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LONDON, AUTUMN 1924







Detective Sergeant Aaron Fowler massaged the base of his skull. It didn’t relieve the pain in his neck, because that was sitting opposite him in an expensive suit. 

“Paul,” he said. “I’m sorry to hear your fiancée has broken your engagement. It’s not a police matter.”

“You aren’t listening,” said his cousin, Mr. Paul Napier-Fox. “She didn’t break it off of her own accord. She was manipulated, and I want the fraud who did it held to account. Isn’t there a Witchcraft Act?”

“Witchcraft,” Aaron repeated.

“Oh, you know. Spiritualism. Fortune telling. Money by false pretences.”

Aaron’s work with the Criminal Investigation Division covered such things as murder, rape, burglary, gang activity, sedition, extortion, and terrorism. Spiritualists weren’t his problem, he wasn’t fond of Paul, and he’d had a long day. He couldn’t remember when he’d last had a day that wasn’t long. “It’s not a CID matter. Go to the police station if you have a complaint.” 

“I can’t make a fuss about witchcraft to a pack of bobbies,” Paul objected. “I’d sound like a madman. But this fellow told a lot of damned lies about me. He took Babs’s money and span a great lot of lies and she swallowed every word. She broke off the engagement because of my character! What character, I said, and she said Mr. Wildsmith told me all about you. I’ve never met the fellow in my life!”

“What has that to do with the Witchcraft Act?”

Paul made an exasperated noise. “He claimed to know my character through magic! Surely that’s not allowed. And I tell you what, Ronnie, Mater’s on the warpath about it. She said you should do something and she’ll have a word if you don’t.”

Several thoughts jostled for pre-eminence, among them how very much Aaron detested being called Ronnie; that Mrs. Ursula Napier-Fox could usefully be employed in Special Branch to put the fear of God into the most hardened subversives; and, regrettably, that Paul might have a point. 

“If this fellow claims to have magical powers,” he began, and then checked, “What exactly does he claim?”

“He said he could tell my character and intentions from my handwriting. It was a few lines about my costume for our masquerade engagement party!”

“Graphology.”

“No, I was going as Henry the Eighth.”

Aaron massaged his neck again. “Graphology is the practice of analysing handwriting. I dare say it’s a lot of rubbish, but it’s legal.”

“Slander’s not legal,” Paul said stubbornly. “Babs broke off the engagement because of this damned fellow, with Mater already planning the flowers. I worship the ground she walks on and she didn’t even let me explain! And it’s not the first time, either.”

“That you couldn’t explain yourself?”

Paul glared. “That this fraud has put the cat among the pigeons. I heard he was behind Letty Villiers giving poor old George Pursthwaite the push. All the best girls are going to this fellow and having their heads filled with poisonous nonsense.” 

Aaron had no interest in the love lives of the smart set, but this story was starting to prick at him. “What benefit is this man—Wildsmith?—getting from this?”

“Money, of course. He charges a fortune for a consultation.”

“Is it mostly female clients?”

“Well, the fair sex are gullible, Lord love ’em.” 

Aaron was more concerned by vulnerable. Spiritualists and the like, a group in which he was quite prepared to include graphologists, tended to be very good at coaxing secrets out of the people who came to see them, especially since the world after the war was populated by people who were desperate to believe in something, or anything. Those drawn to visit a mystic could easily be persuaded by atmosphere and cajoling to reveal far more than they had intended, and he’d heard some nasty stories of exploitation and extortion, from which women were generally more at risk. It was hard to prove, hard to prosecute, and not his professional line, but he couldn’t feel happy to ignore it. 

“A colleague of mine, Sergeant Hollis, has a bit of a line in Spiritualists,” he said. “The best thing is if you trot up to see him. King’s Cross station.”

“King’s Cross?” Paul demanded, rather as if Aaron had suggested Zanzibar. “I’m not going to King’s Cross! And anyway, Mater wants you to do it. Family and all that. Discretion. Don’t want my business spread all over town any more than it is already, what with Babs can’t keep her mouth shut. I suppose it runs in the family but why women have to gabble on and on endlessly, never a pause for breath, talk talk talk and gossip gossip gossip. A man can’t hear himself think. And I’ll tell you what else—”

Aaron had already stopped listening. He had no interest in helping Paul, who had grown from a thoroughly horrible boy to a vain and self-centred man, and he was well aware of his professional obligations as laid out in the Police Handbook: An officer must not make enquiries unconnected with official duties, nor in his official capacity meddle with the private affairs of individuals. His aunt Ursula would be enraged if he refused to help, but Aaron wasn’t greatly concerned by that either; he could always unplug his telephone for a week.

He really had no reason to involve himself at all, except that this story was making his nerves prickle.

“All right, I heard you,” he said, across Paul’s ongoing monologue. “I shan’t speak to this fellow in an official capacity— Don’t argue with me, Paul, I haven’t finished. I won’t do anything officially, but I will talk to this Wildsmith purely as a private individual. I’ll go for a chat and see how the land lies, and if I think there’s anything dubious, I’ll take it to Hollis myself. That will have to do, because it’s all I’m going to do. Understood?”

Paul sniffed. “I suppose it’s something.”







***

[image: image]








MR. JOEL WILDSMITH, Scientific Graphologist, lived in Great Percy Street, Pentonville. It was highly convenient for King’s Cross nick, or indeed a spell in prison. 

Aaron had made an appointment by letter, which he’d typed, and signed with a false name. He knew how mediums and the like operated, often going to extraordinary lengths to find out information about clients, and saw no reason to make things easier. 

He regarded graphology in the same light as astrology, phrenology, Spiritualism, and religion, which was to say, he accepted that their believers were sincere in their faith, and considered it none of his affair unless they attempted to foist those faiths on himself. Aaron had not grown up in a habit of placing reliance on higher powers, universal meanings, or natural justice. 

He did believe in service. He’d served his nation at war, and now served its people as a police officer. He carried out his duty as best he could, to uphold the law and help redress a balance that felt permanently tilted against too many people, and that gave his life meaning. 

Or, at least, it should, even if some days, the pursuit of justice felt as far-fetched as any astrological fantasy.

He shook the thought off as he approached the rather shabby boarding house at 22 Great Percy Street. A char in a smutted apron let him in without ceremony.

The narrow hallway smelled of cabbage. It wasn’t the sort of place one might think a Scientific Graphologist would live: Aaron had rather imagined either a pristine laboratory or somewhere book-lined with leather chairs. 

He went up to the first floor and knocked at the indicated door. A red-headed man of medium height answered, holding a mug of tea. “Mr. Thurloe? Please come in. I’m Joel Wildsmith.” 

He indicated the hatstand with the mug, rather than taking Aaron’s coat or hat. Aaron took half a second to disapprove of the poor manners before he realised Wildsmith only had one hand. The other sleeve, his left, was empty at the end.

It wasn’t unusual: London was full of men who lacked hands and arms and legs and eyes, and that was the damage you could see. It wasn’t even the most notable thing about him. That would be the moustache, which was horrible.

It was an obtrusive, bristling moustache, so absurdly over-large for his face that it made Aaron’s own face itch just to look at it, and aggressively ginger. If one could look past it, his hair gleamed copper under the gaslight; he had eyes of so light a brown they were somewhat unsettling, thick eyebrows the same shade as the moustache, and a roundish face that probably made him appear slightly younger than he was. Aaron guessed late twenties. He might have looked like a curate or a clerk if it wasn’t for the moustache; given that self-inflicted disfigurement, he looked like nothing so much as a dishonest bookie. 

Aaron took his time to hang up his coat and hat, digesting his impressions as he looked around the room. It was a small bedsit, with a kitchenette consisting of a single gas ring and a sink, a bed in the corner behind a screen, a little gimcrack wardrobe, two threadbare armchairs, a small table with a single kitchen chair. The table bore a scrawled-upon notepad, a pen, and some sort of metal device with leather straps and a hook that couldn’t possibly be what it looked like. There were no pictures on the walls, no photographs, nothing personal. It was bleak.

“Have a seat. Tea?” Wildsmith asked. 

Lower half of the middle class, Aaron thought. “Thank you,” he said, on the grounds that a sensible officer never refused tea. 

Wildsmith managed the making of it with great efficiency, using his elbow to turn on the tap via the lever attached. He lit a match for the gas by holding the matchbox to his side with the same elbow, and striking the match with his right hand. It all looked very practiced. Aaron glanced again at the thing on the table.

“Prosthetic,” Wildsmith said from the gas ring. 

Aaron hadn’t realised he’d been observed. “I beg your pardon?”

“That contraption. It’s a prosthetic. If I strap it to my arm, I can crank the hook affair tight to hold a pen or what-have-you. I can’t say it makes writing particularly easy, but here we are.”

“You’ve still got your right hand.” 

“Everyone says that,” Wildsmith said. “It was the first thing the doctor told me in hospital, actually: ‘Good job it wasn’t the right, eh?’ I’m left-handed.”

Aaron had known a few cack-handers at school and in the Navy, but they rarely announced it quite so assertively; Wildsmith sounded almost belligerent. It seemed particularly forceful for a man who visibly wasn’t left-handed any more. “Ah. Rotten luck.”

Wildsmith made a noncommittal noise of response. It was a very familiar noncommittal noise to a police officer, or to anyone after the war. Yes, it is, isn’t it? Dreadful, actually. Close to unbearable. Still, mustn’t grumble!

The graphologist made the tea, added milk and no sugar on request, and brought over the mug, then reclaimed his own mug and took the other armchair. “So, Mr. Thurloe. What can I do for you?”

“That’s the question,” Aaron said. “I understand you’re a...what was it?”

“Graphologist. I read handwriting—not in the way everyone else does, I could hardly charge for that.” That was very clearly a practiced line, probably to head off the weak joke that would otherwise be inevitable. “I analyse handwriting and tell you what it reveals about the character of the writer.”

“How?”

“It’s a scientific study. I look at emphasis, angles, length of lines and shape of letters, how they connect—”

“And what does that tell you? If I put a long tail on my gs, you infer I have a short temper?”

“It’s an aggregate of impressions,” Wildsmith said. “Your writing betrays your past, your character, the mood you were in at the time. I need a page at minimum to get a sufficient feel.”

“And what do you do this for?” Aaron enquired.

“Money. It’s ten shillings per half hour.”

“I meant, what’s the purpose of your service?”

Wildsmith leaned back in his chair. “That depends on the client. Sometimes people want to know more about prospective employees, or spouses. Maybe you can’t get along with a colleague and you don’t understand why. I can give you an insight into their feelings that might help you.”

“Based on what? You say it’s a scientific study, but what’s your qualification?”

“Are you here under duress, Mr. Thurloe?” Wildsmith asked.

“I beg your pardon? No, I’m not.”

“You chose to approach me. I didn’t solicit you, and nobody is forcing you to believe in my work or use my services. You’re welcome to ask questions, but a bit less aggression, if you please.”

Aaron took a steadying breath. “Excuse me. You came highly recommended, but I can’t help feeling sceptical.”

Wildsmith tilted his head, acknowledging the words rather than accepting an apology they both knew Aaron hadn’t made. “To answer your question, there is no degree course in graphology, though there are plenty of very well-researched works on the subject. I’m self taught. My clients serve as my references, and if you think I’m entirely off target, you can always refuse to pay.”

“You allow that?”

“I can’t easily stop you,” Wildsmith pointed out. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re after? If you tell me your concerns—if you’re considering people for a job, or a lodger, or what-have-you—I’m more easily able to look for what you want.”

Or what I want to hear, Aaron thought. “I’d rather not give details about the individuals. I’ve three letters I want to you to have a look at.”

“If you prefer,” Wildsmith said indifferently, and reached out his hand. Aaron made to pull the letters out, then paused. “Wait. What about the ethics of this?”

“What ethics?”

That said it all. “You’re reading private communications for one thing. And you’re passing judgement on people you haven’t met, who haven’t consented to have you look at their hands.”

“If you think the materials ought to stay private, don’t show them to me. You chose what to bring. I do guarantee discretion, and if it’s any help, I don’t much look at the words: it’s the shape of the letters, the feel of the hand that interests me. And as for passing judgement—you’ve come here for me to do this. If you have qualms, the door is behind you.”

“You don’t have qualms?”

“I have rent.”

Blunt, not to say a touch aggressive. He had what Aaron’s father would have called front, a way of meeting the world jaw-first. Aaron had no objection to that; he found bluntness more appealing than charm. Not to mention that Wildsmith’s presentation of himself as a practical man doing a job came across as more convincing than any amount of highfaluting scientific claims. 

Wildsmith probably knew that very well. 

Aaron gave it a second, allowing himself to look torn, then he handed over the first paper. 

Wildsmith took his time, those light brown eyes—ochre, Aaron thought might be the word—roaming over the text for several minutes. His mouth moved slightly, so far as Aaron could tell under the horrible moustache. The silence stretched. Aaron was good at silence, and very capable of sitting in a room with a suspect till their nerve broke, but he had to admit that Wildsmith was doing an excellent job of ignoring him completely. 

He looked around the room again. It really was bare. His own digs weren’t precisely cosy, but he had a photograph of his sister’s wedding, and a reproduction Constable on the wall. Admittedly that had been a gift from his sister as a joke when he joined the police force, and he only hung it out of habit, but it was there. 

Wildsmith looked up at last, and scrunched his face up, as if blinking something away. Aaron thought it looked affected. 

“This is a very decent man,” he said. “I assume man, the hand looks extremely—”

“Man, yes.”

“He’s—what’s the word—stolid. I think he’s the sort of fellow you could tell about a problem in confidence, though I don’t know if he’d come up with any particular ideas himself to fix it because he’s not imaginative at all. Really not. Almost whatever the opposite of imaginative might be, actually.” He squinted at the paper. “I bet he’s terrifically practical in whatever he does. Probably he’s good with his hands. In personal terms, I expect he’d be a solid friend. Maybe you wouldn’t go to him for advice on your love affair, but I expect he’d buy you a pint while you talked about it. Not a romantic husband, I wouldn’t think, but a useful one. How can I put this: I bet he’s never bought his wife flowers in his life, but he’d happily dig her a rose bed if she wanted one.”

Aaron felt himself jolt, and cursed internally as those bright, light eyes caught the motion. Wildsmith gave it a second without comment, as if waiting for him to speak, then moved on. “At work, this is probably one of Nature’s NCOs. He won’t come up with brilliant new ideas that change everything, but he will make sure it runs to the best of his ability. I wouldn’t expect him to handle disagreements with any particular flair, but I doubt you’ll find him in a fight either. Insults tend to bounce off men this self-sufficient. In a word, he’s reliable.”

Aaron stared at him. Wildsmith gave a tiny shrug. “That’s my opinion.”

“Based on his handwriting. What, precisely, about the angle of his letters or the way he joins them tells you he dug his wife a rose bed?”

Wildsmith exhaled. “I’m trying to say, this is the hand of someone who does sensible, practical things, for good or ill. I’d imagine he’d propose with a ‘What about it, old girl?’ rather than sweeping her off her feet, but he would also be there in sickness and in health, like you’re supposed to. This is the hand of a reliable man.”

Aaron made himself nod slowly. “I see. How can you be sure?”

“I can’t be sure. I’m not offering guarantees, I’m telling you my impressions.”

“Extraordinarily detailed impressions.”

Wildsmith shrugged again. Aaron took the letter back, mind racing.

There were tricks of the trade: flattering statements that sounded plausible to anyone, leading questions to help the faker draw truths from an unsuspecting client, and of course private investigation to get information another way. He found that last very hard to believe, given he’d supplied a false name and only made the appointment yesterday, and his brother-in-law Roger, whose letter this was, lived in Sheffield. 

Not investigation, then. But it was, surely, possible that there was enough in handwriting for Wildsmith to judge that a writer was steady but unimaginative—not to mention forming a judgement on the content, a detailed and lengthy list of furniture to be sold from Aaron’s father’ cottage—and that he had elaborated the rest of it out of the air from those two points. 

As it happened, Roger had proposed with the words, ‘What do you say, old thing?’, and had only ever bought Sarah flowers on her direct orders, but had indeed recently dug their cottage a rose bed. But that was sheer coincidence. Or, perhaps, an indication that Roger was a ‘type’. People were often predictable and behaved with remarkable similarity: much of policework came down to knowing patterns. Graphology—which was to say, quackery—was doubtless the same and it didn’t do to start reading anything more into what were, admittedly, some extremely well-targeted guesses. 

“Interesting,” he said. “What about this?”

He handed over the second paper, which he’d written himself. He’d copied out the opening of Bleak House, inspired by last night’s weather. Good luck to Wildsmith wrenching anything personal from that.

The graphologist once again went into a brown study, eyes intent. Aaron sat back, considering him. 

Wildsmith was dressed adequately but not well: clean, but without any great effort at smartness. He wouldn’t consider himself poor, but he clearly counted the pennies. That was hardly surprising. It was difficult enough for able-bodied men to find work these days, and maimed ones were common enough that nobody would give him special treatment. If he couldn’t do manual labour and he couldn’t write, he would be in something of a bind. No wonder he’d turned to graphology.

Still, he was personable enough and there were jobs as salesmen. He didn’t have to descend to this rather shabby pretence, and particularly not since it did real harm. 

Wildsmith’s assessment of Roger’s letter had been superficially very convincing indeed. A more credulous person would have taken that a string of inferences and lucky guesses as evidence of mystic knowledge or astonishing powers or what-have-you. If Wildsmith had been equally lucky or cunning when he was pronouncing a verdict on Paul’s letter, his fiancée—doubtless an idiot, given she’d agreed to marry him in the first place—might well have taken every word as gospel truth. 

In fairness to Wildsmith, an engagement that could be broken on the unsupported word of a third party had probably not been destined to succeed. But that didn’t entitle this man to throw out praise or condemnations based on how people crossed their ts.

His thoughts were broken by Wildsmith’s long exhalation as he looked up.

“Well?” Aaron said, and was annoyed to realise he felt a touch of anticipation.

Wildsmith paused. Then he said, “I would like to know the context. Are you asking about a job, a friend, a man marrying your sister?” 

“Just give me your impressions.”

Wildsmith gave a small hmph of annoyance. “Fine. Well, this man—this hand—good Lord, it’s like he’s wearing a corset.”

“Excuse me?”

“Metaphorically. Tight-laced. He is so held in, so tense—I’m surprised he can breathe.” He clenched a fist illustratively at his chest. Aaron felt his own lungs tighten. “It’s like he’s got his teeth gritted, all the time.”

“Repressed. Is that what you mean?”

“That’s one of those psychoanalysis words, isn’t it? All sorts of things bubbling away and you want to marry your mother?”

“Something of the sort.”

“I couldn’t say about that. He’s certainly struggling with something, and there’s a whole lot of tension because of it. So much tension. He’s keeping hold of himself till the muscles seize up. It makes my neck hurt.”

Aaron stared at him. Wildsmith made a face. “There’s a lot more here too, don’t get me wrong. It’s an intelligent hand, and there’s a lot of force of character. And it reeks of honesty. Not quite as plain and straightforward as your other chap necessarily, but I think you could rely on him in a hard spot, and trust him to do the right thing, even if it was difficult. This is not someone who fiddles his taxes. An upright man with a lot to him, but I don’t think the world is working terribly well for him.”

“Does it for anyone?”

“Ha. But, you know, some people live with that, and some people struggle with it, and this is a struggler. I think...I feel like he’s unhappy? Yes. I think he’s really quite unhappy.” 

Aaron’s chest was squeezed tight. He manoeuvred his hands towards his pockets as he sat in a casual sort of way, to avoid massaging his neck. 

“Well,” he said. “That’s certainly interesting. Do you have any idea why?”

“I couldn’t begin to speculate. I’m just saying what I see here, not how he got there.”

“How he writes a capital F doesn’t give it all away?”

That came out a little less lightly than it should have. Wildsmith said, “I told you, I take an impression of a personality at the time of writing. It’s not a life history. And my impression is, this is a man with an awful lot to him, but if your sister wants to marry him, she should consider what she’s getting into.”

“That’s a damning thing to say of a stranger.”

“I don’t mean it badly! I’m just trying to say that this chap’s got a lot going on inside that’s a challenge for him, therefore it’s liable to be a challenge for someone who loves him. I’m not saying he’s not worth it, not that at all. I think...I think, if you could...” He looked back at the paper. “Actually, I think it would be absolutely worth it. There’s so much pent up, so much feeling. God. If someone could just cut those laces for him, I bet he’d—”

He clamped his mouth shut on that, the copper eyebrows shooting up. Aaron said, “He’d what?”

“Nothing.”

It wasn’t nothing: he looked decidedly self-conscious. “You were saying something.”

“Rambling,” Wildsmith said, not entirely convincingly. “Thinking aloud. My point is, this is a man with a lot to him but a lot to sort out too, and that might be hard to live with. Or it might not, if he keeps it all in, but that’s not much of a life if you ask me.”

Aaron’s hand, concealed in his pocket, was clenched into a fist so tight his knuckles strained against the cloth, the skin. “Rather less favourable than your first assessment, then,” he said as easily as he could.

“Depends what you want him for. Honestly, you might well be able to work with him and not notice a thing: people can be remarkable at hiding themselves. More tea?”

Aaron did not want more tea. “Yes, please.”

He tried to breathe out, watching Wildsmith as he moved around the kitchenette. Relax. Relax. 

There was no way on earth that Aaron’s handwriting proclaimed his interior life to anybody with the eyes to read it. Fortune-tellers made sweeping statements that everyone could nod along with; probably lots of people spent their lives trying to reconcile contradictions and needs, attempting to keep their unruly thoughts and wants in check. Well, Aaron knew they did, because his job dealt with the ones who didn’t bother. 

Wildsmith did not know him, or anything about him, and if it felt like he’d slit Aaron’s chest, peeled open his ribs, and taken a clinical look at the insides, that was part of the well-oiled deception. Persuasive statements that half the population might apply to themselves. A lucky guess.

He took the second mug of tea with a murmur of thanks, and, as Wildsmith sat, said, “What about you?”

“Had plenty, thanks.”

“Not tea. What about your handwriting?” 

“You mean, what does it say about me? I’ve no idea. I couldn’t tell before I lost my hand—it was like trying to listen to your own voice—and now I don’t suppose it says anything much except This man hates his prosthetic. Are you all right, Mr. Thurloe? You looked a bit shocked.”

“Surprised,” Aaron said. “You cast an interesting light on some things I hadn’t considered. It’s given me a lot to think about.”

Wildsmith gave a quick smile, barely visible under the moustache. “Glad to be of use. You mentioned judgement before. I really don’t try to sit in judgement, or claim the right to do so. But I do think, if I can help people understand one another a bit more, that’s got to be a good thing.”

“What if you feel compelled to judge? If a young man brings in his sweetheart’s letter, and you conclude she’s a bad lot?”

“I don’t know I’d use that expression,” Wildsmith said. “I might read deception, or anger, or greed, or selfishness, but I’d try not to extrapolate that to This is a bad person.”

“But there are bad people. You can’t deny that. The prisons are full of them.”

“And the rest,” Wildsmith said, with unexpected feeling. “The average gaol will offer you bad people, people who made lots of bad decisions, people who made one bad decision, and people who were just very unlucky on one particular day.”

“True,” Aaron admitted. “But they all committed offences, all the same. They made the choices that put them in gaol, when other people made different choices in similar circumstances.”

“Similar circumstances? Like when the hungry child wickedly steals a penny bun from the baker’s, whereas the well-fed banker standing next to him nobly chooses to pay?”

“‘The law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.’”

“Exactly!” Wildsmith said. “Did you just think of that? It’s jolly good.”

“Anatole France.” Aaron had been required to learn that line by heart. “I quite grant you that some people have fewer and harder choices than others, and that we could reduce crime if we reduced poverty. So let’s leave aside your hungry child, and look at your well-fed banker who’s planning to flee for South America having robbed his investors for years. Is he not a bad lot? Or do you decline to judge him too?”

“He stinks,” Wildsmith said. “But even so, it’s worth looking at the why and the wherefore, isn’t it? Otherwise you’re saying They’re a bad lot because they make bad choices, and they make those choices because they’re a bad lot. Whereas I think it’s more useful for me to say, oh, This person is writing with contempt, or They don’t seem to believe they’re doing anything wrong, or This feels like they’re telling lies. That way, perhaps my client can understand more about what’s going on, based on their own knowledge of the person and situation. Perhaps you might even work out how to change things—how to appeal to the better parts of their nature, or to understand what motivates them and offer something else.”

“You think so?”

“Well, it’s possible. I had a client who was having awful trouble with his employer, a very highly regarded professional man. He was a brute and a bully on my client’s word, but his hand reeked of fear. He felt deep down he wasn’t good enough, and he took it out on his staff. So I told my client to praise him. He said, Don’t be absurd, I’m a junior, my praise would mean nothing to such an important man, but all I could see was someone desperate to hear he was doing well. I said, just try it. He did, and the chap’s now eating out of his hand.”

Aaron frowned. “That sounds very like pandering to a man who ought to behave better.”

“Yes, he ought to, but he wasn’t,” Wildsmith said. “And you might prefer to be screamed at daily rather than lower yourself to grease the wheels, but my client just wanted to go to work. What he needed from me was a way to do that, not a condemnation of his employer’s character. Do you see?”

Aaron saw quite a few things, one of which was that Wildsmith was very good at what he did, which was nothing to do with handwriting. He clearly understood people, and particularly the two most potent human desires of them all: to be found interesting, and to gossip about others. 

“What about this chap?” he asked, and held out the third paper. Wildsmith took it, and started to read. 

The difference was dramatic. Within a few moments his shoulders rose and hunched like a cat’s, and his jaw and neck tensed visibly as he read. His mouth worked silently, and then he said, “No.”

“Excuse me?” 

“No. Absolutely not. Don’t hire him, don’t let him marry your sister, none of it.”

“Why not?”

“Christ, can you not read?” Wildsmith demanded, and then, immediately, “Sorry. Sorry. It’s—look, forget what I said just now, I’m making a judgement. This man is bad to the bone.”

Aaron sat very still. “Why?”

Wildsmith gave the letter a little shake, as if trying to dislodge dirt. “He’s wrong inside, horribly wrong. There’s a disconnection. This is someone who doesn’t care and who likes to do—to hurt— It’s pulling the wings off flies, but that’s all he does or wants to do. It’s cruel and it’s clinical—and he’s entertained— Oh my God. What the fuck. What is this?” He shoved the paper back at Aaron. “What the hell have you brought me?”

Aaron took it automatically, and rose to his feet as Wildsmith sprang to his. “Calm down. And look here—”

“No, you look. If you know this man, then do something about him. You need the police, not a bloody graphologist! And do it now, because I will bet you the contents of my bank account that he has hurt people, and he will hurt people again.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes,” Wildsmith said through his teeth. “I suppose he’s what you really came about? Well, I’ve told you your suspicions are right, congratulations, now bloody do something. Take it away. Go away. Pay me first,” he added.

Aaron fished out two ten-shilling notes, in the hope that paying up would lead to calming down. “Wait. Could you tell me more about this?”

“I do not want to—” Wildsmith stopped himself, inhaled very deeply, and went on with a thin veneer of control. “Please, just go to the police. Ask them to spare five minutes from their busy schedule of harassing the Irish and entrapping men in public conveniences, and look at this fellow. I’m sure you can make someone listen to you, you seem like the sort. If they investigate him they will find something.” 

“What something?”

“Something horrible,” Wildsmith said flatly. “This man’s wrong all the way through. He’s done terrible things and he doesn’t care. If they hang him for it, he still won’t care. He needs to be stopped and he won’t stop till he’s made to, so go to the police and make—them—look.” He jabbed a dictatorial finger on each of those words. “And if you need a starting point—oh hell, I don’t know. Helplessness. Children. Animals or children. You need to go. I’ve a headache.”

He shoved Aaron’s coat at him, then his hat, and Aaron found himself outside in short order. He stood in the night air, steadying himself for a moment and then set off home with a lot to think about. 

There could be no doubt of Joel Wildsmith’s skills. This last display was proof positive: he was unquestionably a fraud, and a shameless one at that. A little bit too clever, Mr. Graphologist, Aaron thought savagely. 

He’d known who Aaron was. That was the key to the whole thing, and all his explanations made sense in the light of that. Probably the spiritualist-confidence fraternity exchanged notes on police? Or maybe this whole thing was an asinine practical joke on Paul’s part, and if it was, Aaron was going to give his cousin the sort of dressing-down that led strong men to emigrate. There was an explanation along those lines, even if Aaron didn’t yet know exactly what it was, because Wildsmith had quite clearly known the author of the third letter. 

Children. What a damned filthy thing to use as a deception. 

They’d found four small bodies wrapped in sacking under Wilfred Molesworth’s kitchen floor, and he had shown no remorse, no guilt, nothing at all. He had been a mild-mannered little man, blinking behind his spectacles as they levered up the floorboards, and he had blinked mildly just the same way while the hangman put the rope round his neck. 

The papers had had a field day, of course. Probably one of the rags had reproduced a letter or some such: that might have been how Wildsmith had recognised the hand. From a newspaper photograph several years ago. 

That was clutching at straws. Nonetheless it was, must be a trick, and he would find out how Joel Wildsmith had done it—how he’d known, and, as important, what he knew. And he’d do it carefully, because the man was a sufficiently brilliant confidence trickster to be positively dangerous. 

He’d damn near persuaded Aaron with his first demonstrations, and he’d damn near got his liking as they’d talked. Aaron had wanted to argue more, had had all sorts of points to make and things to say. He’d felt like it would be enjoyable to thrash things out. He had in fact found the man remarkably easy to talk to: it was why he’d stopped. 

Yes, Wildsmith was very good indeed. Why, when he’d read Molesworth’s letter, he’d gone quite grey, the blood visibly draining from his face. Even the greatest actors couldn’t do that on command. 

Trick, Aaron thought again, and strode furiously down the road. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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THREE DAYS LATER, AARON had reached no brilliant conclusions. He had looked further into Mr. Joel Wildsmith, or rather, asked Sergeant Hollis to have an informal look for him, since he didn’t want to put Paul’s complaint through official channels quite yet. Hollis was in the uniformed branch, a solid rugby-playing sort with an unexpected speciality in mediums, palmists, and fortune-tellers. 

“Graphology is a new one on me,” he admitted over a pint of Aaron’s buying. “Is there anything to it?”

“I couldn’t say.” According to Aaron’s hasty reading, such luminaries as Disraeli, Sir Walter Scott, and Robert Browning had believed in the power of graphology, but they were a pack of writers and not to be relied on for common sense. “I dare say one can draw some impressions from people’s handwriting, but not to the extent this fellow claims.”

“Mumbo-jumbo crystal ball stuff? Or is he the scientific type, and it’s all jargon?”

“Neither. Presents himself as a very plain, straightforward, normal sort of chap.”

“It’s a good trick if you can pull it off,” Hollis said. “Be a particularly good trick for this one: he’s a queer.”

Aaron took that in with a tiny judder of shock he hoped didn’t show. “Is that so? I wouldn’t have thought it.”

“Well, the magistrates certainly thought it. He was picked up for soliciting in a public convenience a couple of years ago. Did two months.”

That explained a certain amount of the attitude. “Hmph. Anything else?”

“Nothing I could find. Unremarkable war. Ambulance division in Flanders, invalided out in ’17. No other complaints against him. If he’s as good a fake as you say, he’s rather come out of nowhere.”

“Is that unusual?”

“The good ones tend to be splashy. You know, make a hit, get a clientele among the smart set, face in the papers, prices up.”

“He’s reached the smart set already,” Aaron said. 

“Maybe you’ve caught him early, and we can pluck him before he ripens. What’s your interest? It’s not CID’s usual hunting ground.”

There was perhaps a bit of an edge to that, since the relationship between the uniformed division and CID tended to be prickly. “It’s not official interest at all. The fellow ruined my cousin’s engagement.” Aaron outlined Paul’s predicament. “I went to see what was what, and found him a bit too clever for my liking. But that was in a private capacity, of course, and as you say it’s not my area, so I thought I’d better bring him to your attention.” And that would teach Mr. Wildsmith to playact his Tell the police! scene. 

“Fair enough,” Hollis said. “I’ll keep an eye out. How’s life in CID anyway?”

It was about as positive a result as Aaron could have hoped for, except for the news of Wildsmith’s proclivities. If the man knew who Aaron was—and he must, it was the only thing that made sense—and he was queer himself, and he’d come up with that business about self-control...

That didn’t add up to anything that made Aaron happy. His neck twinged. 

He went back to see Paul that evening. “I’ve been following up your fellow. The graphologist.”

“I should hope so. I hope you plan to throw the book at him.”

“I need some information first. What exactly did he tell your fiancée ?”

“Oh, a lot of stuff he had no business saying. She lapped it up, of course. Really, Ronnie, women are—”

“What did he tell her?” Aaron repeated.

“Well, I’m not going to tell you,” Paul said, ruffled. “The point is, he wrapped her round his little finger, and that sort—”

“Was it true?”

Paul’s eyes widened. “That’s a damned offensive remark. Just because you’re a bobby, you don’t have to forget your manners.”

“I don’t know what he told her, but it seems to have hit a nerve with you, and it certainly did with your fiancée. So I am asking you, was it true?”

Paul’s mouth tightened mulishly. Aaron tried not to roll his eyes. “I’m not asking for fun. If this man is making up lies, he’s a charlatan, but if he’s digging out secrets and using them, then we’re looking at obtaining money by deception, and we might even have a blackmailer on our hands. So I’m going to ask you again. Was what he said factually accurate?”

“If you must,” Paul muttered.

“And what was it? I don’t care,” Aaron added. “I don’t give a damn: I just want an idea what this fellow is up to.”

“Oh, all right. You’ll keep it to yourself? He told Babs I had another girl.”

“That’s all? Nothing more specific?”

“Since you ask, he told her I’d been with a girl just before I wrote the letter.”

“Been with?” Aaron repeated blankly.

“You know what I mean. Or maybe you don’t,” he added snidely. “Gone to bed with. Like normal men do with girls. Do I have to draw you a picture?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





