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Chapter One





“Is that your new dress to wear for the wedding?” Maisie asked Alice, a little wistfully. They were in Alice’s bedroom, and she had just noticed the beautiful lace-trimmed blue silk dress hanging up on the front of Alice’s enormous wardrobe.
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“Yes!” Alice bounced up and down excitedly in her pink velvet armchair. “I didn’t really need it, but Papa said I should look smart for Madame Lorimer’s special day. I went to her for French lessons for years, you know. I shall miss her, but I’m looking forward to the wedding. Especially as you’ll be there too, Maisie!”


Maisie nodded, but she didn’t say anything. The girls had met when Alice had started lessons with Madame Lorimer, who rented a room in Gran’s boarding house. Quite often, Madame dozed off in the middle of the lesson, and then Alice could sneak out and gossip with Maisie. Otherwise, the two girls would never have been friends – their lives were simply too different. Alice had French conversation, dancing classes and deportment, while Maisie learned how to cook and do laundry.


Alice frowned at Maisie. “What’s the matter? Aren’t you looking forward to the wedding?”


“Yes, of course I am. Especially as Professor Tobin is going to escort me and Gran home afterwards on the Underground. I’ve never been on it before.” Maisie folded the skirt of her old purple dress between her fingers. “But I haven’t got anything to wear.” She looked over at Alice, who stared back at her in surprise.


Maisie held back a sigh. Alice couldn’t possibly understand. She always had new dresses, lace-edged petticoats and handmade boots.


Gran’s boarding house was very respectable, but it didn’t bring in a lot of money. There certainly wasn’t enough for new dresses, even for wearing to a wedding. Madame Lorimer had rented the rooms on the second floor at 31 Albion Street for as long as Maisie could remember, but now she was getting married she’d be going to live in her husband’s big house in Richmond. Gran would have to find a new lodger and, until she did, money would be even tighter than usual.


“I only have this dress,” Maisie added, her cheeks flushing pink. She held out her faded skirts and looked sideways at Alice.
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Alice nodded thoughtfully. “It’s a lovely colour,” she said, clearly trying to think of something nice to say.


“It was…” Maisie muttered.


“Why don’t you borrow one of mine!” Alice dashed back over to her wardrobe and flung open the doors.


Maisie caught hold of Eddie by the collar. He was a well behaved little dog – mostly – but he was even more nosy than Maisie was. He just liked investigating things. Interesting cupboards, particularly, in case there was food in them. She could see his ears pricking up already. “No, Eddie. It’s only clothes. You can’t go and get muddy pawprints on them.”


Alice giggled and pulled out the folds of a bright floral summer dress. “You could get muddy pawprints on this one, Eddie. My aunt sent it to me for my birthday, and it’s foul. But, Maisie, look. This dress would be perfect for a wedding.” She lifted out a pretty, pale green silk frock with a flounced skirt and little pearl buttons down the front.
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Maisie’s eyes widened. She’d never worn a dress like that.


“It would suit you,” Alice said persuasively. “The colour would be so nice with your red hair, and it would match your green eyes.”


Maisie swallowed and dug her fingernails into her palms to help her stop imagining herself in the green silk dress, hobnobbing with all the grand folk at the wedding party. “I can’t, Alice. It’s a beautiful dress. But Gran wouldn’t let me borrow it. She … she’d say it wasn’t proper to go begging dresses off you. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


“But you didn’t beg! I asked if you were excited about the wedding, that was all.” Alice frowned. “Would she really mind?”


Maisie nodded. “Gran’s very proud, Alice. She’d say it was charity and that we’ve never had to ask for anyone’s help.”


Alice looked at her doubtfully, but she pushed the green dress back into the wardrobe and shut the heavy doors – with difficulty, as the wardrobe was full to bursting.


Maisie stared at the pretty rug on the floor, embarrassed. “How’s your new governess?” she asked, trying to change the subject.


Alice made a face.


“Miss Darling’s not nice?” Maisie asked anxiously. She felt a little bit responsible. Alice’s father, Mr Lacey, knew about Maisie’s detective work and had actually employed her to inspect all the applicants for the job of governess. She’d had to pretend to be a maid doing the dusting, so she could spy on the ladies as they waited to be interviewed for the job. In the end, she had told Mr Lacey that she thought the best of the bunch was Miss Honoria Darling, who had helpfully moved her chair so Maisie could dust the large vase behind her, and had smiled at her very sweetly. All the rest of them had been grumpy. Alice’s father had paid Maisie a whole shilling. Now she was worried that she hadn’t deserved it.


“She’s too nice…” Alice sighed. “That’s the problem. Papa is smitten with her.”


“Oh no!” Maisie stared at Alice in horror. “I’m sorry!”


Alice’s father was a widower, and Alice definitely didn’t want him to get married again. She had read too many books about evil stepmothers, and she didn’t want one. So Alice had given Maisie a huge bag of toffees and asked her to look out for any sly governesses who might be angling to marry Mr Lacey.


“It isn’t your fault, Maisie. It isn’t her fault, either. She’s just … lovely. I ought to hate her, but I don’t, which just shows, doesn’t it?”


Someone tapped lightly on the door, and it started to open.


“That’ll be her, shh!”


“What if she recognizes me?” Maisie squeaked. “It’s too late to hide…”


Alice jumped up, snatched a brush and a ribbon from her dressing table, and started to fuss with Maisie’s hair, pulling it back from her face to make her look different.


“Good afternoon, Miss Darling. This is my friend, Maisie.”


The new governess stepped into the room and smiled. “Alice has told me all about you!” she said, sounding pleased to see Maisie. Unlike Alice’s old governess, Miss Sidebotham, who had always looked as though she thought Maisie smelled. “It was you that found dear Snowflake and her kittens, wasn’t it?”


Maisie nodded and watched as Eddie went over and sniffed suspiciously at Miss Darling’s shoes. “We had to take Snowflake and the kittens down to the kitchen. They don’t get on with Eddie.”


“No, I can imagine…” Miss Darling stooped down to let the dog sniff her fingers. “A great big strong fellow like you… You couldn’t leave a cat unchased, could you?”
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Eddie licked at her fingers adoringly, and Maisie stared. He was friendly, but not usually that friendly.


“You see! Even Eddie thinks she’s wonderful,” Alice whispered in her ear. “Miss Darling, Maisie is going to the wedding tomorrow too. That’s why I was advising her on how to wear her hair,” Alice said, twisting Maisie’s hair into a coil at the back of her head. “But she doesn’t have a smart dress, and her grandmother won’t let her borrow one of mine…”


Miss Darling looked at Maisie thoughtfully, and Maisie went red again. It was bad enough that Alice knew she didn’t have anything to wear. But Miss Darling nodded and said tactfully, “You’re taller than Alice, Maisie. I don’t think her frocks would suit you. But what about borrowing a collar? I’m sure your grandmother wouldn’t mind that.”


“Yes!” Alice jumped up and ran to her chest of drawers. “I have lots of lace collars, Maisie, can’t I lend you one of them?”


Maisie frowned. Surely Gran couldn’t mind just a collar?


Alice pulled out a pretty one, and Maisie stroked the lace admiringly. It would make the whole dress look different. Alice held it round her neck, and pushed her towards the mirror. “You see! So smart! You simply have to take it.” And she added in a whisper, “I told you! She’s nice, and she’s clever. I’m doomed…”
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Chapter Two





“Madame Lorimer looks lovely!” Maisie whispered to Alice. “Even in that horrible hat!”


“I think it’s quite a smart hat,” Alice said thoughtfully, staring at the mountain of pink and red feathers that Madame Lorimer was wearing.


Of course, they’d have to remember to call her Mrs Mossley now.


Maisie stared at her friend, and Alice giggled and reached out for another chocolate eclair. “Look at your face, Maisie! You’re right, it’s like she’s got a giant mushroom on her head. But she still looks nice. It’s lovely to see her so happy.” Alice licked chocolate off her fingers contentedly and nudged Maisie. “Which do you think is bigger? The hat or the cake?”


“Mmmm … the cake, but only just,” Maisie said. She had seen wedding cakes before, in the windows of smart baker’s shops. But never one as big as this. It was covered in flowers and pearls and swirls of icing. Maisie wasn’t sure how anyone was going to manage to cut it. She was very glad that Eddie hadn’t been invited – she didn’t want to imagine what he would do to a cake like that…
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“I’m really not at all sure about this, Professor. The Underground…” Maisie’s gran hesitated outside Richmond station a couple of hours later, and clutched her little box of wedding cake nervously.


Professor Tobin patted Gran’s arm soothingly. “The Metropolitan Underground Railway has been running for many years now, Mrs Hitchins. And the track is above ground out here at Richmond. We’ll go into a tunnel part of the way through the journey, that’s all. We shall be at Baker Street station before you know it.”


“But going down underground, Professor, with all that earth on top of you! It just doesn’t seem right. And I remember when they were building it, you know, and the Fleet Sewer burst and flooded it. Who’s to say that won’t happen again?”


“The tunnels are all closed in now. I’m sure it’s safe,” the professor promised.


“Oh, I suppose so… And it will be quicker than the horse-tram. I am quite tired, after the wedding party.” Gran sighed doubtfully, but she took a step inside the tiny ticket hall, and Maisie beamed at the professor. She had never been on the Underground, either, and she was desperate to see what it was like.


Mr Mossley had laid on horse-drawn carriages to take his guests out to his Richmond house after the ceremony, but it was up to them to get themselves home. Professor Tobin had suggested they travel back by Underground. He had been quite shocked to hear that Maisie and Gran had never even been into one of the stations.


“Now, we buy our tickets here,” he explained, ushering Gran over to the ticket window. “No, no, my treat, Mrs Hitchins.” He jingled through his pockets, searching for change. “There we are, sixpence for all of us, to Baker Street, please, young man.”


The railway clerk pushed the little card tickets through the slot, and the professor guided them down the steps to the platform, which was practically deserted in the middle of the afternoon. A very tall man in tattered working clothes was pacing to and fro at the other end of the platform, swinging a grubby toolbag, and there were a couple of smartly dressed ladies sitting on one of the benches, but that was all.


Maisie was glad that Richmond station was at ground level – she found the idea of climbing down under the earth rather frightening too. Of course, they would be underground by the time they got to Baker Street, but going up out into the open air seemed less strange.
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