table again. She was to meet Priscilla at the Strand Palace at one o’clock. There was just enough time to go to Khan. He is the one to whom I have turned, Maisie, in times of spiritual darkness. She would go now, before the cloud she felt looming ahead came any closer.
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         The large house in Hampstead had not changed since she first entered it as a young girl, brought by Maurice Blanche to meet Dr Basil Khan on what he described as an educational  visit.  It was from Khan that Maisie learned that seeing was not necessarily something one did with the eyes; there was a depth of vision to be gained from stillness, a vision that had stood her in good stead 67ever since. And it was to Khan that Maurice brought Maisie again, in the early days of her return from France in 1917, so that his insight, calm, and healing presence might bring peace to a young woman wounded in body and spirit. He had not failed her but simply asked her to tell her story again and again and again, and in the telling she had begun the journey of ridding herself of death’s ugly stench, a clinging vapour she thought had laid claim to her senses for ever.

         A young man in a white cotton robe answered the door and bowed to Maisie, bidding her to enter the spacious yet plain hexagonal hallway.

         ‘I have come to see him – if I may?’

         ‘I shall ask. It is Miss Dobbs, is it not?’

         ‘Yes. Thank you.’

         The young man bowed, his hands pressed together in front of his chest, and left the room.

         Maisie walked to the bay window that looked out across the garden at the front of the house. A dense privet hedge obscured a view of the road, offering privacy from the curiosity of passers-by. There were two statues in the garden, which was fragrant with flowers and shrubs not immediately familiar to Maisie. One statue had been brought from Ceylon. It was of the Buddha, sitting with legs crossed. Rose petals had been left at the base of the statue and around the neck. The other, perhaps surprisingly, was of St Francis. At the foot of this statue, a small feeding platform for birds had been placed. Maisie smiled as a thrush settled on one of St Francis’s arms before hopping down for a repast of bread crumbs.

         Khan’s students came from all over the world, accommodated in the many rooms of the large house. In addition to the young men and women who stayed for months at a time, Khan held daily audiences with others who sought his counsel. Those who came represented a broad spectrum of influence, be they men of politics, commerce, or the cloth; it was from such sources that bills for the upkeep of the house and property were paid – though the material needs of its occupants were few.

         68The young man entered again, and Maisie was led to Khan’s rooms. The reception room was much as she remembered it as a girl, though today the windows were closed and the white curtains did not billow majestically as they had on that first visit. She removed her shoes before entering the spartan room. Khan sat cross-legged on cushions, positioned so he faced outward, to the natural light. Maisie moved toward him, and as she came closer he turned. She took the wizened clawlike hand extended to her and leaned forward to brush her lips against his forehead.

         ‘I am glad you are in my house again, Maisie Dobbs.’

         ‘And I too, Khan.’

         ‘You have only a short time, no doubt.’

         ‘Yes.’

         Khan nodded as Maisie silently knelt on a cushion close to him and then sat with her legs to the side. She rested one hand on the floor and smiled at Khan, and though he could not see her, he turned to her once more and smiled. As he faced the window again, Maisie saw a single fly land on his forehead and crawl to his ear and then his nose before flying away into the room. Khan did not even flinch. She knew she would have to speak first, and that her words must be from the heart.

         ‘I am afraid, Khan.’

         He nodded.

         ‘I have been asked to take on a case that I feel – no, I fear – will compromise my spirit. I do not feel on safe ground with this work, even though I have my practice, my stillness. And I have no evidence of such a threat, though I am required to be in communication with those who claim to open channels to the other side.’

         There was silence in the room. Then Khan spoke.

         ‘Then what moves you to take this work?’

         ‘I … well, at first I had thought to decline; however, a young girl needs legal representation, and it appeared that I could secure counsel for her as part of my payment.’

         Khan lifted his head as the sun warmed the windowpanes. ‘And 69which young girl are you helping?’ It might have been Maurice talking.

         Maisie’s eyes became moist as she blurted out her confession. ‘I have missed her so much, Khan, so very much. I’ve always known she was with me, really, and I didn’t want my father to feel he couldn’t be everything to me, I didn’t want him to know I grieved so deeply for my mother. Then, when he almost died, I –’

         Khan turned to her, and she began to sob.

         ‘I want to help this girl. I can’t bear that she could end up incarcerated for the rest of her life. That she might be sent away …’ Maisie fought to compose herself. ‘And I have been afraid that if I go to France, the memories –’

         Khan allowed her to weep, her shoulders shaking as he laid a hand upon her head. Then he spoke.

         ‘My child, when a mountain appears on the journey, we try to go to the left, then to the right; we try to find the easy way to navigate our way back to the easier path.’ He paused. ‘But the moun­tain is there to be crossed. It is on that pilgrimage, as we climb higher, that we are forced to shed the layers upon layers we have carried for so long. Then we find that our load is lighter and we have come to know something of ourselves in the perilous climb.’

         Maisie looked up as he spoke, his melodious voice compelling her to listen carefully.

         ‘Do not seek to avoid the mountain, my child, for it has been placed there at a perfect time. It will only become larger if you seek to delay or draw back from the ascent.’

         Maisie said nothing, but she moved away and pulled a handker­chief from her pocket to wipe her eyes and nose.

         ‘Know that you are protected, child. That in your practice and belief lies your strength.’ Khan closed his eyes and appeared to be sleeping. He was a very old man, and he was tired, but he had one final message. ‘And you are blessed, both in those who protect you, and in those you seek to protect.’

         Maisie came silently to her feet, kissed Khan once more on the forehead, and walked away, slipping on her shoes at the door before 70leaving the room. A student escorted her to the front door, and she pressed a half-crown into his hand. He bowed, turned, and was gone. The door closed behind her. The mountain loomed ahead. She squared her shoulders to face it. Yes, but what do I believe in?
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         Maisie arrived at the Strand Palace Hotel ten minutes late for her appointment with Priscilla. Though the country was in an economic slump, the modern hotel, with its silver revolving doors and ultramodern design, welcomed guests into a land of optimism, if only for a night, for dinner, or for a cocktail. Priscilla was standing in the lobby waiting. Wearing a slate-grey costume, clearly from an expensive Paris couturier, with matching shoes and bag, she seemed to be observing those who came and went, confident in their admiring glances yet somewhat amused by her surroundings. She saw Maisie and smiled. Maisie noticed immediately that Priscilla carried a large brown envelope.

         ‘Darling!’ Priscilla pressed her cheek to Maisie’s, then drew back. ‘Whatever is the matter with you, Maisie? First, I have never known you to be late in your life and, second, you look like hell.’

         ‘Don’t spare me, Pris.’ Maisie straightened. Why did she always feel so small next to Priscilla, even though she loved her friend?

         ‘Are you ill?’

         ‘No. Look, let’s have some lunch. I’m just a bit busy, that’s all.’

         ‘Hmmph! I hope that doctor hasn’t turned out to be a cad.’

         Maisie looked around for the dining room. ‘No, of course not. I’ve just taken on a lot of work recently.’

         ‘Over here.’ Priscilla linked her arm through Maisie’s and led the way. ‘You know what I think? I really do think you need a holiday. Come to Biarritz, Maisie. I’m sure your Billy and your doctor will be able to do without you for a couple of weeks.’

         Maisie shook her head as they were seated. ‘Not a chance, I’m afraid.’

         71Priscilla raised an eyebrow as she reached into her bag and took out her cigarette holder and a packet of cigarettes. She pressed a cigarette into the holder and lit it with a silver monogrammed lighter that she placed on the table, drawing deeply through the holder. She looked closely at Maisie. Then she reached forward and extinguished the cigarette, leaving the holder in an ashtray.

         ‘You know what I think, Maisie?’

         Maisie sighed. ‘I’m all  right,  Priscilla.’

         ‘Well, I’m going to tell you anyway, like it or not. Number one, you need a holiday. No two ways about it. If your idea of fun is a weekend with a country doctor while thinking about your work nonstop, it’s about time you had a few more options to choose from.’

         Maisie opened her mouth to speak, but Priscilla raised her hand.

         ‘I haven’t finished yet. The other thing I think you should do is get a place of your own – a flat or something.’

         ‘But it’s not as if I haven’t done that  before.’

         ‘No, you haven’t, not really. Think about it. You came back from France, recuperated from your injuries – and remember, I know all about wounds – returned to Girton to complete your studies, and of course you spent some time in Scotland, didn’t you? At that gruesome place, what was it, where you worked with some of Maurice Blanche’s cronies? The Department of Legal Medicine. Ugh! Then you came back to London to work for Blanche. And where did you live then? You went straight to Lambeth, where you lived in a rented room for years. Lambeth. Back to the womb, so to speak. There was that little sojourn in a room next to your office in Warren Street; how you could ever have lived in such a place is beyond me. Then you went to live at Ebury Place at Lady Rowan’s insistence, to the home of “she who couldn’t come out and say that she really wanted to give you something” but, instead, couched the invitation as if you were a sort of unpaid overseer while they were away in Kent. All very nice, I must say, but you’ve kept to the safe places, haven’t 72you? If you don’t watch it, you’ll end up living in a dusty old beamed cottage in Sussex.’

         Maisie looked at Priscilla, who shrugged her shoulders, placed a fresh cigarette in the holder, and proceeded to smoke for a moment, saying nothing. Eventually, Maisie broke the silence.

         ‘Not everyone gets the opportunity to have a flat in town on their own, you know. Most women go straight from their father’s home to their husband’s, and a good many live under their in-laws’ roof for a few years before being able to afford the rent on their own flat, if they’re lucky.’

         ‘There you go again, sackcloth and ashes! But you are different, Maisie. A professional  woman. You’ve worked pretty damn hard, so for goodness’ sake, enjoy a bit more freedom before Sir Lancelot comes racing up on his charger and drags you off. And, not to digress, but I must say I’d like to know why he’s still a bachelor. After all, it’s not as if there aren’t enough available spinsters. But back to my point – frankly, I’m glad I had a few years on my own, even though it wasn’t exactly my best time.’

         Maisie wanted desperately to change the subject. ‘What’s in the envelope?’

         ‘I’ll get to that in a moment. I haven’t finished yet.’ Priscilla waved the waiter away for the second time, then called him back to ask for two gin and tonics. Maisie opened her mouth to protest, but the waiter left the table. ‘Look,’ Priscilla continued. ‘I’ve decided to invest in some property. It appears I have to, according to my advisers. My inheritance was pulled out of stocks in the nick of time, I really must do something constructive with it, and there’s nothing more constructive than bricks and mortar, is there? I want to buy a couple of flats, perhaps a mews cottage in Chelsea – now there’s  an ideal location for a professional woman.’

         ‘But if I rent from you, it’ll be like living at Ebury Place, Priscilla!’

         ‘Not at all. It’s … it’s younger, for a start. None of this crusty old nonsense. Victoria, God bless her cotton socks, is dead. Move on, Maisie.’

         73‘Let’s talk about the envelope. I know it’s for me.’

         ‘All right.’ Priscilla rested the cigarette holder on the ashtray, her hands shaking, and leaned toward Maisie. ‘I’ll come back to my point later.’ She picked up the envelope. ‘It’s to do with Peter.’

         Maisie noticed Priscilla’s knuckles become white as she clutched the envelope, and as she began to speak it was not with her usual strong authoritative voice but with a stutter, as if she did not know quite where to begin.

         ‘I – well, I have … no, let me start again.’ Priscilla opened the envelope and closed it again. ‘I have been pondering, you know, since our supper together. I’ve been thinking about asking a favour of you.’

         ‘Me?’

         ‘Yes. You see, I think – no, I hope  you might be able to help me.’ Priscilla reached for her drink. ‘Look, Maisie, I know you are terribly busy, and I wouldn’t ask if it were not fiercely important to me – to my family – and it’s really only if you are coming to France after all, as you suggested …’

         Maisie frowned, observing the tears in her friend’s eyes. ‘What on earth is it, Pris?’

         ‘It was when you first mentioned this case you are working on and having to go to France. A light went on, and –’

         ‘But how can I help you, Pris?’

         ‘I think … no, I know  I must find out where Peter was lost. I’ve wanted to know for ages, wanted to put his memory to rest, lay a few flowers by the nearest village memorial, that sort of thing. I’ve paid my visit to Pat and Phil’s graves, ages ago, but Peter still lingers. For a long time I’ve felt I must do this, if not for me then for my boys, so they know it’s important that I don’t let these things go.’

         Maisie nodded. ‘Yes, I understand.’

         Priscilla waved to the waiter and ordered another drink; then she turned back to Maisie. ‘I know this isn’t really up your street – I mean, there’s no criminal here to track down – but when you mentioned this case of yours it struck me – I mean, I thought 74that if you were taking on this sort of thing, you might be able to find where Peter was lost.’

         Maisie breathed in deeply. In truth, she did not want to accept such an assignment, even an informal one for a dear friend, any more than she really wanted to prove Lawton’s son dead. She thought that if her mentor, Dr Maurice Blanche, were to counsel her, he would draw attention to the fact that both calls for help pointed in the direction of France and that there might be some­thing there for her, something for her to learn about herself. She was about to decline, but looked at Priscilla and saw the appeal so clearly etched in her eyes and mirrored in her tension. It was an appeal that touched her heart.

         Maisie bit the inside of her lip and thought for a moment longer, picked up her drink and swirled the liquid around without raising the glass to her lips, and looked at Priscilla again.

         ‘Look, Pris, I’ll do what I can for you, but don’t expect any results by a certain time. This must be an informal assignment. It’s the best I can do, the most I can promise.’

         Priscilla beamed and reached across the table, taking Maisie’s hands in her own. ‘Oh, Maisie, that’s good enough for me. I cannot thank you enough. I know it’s a terrible imposition, and I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t –’

         Maisie released her hand from Priscilla’s grasp and pointed to the envelope. ‘So, what have you brought for me to look at?’

         Priscilla reached into the envelope and began to pass various documents to Maisie one by one. ‘These are letters after Peter enlisted. He was in Surrey somewhere. They are mainly to my parents, but there’s a couple to me, before I joined the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry’ Priscilla reached into the envelope for more letters. ‘And these are from France. You can always tell the ones from France; the ink gets noticeably thinner. I think the shops must have had such a run on it they watered it down to make it go farther.’ She shrugged, then continued. ‘Now, these are from England again. From a barracks in Southampton, from which it would seem he made trips to London for courses.’

         75‘Promotion?’ asked Maisie.

         ‘I really don’t know. I do know that his communiqués were extremely brief, and he commented that he really didn’t have much time to write.’

         ‘Not surprising, really.’

         ‘Then here are a few more from France.’ Priscilla passed the letters to Maisie, becoming quiet as she clutched a final piece of paper. ‘Oh, blast! It does this to me every time, every single time, no matter how many times I look at the bloody thing!’ She took a handkerchief from her handbag and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. ‘This was the last letter my parents received from him. Just half a page of nothing much at all.’

         Maisie took the letter and looked back and forth through the envelopes. ‘Priscilla, it seems he was in France for some time before the final telegram was received, yet there are only three or four letters sent quite close together after he went over again. Of course, we’re assuming this is his last letter.’

         Priscilla shrugged. ‘Yes, I’d noticed the same thing. I expect Mother and Father burned them. I understand they burned all subsequent letters from the Army.’

         ‘But why only the ones for that second posting? Why not all of them?’

         Priscilla looked at Maisie directly. ‘Frankly, I haven’t a clue. Why do people do what they do, especially in a time like that? Perhaps he didn’t actually write any more, though I have to say that would surprise me, knowing Peter; he was always talking, always had a story to tell. But then I thought I’d be writing to my brothers all the time, “The Dastardly Wartime Exploits of Priscilla the Younger”, but apart from a letter here and there I frankly fell exhausted into my bed, such as it was, every single night.’

         ‘Well, I certainly assumed Peter was the sort to write often. From everything you’ve told me, I would have thought he’d have a lot to say.’ Maisie inclined her head and frowned, her curiosity piqued.

         76‘Well, yes. But … oh, I don’t know, Maisie. I just want to know where he might have died, and seeing as I don’t have a “regret-to-inform” letter, I am completely in the dark.’

         Maisie collected the papers and placed them in the envelope once again. ‘Well, this may surprise you, but considering the terror and chaos, fairly good records were kept. It’s interesting that you haven’t been able to locate the information.’ She smiled at Priscilla, knowingly yet kindly, for she knew her friend had probably not tried particularly hard to procure details pertaining to Peter Evernden’s death.

         Priscilla was thoughtful. ‘The only thing I can say that might help is that I heard from my parents – this was just before I went over to France – that Peter was being transferred to another job and he was very excited about it. Then the next thing you know, he’d clammed up and they were dying to know what he was doing. My father had a map pinned to one wall of his study so he could follow, as best he could, all four of us. After Southampton he had nowhere to put Peter, because he didn’t know where he was sent next, and I was certainly never told anything about where he went missing. Then, of course, the pins came off one by one until I was the only one left.’ Priscilla had relighted her cigarette while speaking; now she drew deeply, blowing a smoke ring as she exhaled. ‘I came home, Father rolled up the map, and that was that.’

         Maisie allowed a silence to seep into the space between Priscilla and herself. She could not help but be drawn by paral­lels in the two requests, one from a stranger and one from her dearest friend. One inspired by the other. Two men dead in France, two grieving relatives unable to rest, one of whom she loved dearly. She reached over and placed her hand on Priscilla’s arm. ‘I’ll do everything I can to find out where he was lost, Pris. Now then, come on, let’s get something to eat. I’m starving.’ Maisie stared at Priscilla until she turned to her. ‘And I want to talk to you a bit more about finding a flat. But I don’t want to live in someone else’s property. I’ve been saving 77my money and I’ve paid off my motor car. I think I want a home of my own.’

         Priscilla beamed a mischievous smile, as Maisie knew she would.

         ‘Excellent!’

      

   


   
      78
         
            NINE

         

         Maisie did not return to Ebury Place directly after seeing Priscilla but, instead, decided to consider where she might live, if she moved. There were other things to think about too.

         Dusk was descending as she made her way to the Embank­ment. She loved to walk by the water, though when the tide was out the Thames mud was less than fragrant. Pondering the luncheon with her friend, Maisie wondered why she always found herself giving in to Priscilla whenever they met. One minute she was full of resolve, the next she could hear herself agreeing that a flat of her own was the best thing in the world for her, while at the same time knowing  that she would have given the idea short shrift if she were alone or if anyone else had made the suggestion – Maurice notwithstanding. Not only that, but she had found herself agreeing to visit Priscilla in Biarritz when she went to France. But Maisie loved Priscilla and, after all was said and done, she valued her honest opinion, which she was never slow to offer. Without doubt, they were chalk and cheese, but there was a bond that no one could deny. And she had missed her.

         Priscilla had said Maisie should draw up a list of attributes her new home should have. Maisie pulled her jacket collar up as a chill breeze nipped at her neck. It was the sort of thing she would have suggested herself, yet apart from being near the water, she really didn’t know what she liked in terms of a place to live. Her accommodation had always been something of a fait accompli, established already rather than chosen to reflect her own tastes. 79What  do  I  want? Priscilla had decreed that her flat must be close to places where she could go to meet people, a social set.

         Turning back, Maisie was now walking in murky darkness with only the streetlamps for guidance. It would not take long to provide answers to Priscilla’s questions, once she had consulted Peter’s records at the War Office Repository, a task she would get out of the way as soon as possible. Maisie considered what sort of training Peter might have been undergoing, especially as he was brought back from France to complete his promotion, if that’s what it was.

         Billy would be back on Monday with news of his investigation into the Jarvis girl’s background, and she would also be driving up to Cambridgeshire, to the childhood home of Ralph Lawton. This weekend she would see Maurice on her return from visiting Andrew Dene. She would tell him of her plans to go to France, probably within the next few weeks. Of course she would tell Andrew first, after he had shared the surprise he had mentioned. She wondered about that surprise and hoped very much that it would not be one to force her hand in a way that upset them both.

          

         ‘Oh, m’um, there’s been a telephone call for you, from Dr Dene.’ Sandra reached for Maisie’s coat as she entered through the front door of the Compton mansion at Ebury Place.

         ‘Really? What did he say?’

         ‘Very sorry he was, m’um. Said to tell you he’d been called out in an emergency. Apparently there was an accident on a building site this afternoon, lots of back and leg work, so he said, and he’s been summoned to Hastings General to assist in the circumstances. He’ll be busy all weekend.’

         ‘Oh, dear.’ Maisie hoped the relief was not as visible on her face as she felt inside.

         ‘I bet you were looking forward to the weekend away, m’um. You’ve been working hard lately’ Sandra curtsied and began to walk away as Maisie moved toward the stairs.

         Thinking quickly, Maisie turned and stepped back into the entrance hall. ‘You know, Sandra, I think I might not stay in 80London in any case, so no need to count on my being here this weekend. My bag is ready, so I’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning for Cambridgeshire; it’s just the opportunity I need to see a client at home.’

         ‘Right you are, m’um.’
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         Having telephoned her father to explain why she would have to postpone the fortnightly visit that had become her routine since his accident in the summer, Maisie made sure that she packed the collection of letters from Ralph Lawton to his parents, most of which were sent specifically to his mother, though there were one or two addressed to his father. She also flicked through Peter Evernden’s correspondence again, replaced the items in the brown envelope, and packed them alongside the other notes and files in her bag. The Lawton country home was in the village of Farthing, about five miles outside Cambridge. She hadn’t been back to the area since her Girton years.

         Lord Compton had left Ebury Place for Kent, and once again Maisie was alone. It was unusual for her to have a Friday evening with nothing to do. Not that she was ever idle; no, finding some­thing to do was never an issue to contend with. Yet as she undressed, ran a bath, and lounged in her dressing gown for a while, Maisie sat in the armchair close by the window and sighed. A holiday in Biarritz. She had never had a proper holiday, not a real going-away holiday for which special clothes were packed and salt sea air or long walks in the country anticipated. Before her mother was taken ill, a holiday was two weeks spent picking hops in Kent in September or a few days with her grandparents on her mother’s side. Later in life, her grandfather had taken a job on the water­ways as a lock-keeper, so the Dobbs family would travel by train to Marlow and then by bus to the hamlet where her grandpar­ents lived in a small cottage alongside the canal.

         Now Maisie smiled at the memory, for her grandparents and her mother were long gone. It seemed that with them had gone 81any inclination to go away on holiday.

         She knew she had been driven, at first to forget the war, then to complete her education. She had been determined to excel in her work with Maurice Blanche, and now her energy was directed into making her business a success. Maisie strove to bring each case to a close in a way that ensured that those whose lives she had touched were at peace with the outcome of her endeavours, as far as such a thing might be possible. But there had been no break in that work, except for a day or two here and there and, for several months now, alternative weekends when she spent a day either in Kent with her father or with Andrew Dene in Sussex. They were weekends when she always took work along in her bag, and her thoughts were never far from her office.

         She thought of the posters adorning the railway platforms, the temptation to travel overseas that greeted her as she reached the turnstile at Warren Street station. Hadn’t it been the same since the war, with those who could afford such forays travelling via ship, train, motor car, and aeroplane – to the Riviera, to Africa, to the Mediterranean, or even to Devon and Cornwall? Not that travel was expensive, for the ships of war had been converted for civilian use and prices had tumbled. But one had to have some independent wealth to have the time to travel, so Maisie had ignored those compelling illustrations of grand ships’ prows or a deep azure sea seen through the branches of an orange tree: the lure of travel to take away memories of trenches, of cold, mud, and blood. For  those  who  are  free  to  leave.

         And here she was on a Friday evening with nothing to do unless she worked. Or read, which was of course her other distraction; the quest to learn, to expand her knowledge of the world without taking another step overseas. Perhaps that was why her meditation practice had suffered, for Maisie did not always like the message she heard when she was alone at the end of the day. It was a voice that spoke of her isolation and of her choosing not to move beyond the boundaries of those worlds in which she felt a modicum of safety. What was it that Maurice said, one of his favourite chal­lenges? 82 Seek  the  opportunity  to  swim  beyond  your  own  little  pond. She knew every reed, mudbank, and fish in her pond. Perhaps it was time to look for that flat after all, sooner rather than later.

         After bathing, Maisie telephoned the Lawton residence, expecting Sir Cecil to be there. He was known to enjoy various country pursuits and also the company of a circle of academics with whom he dined at weekends. Lawton agreed to her proposed visit to the house in order to look through Ralph’s belongings – personal items that had been saved by his wife, who had believed that her son would return one day. Maisie was extended an invita­tion to be a guest at the house, but knowing that the offer was a formality, and in the spirit of her musings on travel, she declined in favour of staying at a good hotel – after all, she had been given a generous expense allowance in advance. Yes, she would splash out, she would spoil herself.
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         On Saturday morning, Billy telephoned, just as Maisie was pulling on her coat, ready to leave Ebury Place.

         ‘Billy, how are you?’ Maisie took the call in the library.

         ‘Awright, doin’ well, Miss. Yourself?’

         ‘I’m well. Now then, what news?’

         ‘Turns out Avril Jarvis is from that family. This is what I’ve found out so far. There’s four kids, Avril’s the oldest, but the others ain’t fully related.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Her real dad was killed in the war. She never knew ’im, because she weren’t born when ’e went back over there after bein’ ’ome on leave. Mrs Jarvis was married again after the war to a fella who was in the town lookin’ for work. Little Avril was about four at the time.’

         ‘Go on.’

         ‘The family have gone through difficult times – mind you, so ’ave a lot of people, ’aven’t they?’

         ‘Billy …’

         83‘Well, I’ve found out that the father – the second one, that is – was in some trouble with the law. Done time: theft, burglary. Seems to me as if Avril’s mum married a lot of trouble there, because ’e drinks as well. There are the kids wantin’ for a good meal, and the man’s knockin’ back pints in the local.’

         ‘How did Avril get to London, did you find out?’

         ‘From what I can make out – and I got quite a lot of this from a neighbour –’

         ‘You didn’t say anything?’

         ‘No, said I was from the school board because they ain’t been at school – which was a pretty good guess, because they ain’t. The littl’uns ’ave been put out to work in the fields, doin’ their bit for the family.’

         ‘Poor kids.’

         ‘Poor kids is right. And you should see the mum, all drained and lookin’ double ’er years, she is.’

         ‘Anyway?’

         ‘Well, anyway, apparently the stepdad said that Avril could earn good money in service in London, so – this is what was told to the mum, accordin’ to the neighbour – ’e puts ’er on a train to London where a bloke ’e knew arranged for ’er to work at a job in service, with ’er wages bein’ sent to the family, leavin’ the girl with a bit of pocket money to get by. The mum told the neighbour that the ’usband’s mate’d said that accommodation and keep were all found.’

         ‘I’m sure.’ Maisie shook her head. ‘And what about this business with the medicines?’

         ‘That’s on ’er dead father’s side. Turns out they didn’t much like Avril’s new stepdad but couldn’t do anything about it. The family were in a tricky position, what with the business about the woman who’d killed a man with the ’erbs and what ’ave you. From what I know, it was the father’s sister, the girl’s aunt – apparently they was tight, the two of ’em.’

         ‘Can you find out more about that, Billy, and the aunt’s activities?’

         84‘Workin’ on it already.’

         ‘Good. And if you can, find out the name of who she was sent to in London. By the way, any sign of the newspapers, or even of Stratton’s men?’

         ‘Not a dickey bird. Bit strange, that, ain’t it, Miss?’

         ‘Yes, it is. Anyway, you’ll be travelling back tomorrow afternoon. We’ll talk first thing Monday morning.’

         ‘Very good, Miss. I’m glad I caught you, only telephoned on the off chance. I was a bit surprised when they said you was still up there in the Smoke.’

         ‘Change of plan. I’d best be off now, Billy. See you Monday. Take Doreen out for a nice dinner tonight.’

         ‘Right you are, Miss. Ta-ta.’

         Maisie replaced the telephone receiver. So Avril Jarvis was sent to London by a violent stepfather. To whom did he send her? It was common for a family friend to be called uncle – so was this a relative of the stepfather or did uncle  have another connotation? Billy would find the answer.

          

         The Moor’s Head Hotel had been built in the early 1800s. Following a period that could only be described as ‘genteel decline’, it had been refurbished by new owners in 1925 and was now a rather sumptuous place that regularly drew visiting academics, families of students, and an influx of American travel­lers keen to enjoy a much-admired city. Maisie arrived just after noon on Saturday and, following lunch in the hotel dining room, claimed her MG from the garage that had once been stabling for carriage horses and made her way to the Lawton country home.

         As she drove across the Cambridgeshire fens to the village of Farthing, she remembered how captivated she had been by the flat farmlands, so very different from the soft hills of Kent and Sussex. Farthing was a small yet busy village, with a number of people out and about their business, whether visiting the grocery shop, the post office, or the butcher. It was still too early to see a steady stream making their way to the King’s Arms, though at evening 85opening time she was sure the local hostelry drew quite a few customers. Saplings, the Lawton home on the edge of the village, had originally been built as a vicarage but was subsequently deemed too grand for a country parson. The Lawtons had bought the house before Ralph was born, when it was customary for a man in Cecil Lawton’s position to own not only a house in London but a country home to which he would travel when his work in the City was done at the end of the week. For some years now, Lawton’s work was frequently ‘done’ on a Thursday and did not continue again until Monday afternoon.

         A manservant answered the door and showed Maisie into the drawing room, where Lawton was waiting for her. Instead of the more formal clothes worn in chambers, Lawton was wearing plain grey gabardine trousers, a brushed cotton shirt with small checks, a cravat at his neck, and a tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbows. He immediately stretched out a hand to greet Maisie.

         ‘Good of you to come so soon, Miss Dobbs. I’m glad you’re cracking on with the work. Any conclusions yet?’

         Maisie smiled. ‘Oh, goodness, no, it’s far too early. As you know, I may have to travel to France after I have conducted inquiries in London at the records office. I hope to have the confirmation you require within the agreed time limit to my investigations, though as you know, there are no guarantees.’

         Lawton moved toward the door. ‘Right you are. Now then, I’m off for the afternoon. I shall be joining Professor Goodhaven in town for a spot of tea – now there’s a great legal mind. I’ll have Brayley show you to the room that was Ralph’s and have various boxes of his belongings brought to you.’

         ‘I see.’ Maisie frowned. The  room  that  was  Ralph’s,  not Ralph’s room. ‘But Sir Cecil, I’d very much like to spend some time speaking with you about Ralph, in a more informal manner.’

         Lawton seemed agitated as he reached for the door handle. He stuttered and shook his head. ‘I – I’m sorry, Miss Dobbs, not today, previous engagements, you see. But to put your mind at rest, I’ve been in contact with that solicitor chappie, the one acting for the 86girl. I’ll let you have further details next week. Good luck, Miss Dobbs. I hope you find something that might assist you, though frankly I can’t see how Ralph’s personal effects will prove anything. Now then, must be off.’

         He’s  running  away  from  me. Maisie knew that Lawton, though prepared to support the promise to his wife with action, wanted little to do with the actual depth of inquiry that came with retaining the services of an investigator. What intimidates a man like Lawton? What truth undermines a man in his position? Maisie pondered such questions for a few moments, and then Brayley, Lawton’s manservant, returned to the room and announced that Ralph’s effects had been brought up to the room that he had occupied on the second floor.

         The large room had been freshly decorated, the lead paint fumes causing her to hold her hand to her nose.

         ‘Gosh, this is strong.’

         ‘It was only finished recently, m’um.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘The work was booked just after Lady Agnes passed away.’

         ‘What was it like before?’

         Brayley moved toward the windows, which he opened wide. ‘Well, it hadn’t been changed since Master Ralph lived at home. Of course, he was only here on school holidays and exeats, and he hardly came back after joining the Flying Corps, but his mother wanted it left untouched in any case.’

         ‘Because she thought he’d be coming home.’

         The manservant moved to the door and paused. Maisie was aware that, whenever she was about to ask a deeper question about Ralph, someone ended up at a door and was about to leave the room.

         ‘Wait … please, just a moment, Mr Brayley.’

         ‘M’um?’ The man’s eyes seemed to blaze for a second, and Maisie knew that his loyalty was to one person only: his employer.

         Maisie adjusted her posture, so that she was not in any way reaching or leaning toward Brayley, and she took a step back, 87knowing that the movement would diminish any sense the man might have of being cornered. He would be more likely to speak freely if there was space around him, though there would clearly be a limit to his revelations.

         ‘Mr Brayley, I wonder if you could tell me if there was any reason for discord between your employer and his son.’

         Brayley became flushed, though only for a second, before composing himself. ‘I –I wouldn’t say so, m’um. Of course, being father and son, they had their ups and downs, and the boy was very close to his mother, who had different ideas about how to educate him and so on.’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘A man likes to see himself reflected in his son.’

         ‘And Ralph didn’t reflect Sir Cecil?’

         ‘Well, not in the way of enjoying the same things. Master Ralph did not care for the hunting field or for shooting. He was more like his mother.’

         ‘And how would you describe Lady Agnes?’

         ‘A softhearted soul and a very gentle person is how I would describe her.’

         ‘I see.’ Maisie walked to the window and looked out across the extensive grounds. ‘So it was a surprise when Ralph enlisted?’

         ‘Oh, very much, m’um. We all wondered about that. It was before the war, you know.’ Brayley had become warmer. ‘To tell you the truth, we – I mean the household – thought it might be because he wanted to be off on his own, to prove himself to his father.’

         Maisie nodded, deciding to play her ace with the next question. ‘Mr Brayley, as far as you know, was Ralph courting? Had he any young women friends that he admired? Did he bring anyone home to meet his parents?’

         Brayley blushed again. ‘Not as far as I know, m’um. Mind you, a young man wouldn’t confide in the likes of me, now, would he?’

         Maisie nodded. ‘Quite right, yes, quite right. Thank you, 88Mr Brayley, you’ve been very helpful.’

         The manservant executed a short bow and left the room.
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         Maisie took an index card from her black leather case and made several notations. She included not only details of the conversation but a description of Brayley, the lighting in the room, the spare decor, and even the markings on the exterior of the three large boxes.

         She placed the card and her pencil on a side table and, taking her Victorinox knife from her bag, proceeded to score the seal on the first box. Closing the knife, she opened the flaps to find a photograph album at the top of a closely packed selection of belong­ings. Taking up the album, she opened it to the first page, upon which a wedding photograph of the Lawtons had been affixed rather clumsily, as if Ralph had began compiling the collection in boyhood. The images were mostly set against a formal background, with few taken in the garden or the house. Indeed, it seemed that Ralph Lawton had been starched along with his shirts, so upright was his posture. Maisie turned over more pages, until she came to the first informal photograph, which seemed to have been taken when the subjects least expected it, but faced with the camera they were only too willing to smile. Two boys, approximately sixteen years of age, were dressed in tennis whites and laughing together, arms around each other’s shoulders. The boy on the left, the one who was not Ralph, was looking straight into the camera and smiling. On the right, Ralph was looking not at the camera but at his friend. Maisie pulled the album closer. It was the look in Ralph’s eyes that drew her, for it reminded her of the way she had once seen Dene looking at her. She had been putting on her hat in front of the mirror and saw his gaze reflected, though he was unaware of the feelings his countenance revealed.
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            TEN

         

         Back in her room at the Moor’s Head Hotel, Maisie sat on the bed, an array of papers and photographs spread around her. She had begun to sort the items, first in chronological order. Later she would create a different pattern, to reflect her observa­tions and Ralph’s inner life: perhaps letters gathered from one particular friend, a place mentioned in several different docu­ments, a frame of mind revealed in a diary, or a new skill recounted in his flight logs, which she had not expected to find among his belongings.

         Ralph Lawton had been shot down behind enemy lines in the murky light of dawn. His demise had been reported to the British by the German authorities, as was the custom, and his aeroplane was noted, along with metal identification tags found, miraculously, in the remains of the inferno that had consumed his De Havilland DH-4. According to a report sent via his commanding officer, a local gardener and several farmworkers venturing early to a field tried in vain to extinguish the blaze. Maisie was always amazed by the detail that could be recorded at such a time, for this was not the first report of a battlefield death she had read nor, she thought, would it be the last.

         The letters Maisie had fanned out on the eiderdown were chiefly from his mother, with only a couple from his father and just a few from school friends. Of the school friends, most came from a young man named Jeremy Hazleton. Maisie closed her eyes and tapped her hand with one of his letters. Wasn’t he now a Member of Parliament? Yes, he was the young, outspoken, 90wheelchair-bound politician whom many predicted would be prime minister in years to come, a man equally well regarded by the unions and a broad spectrum of the voting population. He had been a most vocal supporter of women’s rights in earlier years; in fact, she remembered seeing a newspaper photograph of him being pushed along in his wheelchair by his mother, his young wife marching alongside, as he held a banner demanding  votes for women. His rage against the equally long lines at labour exchanges and soup kitchens blazed in angry words across the daily tabloids: march to westminster! hazleton tells workers. There had been stories covering his visits to Lambeth slums and soot-blackened mining towns, and he had been photographed shaking the hands of workers and landed gentry alike. The trajectory of his political career was underlined by his legendary valour at Passchendaele: a hero for the masses. But, as many knew, Jeremy Hazleton was a rich hero, a man with a legacy from a landowning father. Maisie looked back at the photograph that had intrigued her earlier and compared it to the image she remembered from a newsreel she’d seen at a picture house. The youthful grin toward the camera had given way to a more serious pose in later years, but the likeness was unmistakable. Ralph’s gaze had been directed at a boyish Jeremy Hazleton.

         
            1500 hours. Went up with observer, Cunningham. Crossed over the line at 1540 hours. No movements to report. Followed line north for two miles, observed Fokker formation, and ascended to height of 10,000 ft. Set course for base, crossing back over line at 1600 hrs. Ground: 1700.

         

         One report seemed much like the others; however, the accom­panying journal gave details that would never be entered in a flight log. The cloud formations were stunning this afternoon. One could almost imagine flying through candy floss at the seaside. Of course, the Hun on the ground tracing me with their guns was a bit of a blow to an otherwise very pleasant exercise. Then on another page: Went  up 91for training today. Well‚ went up, came down, went up, came down, up, down, up, down – and all without stopping! It seems I have been tested and, for once in my life, not found wanting. Wish the old man knew about that! Have received top marks for stop-start landings and expect an interesting job or two soon, before I become Fokker fodder.

         Clutching the journal, Maisie gazed out of the window. What did he believe in, this young man who was, it seemed, so isolated? What God might he have prayed to, knowing that as an aviator he had taken on war’s most dangerous work? As his craft took flight, what did he cling to when even the slightest malfunction, the tiniest fracture in the wing or fuselage, might send him to a fiery death? And what angels lifted him when that day came, when he crashed to earth behind enemy lines? To whom did he profess love, as surely he must have, when he felt the descent into his grave?

         She turned back to the journal and frowned. Would the journal have been returned with personal effects without being read by someone in authority? Possibly. Maisie rooted through the pile of papers and other belongings she had brought back to her room, then pulled out an envelope addressed to Ralph that had been flat­tened against books and albums. It was postmarked from Folkestone just one day before Ralph died. She placed the journal on top of the envelope, then inside. If the journal had been posted back to Saplings, it would appear that Ralph had sent it home to protect it. Had it not passed the censor? How would such a thing happen? Maisie remembered giving a letter to another nurse who was going on leave, asking her to post the letter when she arrived in England, so that her father might receive it sooner. Yes, it was possible. Instead of leafing through it, Maisie read the journal from the beginning, with the flight logbook on her lap to cross-reference dates.

         One hour later, she knew two things: Ralph Lawton was still in touch with Jeremy Hazleton at the time of his death, though she could find no letters from the latter; and Ralph Lawton was, in fact, an accomplished aviator entrusted with work that was of the utmost importance. His unique experience as an engineer and then as an observer before being given command of an aircraft 92rendered him a very valuable individual indeed. Maisie leaned back again and frowned, frustrated with her lack of knowledge about the Flying Corps. Why would an aviator need to land and then take off again immediately?
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         Using the hotel telephone that evening, Maisie made two calls. One was to the home of the Hon. Jeremy Hazleton, MP, in which she introduced herself as a constituent and asked if she might visit the following day. The second was to Chelstone, where she asked for the address in Canada of Lord and Lady Compton’s son, James. He had been an aviator in the war and might be able to furnish her with some of the information she needed without her having to approach the Royal Air Force directly. She wanted answers to questions but did not want to answer any herself.
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         On Sunday morning, Maisie was anxious to be on her way just after breakfast. A light drizzle was falling by the time she settled her account and left the hotel with her bag in one hand and document case in the other, so she was surprised to see Cecil Lawton’s manservant waiting by the MG as she approached. Maisie had hurriedly thrown her mackintosh around her shoulders and pulled a waterproof hat low over her head. The man was drawn and grey, and he too was wearing a mackintosh, though Maisie suspected it might have been a cast-off from his employer. Rain bounced off his black bowler hat, and he did not take his hands from his pockets as Maisie approached.

         ‘Mr Brayley, good morning to you, though it could be better, couldn’t it?’

         ‘Good morning, Miss Dobbs.’

         Maisie looked around. Rain was splashing down and around them, the shower now promising to turn into a lengthy downpour.

         ‘Well, I know you didn’t come here just to stand in the rain and bid me good morning. If you could help me with my bags –’

         93‘Of course, I beg your pardon, m’um.’

         After Brayley helped Maisie stow her bags in the MG, she indi­cated that they should move into a shop doorway, out of the rain.

         ‘Now then, Mr Brayley, what can I do for you?’

         Brayley took off his hat and turned down the collar of his mackintosh. Maisie could see the starched white shirt underneath, along with a black jacket that seemed a little shiny, as if it had been pressed many times during years of service. Brown liver spots crested his nose and cheekbones. Though balding, what hair remained on his pate had been combed back and oiled. It seemed to Maisie that Brayley bore a striking resemblance to a tired and ageing faithful hound.

         ‘I hope you don’t mind, Miss Dobbs, but I wanted to say my piece about the situation with Ralph Lawton.’ Brayley had squared his shoulders, a move that, as Maisie knew only too well, is an indication of a person seeking strength they do not really feel.

         ‘Please, feel free to speak in confidence.’ Maisie smiled and, as she spoke, placed a hand on Brayley’s arm, just for a second.

         Clearing his throat, Brayley continued. ‘I’ve worked for Sir Cecil since before his marriage – a long time by any standards. Some have said I was wed to my job, though my wife is in service at the house as well.’

         Maisie nodded. It was common for a husband and wife to work together, often being given cottage accommodation on the estate.

         ‘So you see, I’ve seen a lot in that household.’

         ‘Go on.’

         ‘And what I want to say is that it’s a terrible thing that Sir Cecil has been put through. First they lost two new babies, then a daughter, and they were left with a boy who was not the son his father wanted.’

         ‘Yes, I understand there was some discord.’

         ‘Like I said, he was his mother’s son, but he never did try to be a son to his father. Never tried.’

         ‘Are you sure, Mr Brayley? Isn’t it true that we never know quite what goes on in the houses where we work?’

         94Brayley’s eyes blazed, and Maisie saw a loyalty so fierce it might colour a true perspective of the situation.

         Pausing just a moment, Brayley continued. ‘All I want to say is this: that she caused him so much grief, she did, with her believing the boy was still alive. My wife said, when she lost the babies, that it was enough to send anyone off their head. Look at her, look at what she put Sir Cecil through. She was a lunatic, right enough.’

         Maisie frowned. ‘And what do you want me to do, Mr Brayley, for I am sure you have not come out in the pouring rain to tell me something I can deduce for myself?’ She looked past Brayley and noticed a black bicycle propped against a neighbouring shopfront. Brayley had cycled some five rainy miles into Cambridge. There was definitely more to say.

         ‘She put him through some trouble, visiting those women who are no better than snake charmers. Could have ruined a man in his position. Then, to make him promise on her deathbed to find a son who’s dead? It makes the blood curdle.’ Brayley paused to look up and down the street, which was still empty, though the rain had diminished somewhat. ‘I’m here to ask you, for his sake – because he is only going through the motions, you know – I’m here to ask you not to bother raking up the past. Just make up a report, whatever it is that you people do, and have done with it.’

         Maisie was silent but continued to hold Brayley with her gaze. He looked up and down the street again, and when he turned back to her, she spoke.

         ‘Mr Brayley, no matter how I might assess the merits of this assignment, I have to bring an integrity to my work. If I did not intend to engage in a full and comprehensive investigation, I would not have agreed to assist Sir Cecil. I can, however, assure you that my work will be utterly confidential and I seek to protect all concerned. I will not fail Sir Cecil.’

         ‘I see.’ Brayley pressed his hat on his head again. ‘I’d better be off, then.’ He began to move out from the doorway but turned to Maisie once more. ‘And you know, don’t you, Miss Dobbs, that 95I won’t fail him either.’ Tipping his hat, he gave a short bow and walked away, collecting his bicycle by the handlebars and walking it along the road. Maisie suspected that he would not sit astride the bicycle to ride home until he was well out of her view, for the man’s body had been rendered so unstable by fear and anger that he might well fall off.

         As Maisie started the car and pulled away from the kerb, she knew she would have to take great care with Brayley. The loyal servant had the tenacity of a guard dog, and certainly he had attempted to nip at her heels. Indeed, she was abundantly aware that she had just received a veiled threat.
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         Following directions to the letter, Maisie parked the car outside an Edwardian villa in the village of Dramsford, on the outskirts of Watford. The house had been built on an incline, so the front garden was a series of small terraces leading down to the pave­ment. It was a blustery day, and quiet because it was Sunday. Jeremy Hazleton had been cordial on the telephone, suggesting that Maisie arrive at mid-morning so they would have time to talk before lunch, to which he did not extend an invitation. She watched an older couple leave the house before she alighted from her motor car, concluding that the Hazleton residence was pro­bably open to visits from constituents whenever Jeremy Hazleton was at home rather than at Westminster.

         Charmaine Hazleton answered the door herself, smiling broadly at Maisie as she welcomed her. She was a few inches shorter than Maisie and wore her dark blonde hair in a chignon at the base of her neck, a style that framed her cheekbones before being drawn back. Her royal-blue dress was fashionably tailored, speaking of elegant good taste rather than indiscriminate expenditure. Her blue leather shoes were both sensible and stylish, a T-bar strap secured at the side with a delicate leather button.

         ‘Good morning, Miss Dobbs. I trust your journey was not too difficult. The rain really can sweep across Cambridgeshire, can’t 96it?’ She stepped back for Maisie to enter and then led the way along a hallway decorated with floral wallpaper. She continued speaking, giving Maisie precious little time to greet her formally. ‘Jeremy has been busy since seven, with his first caller at eight. The work of an MP is never done.’

         Maisie studied Charmaine Hazleton’s carriage as she walked briskly along the hallway. By the set of her shoulders, the short deliberate steps, the hands clasped in front of her, Jeremy Hazleton’s wife revealed that, despite her welcoming smile, she would rather Maisie had never called and wished her husband’s schedule were lighter that day. Though the meeting was to be with Hazleton alone, Maisie suspected that at some point there would be an interruption, and then it would be time for her to leave. Mind you, such skilful closure to the caller’s time with her spouse was the prerogative of a junior MP’s wife.

         ‘Jeremy darling, Miss Dobbs to see you.’ Charmaine stepped toward the desk where her husband sat with a box of papers, many tied together with narrow red ribbon. Even in a wheelchair, Hazleton gave the impression of stature. Though it was cool, he had rolled up his shirtsleeves and wore a cardigan pulled carelessly across his shoulders. His brown hair was tightly curled and worn very short. Maisie suspected that if it were any longer it would be unmanageable, especially for a man with physical limitations. Boyish freckles were scattered across his nose, though his skin was fair. Before removing a tea tray that was set on the polished walnut desk, his wife squeezed his shoulder and he in turn patted her hand.

         Hazleton turned his wheelchair so that he was facing Maisie and held out his hand. ‘Delighted. Please take a seat.’ He indi­cated an armchair set alongside the desk and turned to his wife. ‘Thank you, darling.’ There was no offer of tea for Maisie as Charmaine Hazleton left the room.

         ‘Now then, what can I do for you, Miss Dobbs? You said that you wanted to speak to me in connection with Ralph Lawton. I must say, I thought it rather odd; after all, the poor chap’s been gone for thirteen years.’

         97Maisie looked toward the door for just a second, having noticed that she had not heard a click. The door was ajar by a good four inches.

         ‘I trust our conversation will be in confidence, Mr Hazleton.’

         ‘Absolutely. You have my word.’

         ‘Good. First of all, here’s my card.’ Maisie took a card from her coat pocket – there had been no offer to take her mackintosh – and passed it to Hazleton. ‘I have been retained by Sir Cecil Lawton to prove that his son is, in fact, dead. It seems that Lady Agnes Lawton had a strong belief that her son was still alive, and–’

         ‘What utter tosh!’

         Maisie smiled. ‘That’s as may be, Mr Hazleton. However, Lady Agnes’s belief was so strong that on her deathbed she asked her husband to continue her quest. Though Sir Cecil has no doubt that his son is dead, he feels duty bound to conduct a limited inquiry; hence he has retained my services.’

         Hazleton looked at the card again. ‘Oh, I’ve heard of you.’ He drew out the I as if to suggest, perhaps, some previous knowledge regarding Maisie’s reputation.

         Maisie did not comment but continued with a question. ‘First of all, Mr Hazleton, I understand that you and Ralph Lawton were at school together and were good friends – is that so?’

         Jeremy Hazleton blew out his cheeks and shook his head. ‘I don’t know about good  friends, Miss Dobbs. Certainly we spent time together as boys, but we weren’t each other’s best  friend, if you know what I mean. To tell you the truth, Ralph didn’t have a wide circle; in fact, he took a beating from the other boys on more than one occasion, so I rather stuck up for him.’

         ‘And why might he have taken a beating?’

         Hazleton shifted his gaze, turning his wheelchair away from her just slightly, and began to sketch a circle on his blotting pad, a sphere that then spiralled inward. ‘Oh, you know how it is with children who are on the outside – and there’s always one, isn’t there? He wasn’t very good at sports – positively hated anything 98involving mud. That sort of aversion to the rough-and-tumble gives rise to a fair bit of ribbing.’

         ‘But a beating?’

         ‘You know how boys can be.’

         Maisie moved on. ‘And how did you help him?’

         Hazleton laughed. ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, Miss Dobbs, I enjoyed a measure of popularity as a boy. It was a position I used to influence the behaviour of others.’

         ‘I see. Now then, I understand that you were still in touch with Ralph Lawton when he was killed in France.’

         Hazleton frowned. ‘To tell you the truth, I can’t remember, Miss Dobbs. I believe we may have corresponded a few times.’

         ‘But didn’t you visit him when he first enlisted?’ Maisie took a clutch of index cards from her document case. ‘Yes. I noticed in Ralph’s personal papers that he mentions several occasions on which you met after leaving school, one being when he first joined the Flying Corps; he had some leave and met you in’ – Maisie turned over the card – ‘yes, in Ipswich, for a day or so. You stayed at a guesthouse there.’

         ‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Hazleton lightly hit his forehead with the heel of his right hand, a move Maisie thought rather staged. ‘It’s so long ago, I can hardly remember. I think it was a coincidence, really. If I remember correctly, we exchanged a couple of letters, realized we both had a couple of days off at the same time, and thought we would go to the coast to have a bit of run, meet some girls, what have you.’ Hazleton looked at Maisie and smiled. ‘Youthful high jinks, you know.’

         ‘And did you – meet some girls?’

         ‘I daresay we did, though one stag weekend seems like the rest at that age.’

         Maisie heard the doorhandle rattle as Charmaine Hazleton came into the room. She looked at her watch and was about to speak, but Maisie spoke first.

         ‘Mr Hazleton, can you think of any reason, any reason at all, or any circumstance in which Ralph Lawton might still be alive?’

         99Shaking his head, Hazleton began to move his wheelchair back to the desk. ‘Miss Dobbs, I consider myself fortunate to have survived a bloodbath, a hell on earth. Ralph was flying behind enemy lines, as far as I know, and was shot down, his aeroplane on fire. There is no question in my mind that he is dead. I there­fore cannot imagine any scenario whereby he could be alive. Now, if you would excuse me.’

         Maisie stood up. ‘Thank you so much for your time, and on a Sunday. You have been most accommodating.’ She smiled. ‘I wonder, may I telephone you if I have further questions?’

         Hazleton smiled in return, remembering that Maisie Dobbs was also a member of the voting public. ‘Of course.’
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         Charmaine Hazleton accompanied Maisie to the front door, whereupon she took an umbrella from a stand in the hallway and proceeded to walk to the MG rather than bid her farewell on the threshold. As they negotiated the steps down to the pave­ment, Maisie turned to her hostess.

         ‘Mrs Hazleton, how did you meet your husband, if I may ask?’

         ‘I was his nurse. I took care of him from the day he was brought back from Flanders.’

         ‘I see. I was a –’

         Maisie was interrupted sharply by Charmaine Hazleton as they reached the street.

         ‘Miss Dobbs, I wonder if I might ask you a favour?’

         ‘Why, of course, Mrs Hazleton.’

         The woman held her chin a little higher, as if it might bring her to Maisie’s height. ‘I do not want my husband contacted with regard to Ralph Lawton again.’

         Maisie inclined her head. ‘Why not?’

         The woman clasped her hands together firmly in front of her. ‘As you can see, my husband suffered in the war. Since that time he has gone forward with purpose and resolve; he has a successful 100political career in front of him. Such memories of the war, of friends lost, are troubling to him.’

         ‘But I would have thought that those living with wounds from the war form an important constituency for whom your husband represents a voice. Surely he is used to –’

         The woman swallowed deeply. ‘That’s different.’

         ‘Is it?’

         ‘Yes, Miss Dobbs. Now then, please go and do not try to speak to my husband again. I tell you, I will do everything in my power to prevent his being troubled by memories. I will not  let it happen!’ She turned and walked away, her spine erect, her chin still held upward.

         Maisie knew that Hazleton had lied. Lawton’s papers revealed that he had continued a regular correspondence from the day they left school until the day the aviator was killed, and they had seen each other more than once. She understood, too, that Charmaine Hazleton’s favour  was out of proportion, given the seeming innocence of the MP’s responses to her questions and to what he claimed was a sporadic friendship at best.

         As she drove steadily back toward London, the rain glancing off the MG’s windscreen, Maisie tried to recall if there had ever been another time in her work when she received two threats in one day and for the same reason: Ralph Lawton had loved another man.
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