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Chapter One




London, September 1937




What I saw was all wrong.

I gasped as I looked down at Reggie’s face and reached for him. My hand jerked to a stop as reality hit me.

Reggie wasn’t sleeping on that cold metal table. He looked too sunken and gray. A large round red spot marked the bullet’s entrance above his right ear. The damage was to the other, the left, side of his head. Even at this angle, I could tell we’d need to keep the coffin closed. What I saw, despite everyone’s attempts to keep me from seeing, would never go away.

My vision shattered like glass into shards. The room became disconnected visions and sounds. I took a deep breath and choked on the overwhelming smell of bleach. I felt Sir John grab my arm as if he feared I’d faint.

“The Foreign Office has already identified him, Mrs. Denis,” a man’s voice said as he attempted to take my other arm. “You don’t need to be here.”

I shook him off. “Yes, I do.” They were wrong. Reggie hadn’t committed suicide. He couldn’t have shot himself on the right side of his head.

Reggie had been murdered.

I couldn’t mourn him. Not yet.

The garishly lit room smelled of disinfectant, smoke, and rotting meat, incompletely masked by a strong scent of perfume. I became aware of other people, living people, moving about the large basement space and murmuring.

A lifetime of training at boarding school and living under my father’s roof forced me to pull myself together.

When and where had Reggie been discovered? I realized I hadn’t asked even that basic a question. And I needed answers. “What was he killed with? And where?”

“A Webley British Bull Dog.” Another man joined us. He was large, solid, rumpled. He introduced himself as a police inspector. He and Sir John shook hands.

“Who killed him?”

“He killed himself, Mrs. Denis,” the inspector said. His tone said, I’m tired. Let’s get this over with.

“How did he shoot himself in the right side of his head if he shot left-handed?” I stared at the inspector.

“Our records say your husband was right-handed.”

“He was. But he didn’t shoot right-handed. He couldn’t. His right trigger and middle fingers didn’t bend.” I looked at the men’s faces staring blankly back at me. “Don’t you understand? He couldn’t have killed himself. Not this way.”

The doctor shared a glance with his assistant, who draped the sheet over Reggie’s head. “Mrs. Denis, I realize this is a shock—”

I grabbed Sir John’s arm. “He didn’t do this. He was murdered. Where was he found?”

The inspector reviewed some notes. “In the service alley behind St. Asaph’s Hotel. A couple of waiters leaving for the night found his body with the gun lying next to him. A suicide note was found in his pocket. He hadn’t been dead long, maybe a couple of minutes.”

“May I see the note?”

The inspector nodded and handed me a paper. “There were no fingerprints.”

The note said, This can’t continue. I should have done something earlier. I accept responsibility

“Do you recognize his handwriting?”

“Yes. But he accepts responsibility for what? And why had he gone to the St. Asaph’s after the theater? He was never out past eleven or midnight on a weeknight. Ever.” The more I learned, the less Reggie’s death made sense.

“Apparently, your husband went to the theater with some work colleagues. They split up after the performance. No one saw him after that. Didn’t you wonder when he didn’t come home last night, Mrs. Denis?” the policeman asked. I heard criticism in his tone.

“I wasn’t home. I was visiting friends in the country when the Foreign Office came to tell me of his death.” There. I hadn’t lied.

“Your husband owned a Webley British Bull Dog, didn’t he?” the inspector said, taking back the note. “We’ll have to go to your home and make sure it’s still there.”

I peered into the inspector’s eyes. “Of course, but you don’t think you’ll find it, do you?”

“No.”

“Reggie had no reason to take his life.” This was turning into a nightmare. My temper made my head pound. How could anyone do this to Reggie?

The inspector avoided my gaze as he folded his arms across his chest. “The coroner will determine the reason.”

“You’re wrong, Inspector.” He didn’t know Reggie at all. The whole idea was preposterous.

I was about to continue arguing when Sir John pulled me aside. “Keep quiet, Livvy. They’ll find out you didn’t come down to our place until…” He glanced toward the detective. “And usually, husbands are killed by their wives. They’ll think you killed him.”

“I couldn’t kill him, John,” I whispered back.

“I know that.”

“But somebody did.”

“Now is not the time to discuss it. Do you want to see any more?”

I shook my head. All I wanted was to get the sight of Reggie, gray and broken, out of my mind.

Sir John told the doctor to release the body to the mortuary when they were done and hustled me out of the room.

When we reached the pavement and I could no longer smell disinfectant and the metallic tang of blood, I took a deep breath. We traveled with the inspector and a constable to the flat and found the short-barreled gun missing from the drawer where Reggie kept it. I couldn’t think of anywhere else it could be. After a cursory search, the policemen thanked me and left.

I wandered from room to room. The flat felt achingly empty. Yesterday morning, Reggie had gone into work, promising to meet me the next night at Sir John’s estate, Summersby Lodge, taking an evening train to Sussex. He’d been his usual self, wishing me a safe journey, nearly forgetting his umbrella, kissing my cheek. I’d burnt the toast.

I gasped from the pain of the memory. The refrain of our mornings for the past three years would never happen again.

I needed the truth.

I faced Sir John and said, “I want to see where he died.”

“Livvy—”

“Please. I really need to see the spot. He’s dead, John, and it makes no sense. Help me, please.”

“It’s not a good idea, Livvy. None of this is.”

“Someone murdering Reggie wasn’t a good idea, either,” I snapped. Then I put up my hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m sorry. I won’t get hysterical on you, I promise. Please. I want to retrace his steps.”

He glanced at me, sighed, and said, “Oh, all right.”

We took a cab to Soho and, at my request, climbed out in front of the Windmill Theater. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it was a dreary brick building with triple entrance doors chained shut at this time of the day. Posters for the revue flanked the entrance.

“If we leave for the station now—”

There was more for me to discover. I was sure of it. “Where is St. Asaph’s Hotel from here?”

He glanced around. “I think down Haymarket and then Pall Mall and across St. James Park.”

I began to walk in the direction he pointed.

“Livvy, we have a train to catch.”

I glanced back at Sir John, who reminded me of a teddy bear as he trundled down the pavement in his brown suit. “There will be other trains.”

I kept walking, checking the pavement and gutters for a clue. If he had asked me what I was looking for, I wouldn’t have known. I was only sure Reggie had gone to the St. Asaph’s for a reason.

A short distance down Pall Mall I came to an abrupt stop. “That’s the German embassy over there.”

Sir John gave me a dry look. The huge swastika flag flying from the roof was a giveaway.

“Would he have had some reason to come down here?” I turned toward the embassy entrance on Carlton House Terrace.

“I hope you’re not planning on dropping in at the embassy and asking them,” Sir John said, looking horrified.

“Not today.” I’d been told the reason for his suicide was that Reggie was suspected of giving secrets to the Nazis. To have the route to his death go past their building made me uneasy.

I kept walking until I passed the Foreign Office where Reggie had worked. “Did he see something here, John? Something that meant he had to be killed?”

He didn’t answer. There was no answer.

We’d reached the alley that ran next to St. Asaph’s Hotel when I spotted a garishly colored booklet crumpled on the ground a few feet away. When I retrieved it, Sir John looked over my shoulder as I skimmed the pages. It was a theater program for the Windmill Revue, damp and wrinkled, with a few notations in Reggie’s handwriting.

“It’s his program. See? He always made notations about performances. He has every program for every show he’s ever seen, going back to his school days.” A moment later, I caught my mistake. Had, not has.

Sir John ignored my verbal slip. “So he dropped it and it blew over here.”

“It’s a clue.”

“You’re not Agatha Christie and it’s not a clue. Keep the program by all means if it makes you feel better.” His voice had an edge.

I walked to the spot where Reggie must have died and looked around, but I found no other sign that Reggie had ever been here. It felt as though he had vanished. Two men in white cook’s aprons came out a back door and stared at me as they lit cigarettes.

I started back the way I came.

“Hold on, Livvy. We need to return…”

I slid the program into my bag and kept walking. It would have taken Reggie ten or fifteen minutes from the time he left the theater to reach the spot where I found the booklet. The street was well lit. People would have been out on this street at that time of the evening even in the rain we’d had last night. Plus, rooms of the hotel overlooked this spot.

“Why did no one hear the gunshot?”

Sir John shrugged his wide shoulders. “Perhaps they did. There was only one shot. People don’t usually respond to one of something. It takes a few noises to make people sit up and take notice.”

I nodded. He was probably right. “No witnesses have come forward?”

“Apparently not. Now, let’s go.” He took my arm and walked to the front of the hotel where he hailed a cab. It was only then that I realized how very tired I was. We rode to the train station in silence and didn’t exchange a word until we settled into a first-class compartment by ourselves.

Sir John, who’d kept his mouth shut, now blasted out his words at me. “Olivia, suspecting your husband was murdered is one thing. Setting yourself up to be hanged is quite another.”

“You went hunting with Reggie. You know he couldn’t shoot right-handed.” I stared at his face as he turned his gaze to the floor. “You think he was murdered, too.”

“Yes, all right, what you say makes sense. But it’s dangerous for you to say so. Whoever killed him did so for a reason. He might come after you next. And the police might decide you’re the murderer. You have no alibi.”

“I had dinner with my father last night.”

“Well, that’s something. How is Sir Ronald?”

“Unchanging and unchangeable.”

“Ah.” He knew my father well.

We arrived back at Sir John’s country house to find my father, like bad news, had arrived there ahead of us. When the footman opened the door, Father pivoted around in Sir John and Lady Abigail’s best parlor and marched into the hall. “Olivia, are you all right? What is the meaning of this, Summersby?”

Sir John’s eyebrows rose to his thinning dome. “She was determined to see him. I couldn’t let her go on her own.”

“Of course not. Good thinking. But Olivia, why put yourself through something so distressing?”

“At least now I know he was murdered.”

Lady Abigail, Sir John’s wife, gasped as she came over and took my hand. “Are you sure?”

“Very,” Sir John said. I caught the look that passed between them. He believed me, and now his wife did, too.

“Preposterous,” my father said.

“Have you ever known Reggie to shoot right-handed? Have you ever known him to stay out late on a work night? Has he ever taken his pistol to a theater performance? None of this makes sense.” I was very near tears and not doing a good job of hiding them.

Reggie and I were seldom apart for long. His job was one of minutiae, details of documents, ceremonies, diplomatic credentials. Sometimes he would work late at the office. He never came home smelling of brandy or sex. No lipstick smudges. Never a hair out of place.

He was my anchor, my rudder, while I dashed off in all directions. Writing, sketching, going out with girlfriends, always busy while he sat observing.

I’d married him against the advice of my father, which was a major point in Reggie’s favor. I’d never had an instant’s thought that my father could be right.

My father’s tone turned pedantic. “I always knew he was capable of deceiving you, Livvy, but I never thought he’d do anything like this. There’s an investigation into papers stolen from the Foreign Office. From his section. Reggie must have done it. His note is a confession.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“He said he took responsibility. What else could he mean?”

“I plan to find out. Reggie wasn’t a traitor.”

“Well, someone in his department is working with the Nazis.”

“It’s not in Reggie’s character,” Abby told my father, her lips thinned in anger. She was Reggie’s cousin and the sister I never had.

“Don’t be too sure. He could have hidden all sorts of secrets from you,” my father told her.

“I’ve known him all my life. He might as well have been my brother.” She took my hand. “Oh, Livvy, I don’t believe any of this. He was too bookish for his own good, but he didn’t have a criminal bone in his body. He’d never steal, he certainly wouldn’t commit treason, and he didn’t like the Nazis.”

“I know. People don’t suddenly change like this.” Reggie certainly hadn’t.

“He worked for the Foreign Office. You have no idea what those people are capable of,” my father said.

“You work for the Foreign Office,” I snapped at him. I’d spent my childhood furious over his deceits.

“And I’m a better judge of character than you.”

That stung. “I’m going to find out what Reggie was capable of.”

“There’s more.” My father stood there in his black three-piece suit, his back soldier-straight, and stared at me with a grim face.

“You just insisted my husband died by his own hand, he’s suspected of being a traitor, and now you’re telling me there’s more?” My voice rose in a wail.

“Reggie had been under investigation for the theft of those papers for some time. The Foreign Office won’t admit it publicly, but they believe he was the one who committed treason. They were closing in on him. And he knew it. This would explain why he,” he drew in a breath, “took this step.”

I looked at their faces. Abby’s concern was written on her features. John looked shocked.

“Never.” Why would my father think my calm, brilliant, sweet husband had killed himself? “Reggie would never divulge secrets from the Foreign Office. He was an honorable man, not a traitor. He followed all the rules. And now that he can no longer defend himself…”

My breaths shook my body. I took the handkerchief Abby had been holding out to me and dried my eyes.

My father’s expression softened a little. “I don’t like telling my only child her husband was a traitor. Naturally, the Foreign Office will do what we can to avoid a scandal.”

I looked him straight in the eye. “I’m going to investigate the circumstances of my husband’s death.”

“Livvy. No. It will only mean more pain for you. Leave the investigation to the professionals.”

“He was my husband. I have to do this.” I’d seen the professional detective. He had no interest in plunging in to find the truth. And that wasn’t the only reason. Some compulsion was driving me on—anger, disbelief, a rejection of all I’d been told, but I couldn’t admit this out loud. They’d have stopped me.

My father put on his best Victorian head-of-the-family tone. “You’ll do nothing until after the funeral. Then we’ll talk about it. Oh, why did I let you attend university?”

“Why did you let me…?” I allowed my anger to boil. It was the only thing that kept my brain functioning after the shock. I knew I’d need my nerve and my mind working at full steam if I was going to catch Reggie’s killer.








Chapter Two




The following day, I rode back to London with my father on the train as he listed the tasks that needed to be done to bury Reggie properly. Measures had been passed by Parliament with less thought.

I wished he’d just stop talking. I was so tired. I wasn’t up to any tasks, each seeming more monumental than the last.

Then I went home alone. The flat had never seemed so empty. I managed to make a trunk call to the vicar of Reggie’s family’s home parish in Wiltshire before the tears rolling down my cheeks turned into gasping sobs.

Oh, what a silly girl. Reggie was dead. Murdered. And I sat crying because of what I’d lost. Reggie was no longer there to buffer my dealings with my father. I no longer had a social life as a married woman. There was no one to anchor my days. To commend my efforts.

Now I was a widow. It sounded so ancient, and I was only twenty-five. It wasn’t fair.

And then I shed fresh tears of guilt, ashamed of my childish feelings. Poor, dear Reggie. I so wanted to hug him one more time. And that was not to be.

I needed to pull myself together. Wallowing in pity would not tell me what happened to Reggie. I needed to know, for myself and for him. He’d encouraged me to keep trying to discover my talents, and I owed him.

After I dried my eyes, I found the strength to call Lester Babcock, Reggie’s closest friend in the office, to find out who Reggie had left the theater with.

Lester answered the phone with a cheery “Hello.”

“Lester, it’s Olivia Denis. I wondered—”

“Livvy. Oh, dear. I’m so sorry. I should have walked with—I don’t know what—who could have—?” His tone was immediately apologetic.

“Did Reggie leave the theater alone?”

“Yes. Of course. The Windmill really isn’t as bad—nothing happened—I don’t know how—”

I wondered if I was going to have to go over there and slap him to get any sense out of him at all. “Lester. Stop. I’m sorry to interrupt your Saturday afternoon, but Reggie was murdered and I want some answers.”

“Livvy. You know I’d never—”

“I know. That’s why I’m asking you. What time did you leave the Windmill?”

“When the show let out, at eleven.”

“You walked outside as a group?”

“Yes. The weather was drizzly, but not too bad. We discussed the show for a minute, and then David Peters said he’d had enough and was off. He headed toward Piccadilly with Fielding.”

“Fielding?”

“Blake Fielding. The new man in the Eastern European section. Nice chap. Just finished a rotation in our embassy in Prague. You must have met him. He was introduced at a party a month or so ago.”

“I’m sure I have.” Actually, today I wasn’t feeling certain of anything. “You were saying?”

“I grabbed the first cab. Just as we were pulling out, I saw Edward Hawthorn grab the next one. At the same time, Paul Chambers and Reggie waved to each other as Reggie headed down Windmill Avenue toward Haymarket and Paul headed along Shaftesbury toward Charing Cross. He lives in that area now.”

“I knew he was thinking of moving.” He’d told me the house was too depressing after his wife had died. I hoped I wouldn’t feel that way about my home with Reggie.

“He got a modern flat off Charing Cross. It’s very small, but he finds it convenient.”

“So you actually saw Reggie leave by himself?”

“Yes. We weren’t told much at work. What happened, Livvy?” Lester’s voice sounded cautious for the first time.

“Reggie was murdered. He was shot in the right side of his head. And I found his theater program at a distance from where his body was found. There was no reason for him to be there. I want to know what happened to my husband.” If I ended in a wail, I hoped Lester forgave me.

“Oh, Livvy. I’m so sorry. I should have seen him home safely.”

“Had something happened at the office that would have made him wary? Had Reggie been threatened by anyone?”

“No.” He paused and added, “I don’t know. He was quieter than usual. I just wish I’d done something.”

“Was there anything different about that night?”

“No. Well, not really.”

I jumped on this. “What do you mean, ‘Not really’?”

“Just sort of an atmosphere. That’s what Mary would call it,” he said. Mary was his wife, a nice woman, and a good friend. “Nothing I could explain.”

No matter how hard I pressed him, Lester couldn’t give me any more details. In the end, I told him the funeral would be in Wiltshire and I’d call Mary later.

I hung up and walked into the parlor, my gaze falling on our framed wedding portrait. Reggie, slender and studious, squinting nervously at the camera since the photographer had made him remove his glasses. Me, beaming, my curly hair in place for once, looking so young and excited.

It had been Reggie’s thirty-seventh birthday.

People whispered at the time that I was looking for someone like my father. Just the opposite. My father drove me mad on a regular basis. I loved Reggie. He would patiently explain things to me. I had learned so much from him. About myself. About life. I didn’t know how I’d do without him.

Reggie never told me anything about his work because he said I would find it tiresome. He knew I was quickly bored. Reggie helped me see I needed a purpose, a cause. Few jobs were open to married women, and nothing available had ever appealed to me. So I’d written a few short stories that were rejected by everyone. My efforts at sketching would never sell. I knew I didn’t have the drive to try acting. But Reggie had continued to encourage me. He was the only one who had.

I stared at the portrait. He was such a private person that after three years of marriage, I still didn’t know him. Not truly. And now I’d never get answers to those questions he’d deflected.

There was a knock on the door. I went into the hall and shouted, “Go away.” I heard heavy footsteps do exactly that.

* * *

The inquest was held a few days later in a dreary courtroom full of heavy wooden furniture and peopled with the interested and the nosy, all dressed somberly.

Police evidence was given by the police inspector I’d spoken to at the morgue. He still sounded tired and ready to be rid of this case. He made the note discovered in Reggie’s pocket and finding the body in the shadowy alley behind St. Asaph’s Hotel the main points suggesting suicide. The type of gun, the same as the one missing from our home, was explained as evidence of a thought-out plan.

Medical evidence told us only that his death had been quick and relatively painless. That was small comfort.

Reggie’s supervisor, Sir George Rankin, wore an expression that made it obvious he could taste the anger and fear of previous defendants in this courtroom. He stated that Reggie’s work was not dangerous, he was a conscientious employee, and he didn’t seem worried about anything.

Sir George didn’t mention the search for the Foreign Office traitor or his suspicions about Reggie.

Lester Babcock testified next that Reggie hadn’t appeared worried about anything. That he seemed perfectly normal the day of his death both at work and at the theater. He didn’t mention the odd mood within the group that night.

Then it was my turn. As I sat in the witness seat, I could feel hundreds of eyes boring into me, trying to guess my secrets, wanting to strip me bare of my thoughts and my dignity.

The coroner spoke in a mild voice, asking simple questions. When was the last time I’d seen Reggie? Were there any money problems? Were we happy?

The last was the one I replied to the most forcefully. I gripped the wide wooden railing in front of me and snapped, “Yes.” Taking a deep breath, I added, “Well, we were content. After the first flush of marital bliss, I think most marriages fall into a routine both parties find satisfactory.”

The coroner cleared his throat. I think I shocked him a little. Then he asked me about the pistol, and I told him it was missing from our flat. I also told him about Reggie’s inability to shoot right-handed, although he did everything else with his right hand.

He dismissed me then. I looked at him, surprised. “But I have more to tell you.”

My father, sitting in the first row of spectators, came halfway out of his chair. I ignored him and looked expectantly at the coroner.

He blinked and said, “Please continue, Mrs. Denis.”

I pulled the dirty, wrinkled theater program from my bag. “I found this at the entrance to the alley where Reggie’s body was found. It’s his. It has his notes in it. Reggie kept every theater program from every production he’d ever seen.”

“You found this in the alley where your husband’s body was found?” the coroner asked.

“No. I saw it near the entrance to the alley where he was found. This was after I went to the morgue. I—”

“You went to the morgue? My notes say Sir George Rankin identified the body.” He peered at me with a no-nonsense look.

“He did. But I wanted to see for myself. Make sure there hadn’t been a mistake.”

“And had there been?”

“Not on the identification. But there had been in the police assumption that Reggie committed suicide. It was quite impossible. And then when I saw how far his program was from where his body was found, I knew someone else had been involved.” I was rambling, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t mourn Reggie’s passing properly until I could get him justice.

“Perhaps you’d better explain to the court your activities on the day your husband was found.”

I did a little judicious editing on where I was the early part of that day. I wasn’t going to explain anything to the ghouls in the gallery. “I was a guest at the home of Sir John and Lady Abigail Summersby when Sir George Rankin arrived. My husband was supposed to meet me there that evening. Sir George told me Reggie was dead and it was believed to be suicide. I insisted on seeing his body, so Sir John went into town with me.”

Taking a deep breath, I continued. “After visiting the morgue and discovering with the police inspector that Reggie’s pistol was missing, Sir John and I went to the alley where my husband’s body was found. His going there after the theater on a work night was completely out of character. And he never went down alleys. It was a little obsession of his. He would never have gone in there of his own free will.”

Aware of the stares of the coroner and the crowd, I took a deep breath while I tried to sort out my thoughts. I finished my explanation of our walk to the St. Asaph’s in long-winded detail as the coroner glanced at the clock.

“And Sir John Summersby can verify all of this?”

“Yes, sir.” I’d done my best. Now it was up to the coroner.

I think that was why he entered an open verdict. At least the court could reconvene at such time as the police had more information. I suspected it would be a very long time before they looked. And that wasn’t fair to Reggie.

* * *

Two days later, we traveled by an early train for the funeral and burial in Reggie’s family’s home parish in Wiltshire. I wore the long-sleeved, black dress and large black hat I’d worn to the funeral of Sir John’s sister.

Reggie hated me in black.

Sir George Rankin represented the Foreign Office. Reggie’s few remaining local relatives, second cousins, attended. My father stood on one side of me, Abby and John on the other.

Dry grass lined the church wall and stood in tufts by the worn headstones. Trees were in glorious color beyond the low hedge. Reggie had liked autumn. Someone had cheated him out of it this year. That wasn’t fair.

The vicar did an admirable job of ignoring the circumstances of Reggie’s death after listening to my father and me argue over whether he was murdered or a suicide. Everything the vicar said was so bland that I could almost believe Reggie died in his bed of a lingering illness. Almost.

After the funeral and burial service was completed, Sir John pulled me aside and said, “What were you thinking of, saying all those things at the inquest?”

“They were all true.”

“But if they start questioning me about that, what’s to stop them asking me when you arrived at Summersby Lodge?” A scowling Sir John then set about the business of lighting his pipe as we skirted around the side of the ancient stone church.

So far everyone had assumed I’d been with them overnight. I hadn’t killed Reggie, but I didn’t want anyone looking at my alibi too closely. Anyone who read the newspapers would believe wives killed their husbands with boring regularity.

And the last thing I wanted was to be suspected by that lethargic, disinterested police inspector.

Abby came around the corner of the church after us. “Everything all right?”

“Perfectly, dear.” John’s words floated on a puff of smoke.

Abby raised her eyebrows as she looked at her husband and then turned to me. “Is there a problem?”

“Your husband isn’t happy with what I said at the inquest.”

“Neither is your father. I’ve had an entire lecture on the subject.”

Poor Abby. I had suffered through enough of his lectures to know how tiresome they could be. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. So far as I know, you arrived at Summersby Lodge late in the evening. It’s not a problem.”

That was wonderful of Abby, but I’d have to make sure she didn’t perjure herself. I’d have to get justice for Reggie without hurting anyone I cared for.

After a short luncheon at a local inn and a stop at Reggie’s now-covered grave, we returned to London by train to hear our family solicitor, Mr. Peabody, read the will. There were no surprises. I inherited Reggie’s meager estate after a few bequests. He left the gun, the lethal short-barrel Webley British Bull Dog, to Sir John.

* * *

I spent the next few days wandering from room to room in the flat, feeling lost. I was unable to concentrate on reading or housework. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I lacked the energy to even fix a cup of tea or comb my hair.

Whenever I heard a knock on the door, I shouted, “Go away” in a tired voice. Whoever it was must have heard, because they always obeyed.

What was I going to do? My life had revolved around Reggie. Fix his breakfast and then take care of the chores. My day was mine. Then a peck on the cheek when Reggie came home, dinner together, and an evening spent listening to the wireless or reading.

Now my routine was gone. Cooking one chop, washing one tea cup, seemed silly. I had to lick my wounds while I figured out my next step. Figured out how I would spend my time. Figured out what had happened to Reggie.

A sharp rap on my front door made me jump. I shook my head at the fancies growing inside my mind. “Go away,” I shouted, stronger this time.

“I will not.”

I rose and opened the door.

My father brushed past me and strode in—all Westminster government official in his black three-piece suit, old school tie, silver hair, and sleek disapproval. He kissed my cheek and walked into my parlor. I shut the door and followed, wondering what had brought him here in the middle of a workday.

“Reggie didn’t leave you well provided for, did he?” he asked without preamble.

“No, he didn’t.” I wondered where this was headed. So far I hadn’t given my bank account any thought. Even though I knew better, in my heart I still expected Reggie to walk through our front door.

After all, this had been Reggie’s flat long before it was ours. We’d done some redecorating, but every room held Reggie’s imprint. In a way, I was just a tenant.

My father began to pace the room. After four or five steps, he had to turn around. “I’m sorry to admit this, but my investments have done poorly for years. I simply can’t afford to support you. Not in your own flat.”

I pressed my nails into the palms of my hands, trying not to snap at my father. “I don’t expect you to.”

“You’ll have to give up the flat and move home.”

It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten lately, because the idea made me ill. This had originally been Reggie’s flat. The idea of giving it up felt like another shovelful of dirt on his grave. “No.”

“Olivia, be practical. This flat must be costing you a fortune. Sell up. Move home. The house will be yours someday. Why not take advantage of part of it now?”

I stared into bright blue eyes flecked with gray, so much like my own. “Because we didn’t do well living under the same roof when I was a girl.” I saw him wince and I dutifully backtracked. “Father, I appreciate the offer, but you’d be as miserable as I would.”

“Are you looking for another husband already?” He looked shocked. “I didn’t realize your marriage was in such pitiful shape.”

All I could do was shake my head. “I’ll have to get a job.”

“No” came out of his mouth in a scandalized screech.

He was as stubborn as I was. Part of the reason we didn’t get on. “I’ll get a job and pay my own way.”

“Where? Be practical. There must be ten people out of work for every job available.”

An exaggeration, but not a large one for a female with few skills. “You have contacts. You could help me.”

“Why would I do that when the idea of a daughter of mine working is abhorrent? You’re not part of the working class.”

“I’m going to look for work, and if you don’t help, you won’t like the jobs I’ll apply for. You don’t want to introduce me to your associates as my daughter, the shop assistant.”

“Hardly worse than my daughter who sits around all day and writes fluff or sketches nudes or drinks coffee with her girlfriends.”

“No. On the weekends, I play bridge or go to the theater.” Saying those words made me realize how settled my life had been. And how protected Reggie had made me.

“Not while you’re in mourning, I hope. And how can you work while you wear mourning?”

“That is so Victorian, Father. No one goes through all the mourning rituals these days. At least, no one in my generation.”

“Another reason not to trust your generation.” Picking up his bowler, gloves, and umbrella, he said, “Think about it. You won’t be able to afford this flat for long without income. More income than a shop assistant makes. If you moved home, you could find a volunteer position to fill your time. Something more challenging than working in a shop. Something respectable.”

I’d escaped the prison my father had built with his rules for proper, young, almost upper-crust ladies, but I’d landed in a jail called “married woman.” Now I’d have to find the keys before I landed back in my original prison.








Chapter Three




Talking to my father propelled me out of my grief and into action. Now that he’d made me face my choices, I knew I had to find a job that paid well enough for me to stay in the flat. And a friend who would understand my predicament, and might be able to help, was Esther Benton Powell.

As soon as I convinced my father to leave and let me think about my situation, I called her and made a date to meet for luncheon in an hour. She immediately suggested someplace swanky.

Esther and I had gone to boarding school together, where she was largely ignored for being clumsy and nouveau riche. I hadn’t been anyone either, my father only being a baronet, so we got on fine. Then we’d gone up to Cambridge together, where we were both serious students.

She’d married a powerful young man in the City right after university. Since then, she always wore furs and said it was at his suggestion.

The idea of seeing Esther and doing something about my situation gave me the kickstart I needed. I put on the soft black wool dress with a black hat, stockings, and heels I’d worn to the inquest, picked up my umbrella, and headed out.

When I reached her table at the restaurant, Esther was wearing a fashionable black-and-yellow dress with padded shoulders and a narrow skirt. Her hat, which had a hint of a veil, picked up the yellow in her dress. She rose and kissed both my cheeks. “Livvy, I am so sorry about Reggie.”

“Thank you. And don’t believe what you hear. He was murdered.”

She jerked back and blinked her dark, deep-set eyes. Esther would never be a beauty, but current styles favored her. She had managed to look slender and wistful in school and she’d never changed. “What happened?”

I knew she asked as a friend and not as her father’s daughter. Sir Henry Benton was one of the most powerful newspaper publishers in Britain, maybe the most powerful. I was sure the newspapers would just love my story. But that wasn’t what I wanted.

The waiter took our orders and returned with our soup. As we ate, I gave her the short version. Really, there wasn’t a long version yet. I had no idea why anyone would kill Reggie with his own pistol. Unless someone stole his Webley to make his death look like suicide.

Esther studied me for a full minute, the silence at our table lengthening while around us, china clinked, voices murmured, and heels clicked on the tile floor as diners passed by. “You’re determined to find out who killed Reggie.”

“Yes.”

Esther tapped an expensively manicured nail on the table. “And the police?”

“The coroner gave an open verdict, but the police believe it was suicide and aren’t looking any further.”

“And you want to use my father’s newspapers to find Reggie’s killer.”

“No. I want a job on his papers because I need the money. Reggie was not a rich man. We lived on his wages. With a salary of my own, I can be independent, which will allow me to hunt for his killer.”

“You could move home. It’s just you and your father, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and that is exactly why I can’t move home. We’ve never got along.”

She smiled then and her face transformed to one of beauty. “He won’t help in your job search?”

“No. And I don’t think I’d like any job he’d find me. There are very few fields my father thinks women should enter.”

“Your father is so calm and traditional. I’ve always liked that about him. How is he?”

“Still calm and traditional. And well.”

She leaned back in her chair. “I can’t imagine any job my father could give you that would help in your search for a killer.”

“It will allow me the luxury of keeping my flat and therefore my sanity.” I leaned forward. “I finished my studies at Cambridge. And you can tell your father I have experience as a typist. It was only for a few months before Reggie and I married, and it was a volunteer position, but I can type.” I hoped that hadn’t been a better use of my time than the years I spent at Cambridge.

“It might give you an advantage.” Esther waited until the server brought our almond-crusted fish with spinach before she said, “Do you still have contacts in the Foreign Office?”

“Yes.” I remembered that tone from school. “Esther, what do you have in mind?”

“There may be a way we can help each other. You’re aware of the political climate in Europe.”

“I’d have to be blind and deaf not to know Hitler hasn’t reached the limits of his ambition.”

She studied me for a moment. “And you’re still as ingenious as ever?”

“Hopefully smoothed over with a little maturity.” I watched her, unable to guess where this conversation was leading.

“Have you done any amateur theatricals since our university days?”

“None, unless you want to count some of the tales I’ve told my father.”

“Ah, well. It will all come back to you, I’m sure. My father needs to know when Hitler plans to move before the Nazis do anything irreversible.”

“For the paper?”

“No. It’s a private matter. Your husband had the German desk. Would you be willing to keep in touch with your husband’s coworkers? Find out what you can about contacts between Germany and the Foreign Office and report back to my father?”

Spy for Sir Henry Benton. It was a distasteful thought. And I knew how closemouthed Reggie and his coworkers were. Still, if it would get me a job… “Yes. Although I can’t promise that they’ll tell me anything useful.”

“There is one more thing. Father doesn’t want anyone to wear mourning while working for him. He says it attracts attention, and the last thing he wants his reporters to do is attract attention to themselves. He wants everyone working for him to blend in.”

That was fine with me. I didn’t want to mourn Reggie. I wanted to see someone pay with their life.

* * *

I returned home in a good mood. The sun was shining. Esther would put a good word in for me with her father. I opened the door to my flat and skidded to a stop.

Everything I owned seemed to be scattered on the parquet floor along the entire length of the hall and trailed through every doorway. The place was a shambles, but nothing seemed to be broken. I stepped over my belongings to reach the phone and dialed the police.

They advised me to step out into the relative safety of the landing and they’d arrive shortly.

I hung up the phone and stood there, wondering how much damage had been done. Slowly, I picked my way down the hall, checking every room as I passed. My burglars had kindly left every door open so I could tell at a glance that they’d overturned drawers and cushions.

All of my jewelry appeared to be on the rug in my bedroom, along with my mattress. Reggie’s large collection of books was flung about, clothes trampled, beds undone, the desk turned upside down, and pots and pans dumped on the floor under a fine covering of flour. They’d even upended his theater playbill collection.

When I heard the tap on the door, I jumped over books and pans in the hallway to find a tall blond man with hazel eyes on my landing, gray fedora in one hand that matched his well-tailored double-breasted suit. He gave me a quick smile and walked in before I could say anything.

“I can’t say much for your housekeeping.”

I glared at him. “Not funny. Are you with the police?” If so, this one showed a spark of dry wit and some fashion sense. I had the feeling the one who’d concluded Reggie had committed suicide never found anything amusing or looked other than rumpled.

“No, it’s not funny. And no, I’m with a different branch of the government.” He tossed his hat on the hall table and moved silently down the hall, peering around the first doorway before continuing.

“I just looked in. They made a mess of every room.”

His look said he couldn’t believe how foolish I was before he began to enter each room in turn. My husband was murdered, and now a strange man was walking through my flat. Where were the police?

“Excuse me. Who are you?”

He ignored me as he moved like a cat through the wreckage, every muscle ready to strike at the first hint of danger.

I followed him down the hall. “If you’re not a policeman, why are you here?”

He came out of the guest bedroom last, slipping a wicked-looking knife out of sight up his sleeve but not before I saw the gleam of the blade. “Whoever did this has left.”

“I know that.” Who was this man? He didn’t look frightening, but I’d seen his knife. My flat no longer felt like my sanctuary. “I’ve called the police. Did you find out from them? Why are you here? And who are you?”

I kept backing up as he walked toward me until we were at my front door. He gave me a quick smile. “Don’t tell the police I was here. And don’t tell them we’ve already checked for anyone lurking. That’s their job, and they tend to take offense when we do it for them. Let them check out your place and make a report.” He peered closely at my face. “Are you all right?”

I nodded and realized I was shivering. “Who are you and why are you here?”

He gave me a sympathetic glance. “Now that your burglars have looked, either they found what they wanted and you’ll never see them again, or they didn’t, in which case they know you don’t have it and won’t be back. Either way, you should be safe enough now.”

He moved out into the landing and turned away as he put on his fedora.

“Have what?”

“If we knew that, things would be simpler.”

He didn’t look completely batty, but his answers were. At least he was out of my flat. “Why were you here?”

He swung around to face me. “Someone I’ve been watching came into this building. He stayed inside some time, so I left and looked up the address. I discovered your Foreign Office husband was recently killed. It didn’t take a genius to put it together.”

“Put what together? Who was this person you were watching? And who are you?”

“Better you don’t know. Just think of me as someone who came back to make sure you were all right.” He tipped his hat to me.

“Wait.”

I watched him as he nearly ran down the stairs and probably passed the bobby in the lobby. My fear was rapidly turning to fury. He suspected someone had searched my flat and didn’t call the police. And he had the nerve to say it was better that I didn’t know who he was. Or who’d burgled my flat.
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