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The Rest is Silence follows the story of Muriel Mead, an introspective schoolgirl who disappears from a village lane on the eve of World War II. Was she a victim or simply a young woman determined to live on her own terms? Told across dual narratives, The Rest is Silence presents the radically different accounts of two women bound to Muriel by memory, longing, and loss. As each narrator searches for answers, their stories reveal not a neat singular truth but a mosaic coloured by their own convictions about choice, possibility, and the nature of knowing. The Rest is Silence offers a thoughtfully crafted meditation about the stories we tell, the silences we keep, and what it means to live out of step with the mainstream.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE REST IS SILENCE

[image: ]




Barbara Whitfield

COPYRIGHT

First published in paperback in Great Britain in 2026 by Fingerprint Editions.

Fingerprint Editions

5 South Charlotte Street

Edinburgh

EH2 4AN

www.fingerprinteditions.com

Copyright © Barbara Whitfield, 2026

The right of Barbara Whitfield to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. This work is reserved from text and data mining (Article 4(3) Directive (EU) 2019/790).

ISBN 978 1 91803 106 5

eBook ISBN 978 1 91803 107 2

Typeset by Elaine Sharples

Printed and bound by TJ Books, Cornwall, United Kingdom



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


For S K M J Whitfield







[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Rest is Silence



[image: ]




Comprising the companion texts

From a Green Lane

Dr Cecilia Cardiff

The Second Life of Muriel Mead

Seren Jones



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


FROM A GREEN LANE:
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WHAT REALLY HAPPENED TO MURIEL MEAD

Dr Cecilia Cardiff

The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.

― Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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I first heard of the mysterious disappearance of Muriel Mead in 1983, when she had already been missing for the best part of half a century. I was attending a conference and, adrift in the expanse of a Singapore hotel foyer, I gravitated towards the only other woman attendee, Vivienne Mead. Over that week, we shared meals and chatted. One of her brothers had been living in Singapore for forty years but was currently in England and she invited me to join her visiting places he’d recommended. We soon discovered that we had attended the same college, albeit twenty years apart: she to read Archaeology, I, Ethnography. Perhaps because her brother had been on her mind, one night she related the story of her sister who, in 1939, had simply vanished. It sounded more fairy tale than reality – a disappearance, in plain sight, from a hundred yards of green lane, on the night of the autumn solstice. It was as though, Vivienne commented in words well-worn, when the sun stood still, her sister had simply stepped off the planet. 

We parted with those polite British promises to meet up that hold no intention of doing so. Yet Muriel’s story excited something in me, and in spare hours I studied the facts of her case and the theories and myths that sprang from them. At the time, I was analysing the documentation of the desaparecidos in Chile. The materials I had access to were self-evidently those which supported Pinochet’s regime and I had become adept at reading between the lines. I thought I could bring this talent to bear on Muriel’s case. Besides, it would be a pleasurable diversion from the dryness of my work and, I’m ashamed to admit, I did wonder whether there might be a book in it. 

A year or so later, I bumped into Vivienne again at a symposium. Nervous of her reaction, I confessed how much her sister’s story had aroused my curiosity, and that I’d been reviewing some of the documentary evidence. I would not have been surprised if she’d told me to mind my own business. Who was I to investigate such a personal tragedy? I owe a debt of gratitude to Vivienne and the remaining Mead family members who I would later meet; not only did they not take offence at my crass curiosity and self-interest in taking ownership of their sibling’s story, but they trusted me with those private memories and details that bring evidence alive. I write From a Green Lane with their blessing.

Where possible, I simply reproduce the official record: bald facts that tell their own tale and headlines that add drama. The family archive affords a more intimate portrait of life at Biddle’s Mill. I use this resource sparingly in consideration of the living. Jimmy Mead’s diary, written in Spanish, necessitated translation, something Umberto Eco dubbed ‘the art of failure’. While I attempt to approximate Jimmy’s feelings, I likely fail in conveying his exact meaning. 

Finally, an apology is due to Muriel for ascribing to her third-party memories from family and friends, for ruthlessly appropriating and reworking scenes from her father’s diary in service to her story, and for reimagining a number of scenes based on the case notes.

Memory is perforce fabrication. After so many decades, even the memories of those there at the time are embroidered, redacted, worn thin. Therefore, this account, with the best will in the world, is inevitably part fiction. 

Cecilia Cardiff

Oxford, 1987
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Family Life

‘Moory!’ her father said from his study as she passed, not lifting his eyes from his work. ‘Mrs Hedges tells me that you’ve put your shoes in the wrong place in the hall again.’

She stopped in the doorway, one foot on top of the other, fascinated by the scab of coloured darn in the toe as if the word ‘shoe’ had triggered a connection with ‘sock’.

‘It’s not up to Mrs Hedges to clean the shelf because you’ve put your outdoor shoes where your bag should go and your bag . . .’

She nodded. Then shook her head. Which was it? No, it’s not up to Mrs Hedges? Yes, it’s not? She settled on looking down again.

‘Your brothers and sister manage. What do you have to say?’ 

‘These aren’t my socks.’ She looked up, noticing her mother, who had not stopped reading and appeared not to be listening.

‘Hmm! Well, go and clean up the mud and we’ll say no more about it. We can’t expect Mrs Hedges to . . .’

Muriel turned before she had to listen again to what Mrs Hedges couldn’t be expected to do. Mrs Hedges should try a day at school if she wanted to know what expectation felt like.

She turned to her father. ‘Poppa?’

‘Hmm?’ His attention had returned to his work.

‘What are the fruits of elm trees called? Only, I asked Mrs Wimprey in Botany and she didn’t know.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We know the names of acorns, and conkers, and cones, and keys but what about elm trees?’

‘Hmm, good question, Moory. Damned if I know. But what do we do when we want to know the answer to something?’

‘Find it out for ourselves.’ She suppressed a sigh.

‘Exactly. Come on in then. Bring down the tree book for me. The Boulger.’

The two were soon head-to-head in a book; Jeannie joining them, her hand on Jimmy’s back as she looked over his shoulder – dirty shoes forgotten.

(based on an entry in the diary of James Mead)

––––––––
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Muriel Mead, forevermore ‘missing schoolgirl Muriel Mead’, was a first. She was a first child to Jimmy and Jeannie Mead. A first grandchild to two sets of grandparents who we don’t need to trouble ourselves with here, apart from noting their disappointment at it, the baby, being female. And she was the first baby born in the Radcliffe Infirmary in 1924, arriving at 00.03 a.m., 1st January. Her birth certificate noted: father’s occupation ‘Professor of Spanish’; mother’s ‘Lecturer in Economics’; address 10, Cardwell Road, Summertown. Muriel was the first and last member of the family to be born there. A further five siblings, four boys (enough males to satisfy) and a girl followed after the family moved to Biddle’s Mill, Wedford, Oxfordshire. Muriel’s birth certificate notes that her middle names were Mary Emiline, that her father (full name James Joseph Mead) was born in Mallorca, and her mother (Jean Georgiana née Goodwin) was born in Chelsea. 

Muriel’s childhood in rural Oxfordshire was lived in noise. While the early years of the twentieth century didn’t suffer the noise pollution we are now subjected to, the inside of Biddle’s Mill was never still and was unruly even by the standards of the day. It is unlikely that Muriel could remember the eighteen months she spent as an only child in the quiet house in Summertown. As far back as she was aware, the house in Wedford was home, and home was full of children, servants and, since late that August, labourers repairing the roof. Along with this assault on her ears, daily her nose suffered the smells of milk burning on the stove, potato peelings rotting on newspaper, and nappies boiling in huge pans – slimy, wooden tongs for picking them out, bleached white as bones and smelling of Gloy.

At the point we join the Meads in 1939, the permanent household consisted of Jimmy and Jeannie in their forties, Muriel (15 years old), James (14), William (12), Robert (11), Peter (10) and Vivienne (5). A register of citizens records the only other resident at Biddle’s Mill as being a Mrs Hedges (44), housekeeper.​[1] Considering Jeannie’s age at the birth of Vivienne, it is unsurprising that permanent help was needed. Moreover, Jeannie was still working in September that year.

Colleagues and relations arrived in spates as full as the nearby River Windrush to enjoy the Mead’s famous hospitality: bodies thrown on sofas to sleep, queues for the one bathroom, or downstairs lavatory (both unheated). This may be why the males of the family would toddle down the garden to relieve themselves on the compost heap (according to William, a habit never broken). Whether people came because of the promise of a Mrs Hedges rustle-up, history doesn’t record. Nor does it note whether they came for the dancing, Jeannie being an enthusiastic dancer, or the drink, Jimmy having a good cellar of Iberian wine, sherry and port. Maybe they simply wanted a drive in Jimmy’s famous Tadpole. Jimmy was one of the few dons to arrive at lectures by car, a three-wheeled Morgan which he drove recklessly despite the recent introduction of 30mph speed limits. As Mrs Hedges commented in our first interview, he could ‘rattle the haemorrhoids off a pregnant donkey’. 

The visitors’ book shows a list of the good and not-so-good of Oxford circles in the 1920s and ’30s. Tolkien was a given. C. S. Lewis another. It’s tempting to think they delighted Muriel with tales of other shires and distant adventures. Among such well-known names are those briefly famous and since forgotten, Basque refugees, heartbroken undergraduates, novelists, painters and the ‘yet-to-be’s (friends of friends yet to become favourites). Miraculously, the visitors’ book always found itself open (after dusting) at the page signed by Mrs Reginald Hargreaves (Lewis Carroll’s ‘Alice’), who wrote: ‘Mrs Hedges cooks up six impossible things before breakfast – from potatoes!’ 

The Mead children remember Biddle’s Mill with affection despite the loss of Muriel and the war which would bring Peter’s death. They talk about the garden and surrounding fields, in which they played unsupervised from early morning till hunger drew them home. They fondly remember how casual violence between the siblings was habitual and unremarkable. Vivienne recalls: ‘One time, Robert threw a pair of scissors at William, narrowly missing his eye.’ When I asked her what Robert’s punishment was, she laughed. ‘It wasn’t Robert who was punished. It was William for provoking him.’ In a similar vein, James recounts his incandescence when William took his new pencils: ‘new things were very precious in a house of hand-me-downs and sharing, yet I was the one scolded for tempting William and “more than likely showing off’”.’ 

In the hubbub of feet running up uncarpeted stairs, voices raised not in argument but just to be heard, dogs barking, gramophones playing different music in different rooms, and random hammering from workmen, Muriel only found peace when reading. 

‘There was an oak tree in the garden,’ Robert said. ‘We’d be playing French cricket or knocking seven bells out of each other and look across and see Moory sitting under her “story tree” as we called it, reading as though she were invisible. There was no point trying to get her attention when she was like that. She was elsewhere.’ Everyone in the household read, and there was always money for books, whether the academic books in English and Spanish read by their parents, the Jack Londons read by Mrs Hedges, or the variety of titles in English and Spanish on the children’s bookshelves. Enid Blyton (‘second-rate!’) was absent, but Robert Louis Stevenson and Daniel Defoe (‘first-rate!’) were present, along with Bulldog Drummond, Just William, and Swallows and Amazons. Muriel studied Chaucer, Shakespeare, Austen and Dickens for her never-to-be-taken School Certificate. For pleasure, she read nature books such as Tarka the Otter and accounts of explorers including Violet Cressy-Marcks and Evelyn Cheesman. At the time of her disappearance, she was reading Hamlet for school and Greene’s Journey without Maps for pleasure.

‘That Jeannie and Jimmy loved each other could not be doubted by any who met them’, a close friend noted in an interview. She continued: ‘Their love for their children was storgic – that natural and instinctual love described by the Greeks that exists within families (or with pets) without effort. Displays of emotion or affection between parents and children were anathema.’ This was not unusual at the time – many households still running on almost Victorian lines. What was un-Victorian was that children were heard and seen at Biddle’s Mill. The children, in the Spanish fashion, were allowed to sit with their parents when there were guests for dinner, but only if they could hold their own in discussions. As Vivienne explained, ‘making dinner conversation was a skill we learned from a very young age along with mathematics. After dinner, card games were played with the adults, for money, and played to win. Muriel was a rather reluctant participant. She won surprisingly often though, which was aggravating.’

A typical evening, according to Vivienne, might unfold thus. ‘We would squeeze round the table, elbows in by necessity not manners, filling our plates, and squabbling. Then one of us – usually me, never Muriel – would say something the others thought silly, and the ridicule began. Apparently, when I was four or so, I asked Mother, “Where Nuncle?” “Nuncle?” my brothers mocked. “You’re so stupid.” “It’s an uncle, not a nuncle, dummy!”​[2] . . . Mother would have said in her distracted fashion something like “Leave your sister alone, boys”. Then Father would have rescued me, saying “Quite right, Little Sparrow. It’s called ‘attraction’, etymologically speaking, when a word loses its initial consonant.” Mother would then give Dad that look that said, “Oh, my darling chump, she’s four. She understands nothing.” Even if I could have understood, I only heard my brothers’ sneers. All this time later, with all my degrees, I feel myself to be stupid. Silly, isn’t it, how our siblings impact us?’

Muriel was never involved in the name-calling but would whisper later to Vivienne in the bedroom they shared, ‘You’re not stupid, you know, Vivi. You’re just younger. I’m older than the boys and I think they’re stupid often. They’re probably not though.’ 
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Chapter II
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Muriel

According to Vivienne, Muriel was always distracted. It wasn’t that she was by nature a rule-breaker, just that in any moment her thoughts drifted elsewhere. She was chastised daily for breaking Mrs Hedges’ rules, which changed, uncommunicated by Mrs Hedges, in an ever-evolving attempt to impose structure on the house. The boys (still known as a collective in 1939) were not, like Muriel, distracted, just naughty: moving things, hiding things, putting water from the outside privy in the kettle, floating cats on homemade rafts on the rain barrel. Yet Muriel suffered the wrath of Mrs Hedges, while the boys got a shake of her head, an ‘Oh, you boys!’ and, as often as not, a biscuit rather than the flea in the ear they deserved. Muriel, though a happy child, was a thinker, a child who asked questions that adults couldn’t answer. Her parents were more than ready to acknowledge when they didn’t know something and would set out to find answers with her, but school was a different matter. 

School for Muriel was Cantlow Hall, a grammar school three miles’ cycle away.​[3] The school day began at 9 a.m. and finished at 4 p.m. She was without fail late, the school not caring much for her reasons, examples of which were given in one school report:

I must have cycled more slowly than usual.

I stopped to stroke a cat who looked lonely.

There was a strangely-shaped cloud I couldn’t name so I wanted to draw it.

The headmistress, a Miss Flora Forester, had excellent academic credentials, having gained a first in History from Somerville. She was a friend and constant visitor of the Meads, much to Muriel’s discomfort, who must have felt she could never escape stricture. The school was a selective girls’ school, Muriel passing top of any girl who had taken the entrance exam. This no doubt prompted Miss Forester’s special interest in Muriel and her exasperation at the girl’s lack of focus. The school consisted of eighty-eight girls in five forms. If Mrs Hedges had petty rules at home, school was a different league altogether. Muriel received black marks for:


Unsatisfactory handwriting despite multiple warnings

Going outside in indoor shoes 

Removing hat whilst cycling

Not wearing boater parallel to ground

Using main staircase (exclusively for mistresses)

Walking on right-hand side of corridor



The school uniform, which played a crucial part in the investigation as we shall see, provided further potential for black marks. With regular checks, conformity was rigorously enforced. The uniform comprised a brown tunic with box-pleats, brown lisle stockings, blazer with school badge, brown overcoat or gaberdine raincoat (both heavy and smelly when wet), blue blouse, school tie and brown felt hat. In summer, girls wore striped cotton dresses with the universally loathed boater. Vivienne described discipline as ‘ferocious’, with girls ‘scarcely allowed to breathe unless given express permission by a mistress’.

Despite Miss Forester’s belief in ‘stretching young gals’ minds’, you weren’t considered a proper Cantlovian unless you excelled at team sport. And team sport meant lacrosse. Vivienne, who attended the school six years after Muriel’s disappearance, remembers girls, when not talking about ‘the disappearance’, still discussing Muriel’s refusal to play lacrosse on cultural grounds. She felt that it was an insult to Native Americans, for whom lacrosse was a deeply spiritual game, to play it in a vest and knickers in front of randy (Vivienne’s word) gardeners, cheered on by the games mistress.

Since Cantlow Hall was Protestant, the Mead girls attended catechism classes with a local priest every Tuesday after school. He also prepared them for the sacraments. While other memories faded, the rote of this teaching stuck with Vivienne. 'Confirmation is a sacrament by which we receive the Holy Ghost in order to make us strong and perfect Christians and Soldiers of Jesus Christ.’ This despite being an atheist since age eleven. ‘We never really escape childhood, do we?’ Vivienne said. What Muriel thought of religion Vivienne wasn’t sure, but she does remember her asking Father McGrath, ‘If God is everywhere, where’s the Devil?’ Father McGrath didn’t have an answer and, not being a Jesuit, declined to argue the point. Over time this question and Muriel’s disappearance melded in Vivienne’s mind and she was never quite able to shake the idea that Muriel lived in a dual state – seeing but unseen.

Although the Mead girls were not at school at the same time, there were inevitably comparisons made between the self-contained elder and sunny, outgoing younger. Where Muriel roamed an interior landscape in which few could tag along, Vivienne was as open as a meadow. Where Muriel was withy, her skin cream without peach, and hair dark, Vivienne was plump and fresh and pink as a peony. Where Muriel had two great friends, Anna Blackwell and Ursula Topham, Vivienne had a cohort. Where Muriel unwittingly broke rule after rule, Vivienne deliberated over her battles, then sallied forth with intent. And, although not as clever, Vivienne was the one who passed exams and followed her parents on their academic path while Muriel’s story ended abruptly. 

I asked each of the Mead children to think of one word to describe Muriel. Although the span of decades had smudged their memories, there were similarities and constants in their descriptions: thoughtful (not just in the sense of contemplative, but also caring); observant; and again and again that one word: elsewhere. I asked what it had felt like when she’d gone. Vivienne summed up her feelings as follows: ‘For us children, it was as though she’d simply gone on holiday and never come back. It sounds harsh, but I was so little and the boys didn’t notice much outside themselves, and then Peter didn’t come home either, and Muriel and the war became conflated and one just accepted that this was what life-experience was.’
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Chapter III
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The Day of Muriel’s Disappearance

The twenty-first of September 1939 was a Thursday. A school day. Unsettled by the declaration of war so soon after the war that hadn’t ended all wars, the Meads determined to carry on as normal for the sake of the children, and Mrs Hedges was instructed to stick as rigorously as possible to the morning routine. However, it had been impossible to shield the children from the news completely. They were free to read any of the three newspapers delivered daily and the village was alive with opinion and gossip; a Mr Clendon in a neighbouring village, who had been in the Army of Occupation in the last war and ‘lived on his nerves’, had let the news ‘get a grip of him’ and had first shot his wife and then himself; Mr Dixon had bought in a supply of shovels for those burying their Anderson shelters and was labelled a profiteer and a rotter; Church services (both Protestant and Catholic) were fuller than they had been for a long time with everyone praying for peace and many praying that their children not be called up. 

At Biddle’s Mill the day started with Jeannie and Jimmy rising at 6.15 a.m., taking the first shift in the bathroom before breakfasting on tea and toast. At 7 a.m. Muriel rose. By the time Muriel came down, Jeannie and Jimmy were in their study, a fire already lit by Mrs Hedges. Muriel, of the age when classmates could be cruel, liked to take her time washing to avoid being picked on, as Gail Stott (aka ‘Stinky Stotty’) was.​[4] Between 7.20 and 7.40 a.m., the boys squabbled down the stairs to join Muriel. How well they scrubbed themselves beforehand was a regular discussion at the table, as were spats over who’d used whose flannel and on which body part. At intervals, one or other of the boys ran upstairs to shout at Vivienne who, as usual, grunted and went back to sleep. Eventually, Mrs Hedges called up the stairs (by all accounts never was the word ‘now’ more firmly stated) and Vivienne huffed down to breakfast, trailed by her bed-stowaways, the terriers Toro and Zorro. 

‘Here she is, the cow’s tail!’ Mrs Hedges declared each morning. ‘Why the cow’s tail? Because it’s always behind.’

Simultaneously, the boys muttered, ‘Because she smells of dung!’

If Mrs Hedges heard them over the voices on the wireless, a clip round the ear of the nearest boy followed. 

No one went to school without a full breakfast. That is, apart from on Fridays when breakfast was beans on toast as it was the Friday Fast, the day when Catholics didn’t eat meat. Inevitably it became known as the Friday Fart. It is easy to imagine the jokes bandied by the boys. The Heinz ad, which trumpeted ‘Good Food First’, was, according to Robert, misquoted as ‘Good Farts First’. 

‘Muriel was the only one who took her dirty dishes to the sink or thanked me, I’ll give her that,’ Mrs Hedges told me.​[5] ‘The morning she evaporated she said to me, “I won’t eat animals any more, thank you, Mrs Hedges.” No meat! I ask you! Why would the Good Lord have given us fire if not to griddle a chop?’

Breakfast eaten, the children grabbed school bags from their hooks in the hall – ferociously policed by Mrs Hedges who ensured that each bag had sufficient unto the day and child. Without farewelling, the boys scuffled to school in Barford, half an hour or so’s walk away from Biddle’s Mill. Muriel collected her bike from the front of the house. Bikes were not locked and never stolen. Vivienne walked alone to the village school later. Like bicycles, children, it was believed at the time, weren’t ever stolen either. 

At around 8.30 a.m. Muriel, in school uniform, was seen cycling to school by the postwoman Miss Bailey, the vicar Father Spark and the grocer Mr Dixon. She arrived at school in time for registration which, if not normal, had been known to happen. The school day consisted of its usual round of lessons, with ‘windows open to give oxygen to the brain’. French was taught by Miss Davies, Physics by Miss Wareham, break times taken outside the tuck shop chatting to friends and avoiding the louder girls, lunch in the quiet corner of the dining hall, and double Maths with Miss Locke. Miss Locke had noted in her diary a few weeks before: ‘I don’t mind the silly girls who make fun of one – they won’t amount to more than marrying and raising guffawing offspring, but they will find life easy. But the quieter ones? I’m ashamed to admit [. . .] I can’t warm to the Mead child [. . .]. She never pays attention and yet can answer with no workings out. There ought to be some effort! It’s unfair to the other girls. And her vacancy unnerves one! I’m not sure what life has install [sic] for Miss Mead.’ 

After school, Muriel pushed her bike part of the way home to walk with her friends Anna and Ursula. The topic of conversation, according to Anna, was the new evacuees. Families had signed up to take pregnant women, children or teachers from the East End. Depending on the accommodation available, decisions were being made in the reception centre in Oxford about who went where, and arrivals were imminent. 

‘My family had a large farm and we were hoping to get a sibling group, preferably boys who could work,’ Anna told me. ‘Ursula lived alone with her mum in a cottage on the Kern Manor estate and was convinced they’d get a pregnant woman. Looking back, I realise Ursula and I did most of the talking. Though it wasn’t unusual for Muriel to be quiet.’ 

‘It’s too ghastly!’ Ursula had said to the girls. ‘I bet I get shoved into the sitting room on the camp bed. And when the baby comes, I’ll be the free nanny. Can’t I stay with you?’ she said to Muriel. ‘No one would notice. I could bunk in with James if it’s too much of a squeeze in your room.’ Both the friends knew Ursula had a crush on James, but then Ursula was always pashing on someone. Anyone to take her away from her limited life with her mother. The rumour at school was that she’d let the gardener kiss her on the lips. According to Anna, a rumour started by Ursula. 

‘What will your family be doing?’ Anna asked Muriel.

‘No idea,’ she replied, ‘Mrs Hedges wants them to take in her sister and niece. They haven’t said yes yet though. But you know Mum and Dad; they always do the right thing. They’ll take whoever and however many no one else wants.’ The other girls nodded.​[6] They had heard Jeannie’s attitude to children, which was along the lines of: the difference between none and one is unspeakable. The difference between one and two is a bit of a shock. But after two . . . six? Sixty? It makes no difference.

At her turn-off towards the village, Muriel waved them goodbye, got back on her bicycle and pedalled off. If she were troubled by the incursion of bodies into a house already as stuffed as a ten-bird roast, it didn’t show on her face. 

That was the last the two girls saw of her. 

From the village turn, a lane ran past fields until the church tower came into view ahead on the right. On the left, the lane passed the Crown Tavern, the village school, ‘Boys’ and ‘Girls’ signed above respective entrances, and thence the village green. It was here that Mr Dixon saw Muriel get off her bike and wheel it across the road to the churchyard adjacent to his shop. As he turned to go inside, he heard the squeak of the lychgate, or so he says. As we will see, Mr Dixon’s memory is not to be trusted. What Muriel did in the churchyard is a matter of conjecture. No one saw her, but if past behaviour was anything to go by, she would have been sitting on the grave of Polly Trodden, with its simple inscription: Mary (Polly) Trodden, washerwoman, born 1886, died 1926, ‘The Rest Follows’. For some reason that no one could fathom, it held an uncommon appeal for Muriel. 

At around 5 p.m., as the men were finishing repair work on the chimneys of Biddle’s Mill, they saw Muriel freewheel into the lane, jump off her bike and walk when she reached the line of trees where the potholes began. At the time, only one, Harry Thomas, registered that she hadn’t come out the other end, but he didn’t waste time worrying about what that might mean. He was keen to finish and get home to spruce up – he was taking his girl to the Regent in Barford to watch the double-bill, Society Lawyer and Sword of Honour, and he was hoping for a back-row seat. He had just turned twenty and was a Royal Air Force Volunteer Reservist training as a wireless operator. The sweethearts’ time together was limited as he was due to report to Bridlington airbase that weekend. Thus, a key witness was lost to the war effort before the investigation began in earnest.​[7]

By 6.30 p.m. Mrs Hedges was trying to decide whether they should wait a little longer or put Muriel’s supper in the oven to keep warm. ‘Muriel was always a bit tardy, but she was usually home in time for a wash before supper,’ she told me. She scoured the house from rafter to root cellar, but there was no sign of Muriel. By about 8.30 p.m., with the family having eaten, Jeannie and Jimmy were impatient for Muriel’s return. She needed to eat, complete her homework and be in bed for school-night hours. While Mrs Hedges settled Vivienne in bed, Jeannie sent the boys on their bikes to look for Muriel in the usual places. Maybe she had lost track of time playing with the neighbouring egg farmer Potter Shaw’s lurchers or had fallen somewhere. Excited by their parents’ displeasure with Muriel, the boys willingly formed the search party, taking Vivienne’s terriers with them to play scouts, Last of the Mohicans-style, they said, fighting over who could be Uncas. Jeannie instructed them to be back when they found Muriel or as soon as it started to get dark.​[8]

The boys returned about 9.30 p.m. with the news that Muriel was nowhere to be found. Oddly, as he was never known to be absent, Potter Shaw was not at his egg farm, a fact later made much of by the press. Fearing they might miss out on the drama when Muriel came home, the boys were loath to go to bed. ‘They were as uncontrollable as puppies in a bag of socks,’ Mrs Hedges told reporters.

Around 11 p.m. Mrs Hedges looked in on Jeannie and Jimmy. Jeannie called her in to sit with them. They hoped that ‘Muriel was just being Muriel’ and so wanted to be awake when she came home. ‘Jeannie was the only one who called me Sophia,’ Mrs Hedges told me. ‘She pronounced it Sofiah rather than Sofeeah. I loved to hear that sound. She told me to sit and went to the kitchen and made a pot of tea. She served me and Mr Mead but didn’t take tea herself. She just stood, waiting by the fire, holding the teapot to her chest.’ 

When Muriel hadn’t returned after midnight, Jimmy and Jeannie decided to go to bed. It was not unheard of for the boys to stay over with friends or spend the night in a makeshift den somewhere, but Muriel had done so only once before, having fallen asleep in a pup tent in the garden. Furthermore, she had been found well before midnight. Despite being worried, they had convinced themselves that Muriel had slept at Anna or Ursula’s. It being so late, they hadn’t wanted to telephone to check and cause any bother, especially as Ursula’s mother didn’t have a telephone but relied on a neighbour relaying messages via hers. 

On the morning of 22ndSeptember, with the other children dispatched to school, the Meads rang Cantlow Hall to check whether Muriel had arrived. She hadn’t. They had already telephoned Anna and Ursula’s parents. Anna’s family being farmers, they were out early and didn’t answer their phone. Ursula’s mother was brought round to her neighbour’s house, and an agonising wait later confirmed that Muriel had not stayed with them. The school had been their last hope. It was then that they decided it was time to call the local police station. 

‘We were still hopeful that there was an innocent explanation,’ Mrs Hedges said. ‘We weren’t aware in those days of child-snatching, so everyone was more concerned that Muriel was hurt somewhere. Besides, everyone for a square mile was known to us. We had yet to be descended upon by the evacuated.’​[9]

While Jimmy was on the telephone, Jeannie decided to walk to the village to see whether anyone there had seen Muriel. As she walked along the green lane, she noticed Muriel’s bike propped against the bank at the side of the lane, her school boater lying beside it. 

‘Mother’s immediate thoughts,’ Vivienne said, ‘were that Muriel had left her bike there that morning. After all, the boys would have noticed the bicycle the night before. But why would Muriel have come so close to home that morning only to drop her bicycle and turn around again? And where had she gone? It didn’t make sense.’
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Chapter IV
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The Beginnings of the Police Investigation

Shocking as it seems today, the search for one missing village girl was not a top priority for Oxfordshire Police HQ. By the time of Muriel’s disappearance in those early days of war, an astonishing 1.5 million people had already been displaced in Britain, 827,000 being children of school age. By 6th September 1939 Oxfordshire had received nearly 20,000 official refugees with two waves of evacuees arriving between 1939 and 1940. As for Wedford, the local newspaper reported, the impact, though subtle, was being felt as early as October: ‘The thought of war seems incongruous in such a rural backwater, but – alas! – there are signs of change in every corner. A new population strolls the streets and restrictions are in place from the pub to the church especially concerning blackouts. Evacuees (urchins from their appearance) are in evidence in the school playground and, I am told, the ‘Big House’ has been placed at the disposal of the authorities as a hospital.’ That the investigation was hobbled by the chaos wrought by this mass movement of humanity cannot be in doubt. Couple this with the impact of conscription on police numbers and it’s easy to see how any inquiry into Muriel’s disappearance inevitably faltered.​[10] 

When the Oxfordshire Constabulary received a report that a young girl had gone missing near Barford, the issue of their shortage of manpower was exacerbated by preparations for the additional wartime tasks being placed upon all forces – enforcing blackout, assisting during and after bombing raids, checking on enemy aliens, pursuing deserters. Moreover, as war deepened, criminals were having a field day: the black market boomed, looting was rife, and ration books were forged or stolen. 

More sinister, press reports document murderers who took advantage of war’s fog to hide themselves. The most infamous, though by no means the only, were Gordon Cummins (the Blackout Ripper), John Christie (10 Rillington Place) and John Haig (the acid bath murderer). Among these more well-known cases is a short record of a number of children who went missing and were never traced. However, the ever-woeful wartime record-keeping and the mass movement of people make exact numbers for missing children impossible to verify. Some children were accidentally displaced (lost during bombings, misdirected letters, family relocations, etc.) but the number of cases suspected to have been abductions or murders is impossible to ascertain when official statistics rarely separated them from a general ‘wartime missing’ designation. 

Given the speed with which everything was changing and the challenges the Home Office and Police Force were facing, it is little wonder, that Oxfordshire Police placed Muriel’s investigation into the less than capable hands of the local station at Barford. 

The Barford duty officer (SDO) was a DS Barry Barnes. Barnes had been forced to retire ten years earlier for reasons unrecorded but which had left behind rumours of venality. There was a WPC (one of a mere three hundred across the whole force), though the family were soon disabused of any presumptions that a woman might be helpful or even sympathetic. WPC Gladys Warburton, by most descriptions, suffered from a lack of empathy that Miss Havisham would have applauded. According to Mrs Hedges, Warburton was heard to opine in her strong Black Country accent, ‘Well, it’s not as though they’ll notice’, ‘They’ve got more than sufficient!’ and ‘What do you expect from left-footers?’​[11] On this last point, Mr Dixon agreed. As far as Muriel’s case was concerned, WPC Gladys Warburton could not be counted on to put her best flat foot forward. 

The final member of Barford station was the unfledged Michael (Micky) McLaughlin, aged sixteen, who had been assigned from Oxfordshire HQ the week before. He knew the Meads from church, but that was not the only reason he wanted to do a thorough job. He had harboured a dream of being a detective since hearing Enter Sexton Blake on the wireless earlier that year. He therefore jumped at the chance of becoming part of the Special Constables, even if it meant losing his wage at the Post Office, where he had worked since leaving school.​[12] In truth, he should have been no more than a glorified messenger. Thus, the Meads’ best hope rested on ‘a daft ginger lad, who looked like he could pull a tractor with his teeth’, as one local rag put it. 

Every evening at 5 p.m., SDO Barnes clocked off and Warburton and McLaughlin took turns manning the front desk. Night-time work was rarely more than answering the telephone, taking down reports from other forces, with Micky sometimes called upon to deliver messages or every so often relay a report of a burglary which needed to be investigated. As the war progressed, there might be air-raid warnings, but that was rare. If it were a peaceful night, they would drag a mattress from one of the cells and catch some sleep by the front desk. SDO Barnes bedded down in a room upstairs. Having been on duty all day, woe betide anyone who woke him. Many a night, a certain lady friend climbed the stairs to the clinky tune of ten green bottles in a bag. 

Luckily for the Meads, it was Micky that Jimmy found on the other end of the telephone on the morning of the 22nd. Micky took Jimmy’s concern seriously (knowing the Meads not to be alarmists) and sent a message straight through to HQ without waiting for authority from DSO Barnes, who was sleeping upstairs. This initiative earned him a dressing-down and a lecture on rank. 

‘I’ve been a policeman for over forty years,’ Barnes said, ‘It’s common knowledge – girls run away. Know why?’ He pushed a finger into Micky’s chest with each reason. ‘Bad marks. Falling out with friends. Girls’ squabbles. Family problems. Getting in the family way. Boys. Bet my next pay packet – a boy’s behind it.’​[13]

Needless to say, DSO Barnes was not amused when the case was batted straight back to them from HQ. 

Barnes, on despatching Micky and Gladys by bike to Wedford that morning, had decreed that Gladys speak to the villagers, schoolteachers and Muriel’s friends. It fell to Micky, therefore, to talk to Potter Shaw and anyone working at Biddle’s Mill. Micky was also responsible for questioning the family. Presumably, this decision was based on the flimsy premise that Micky knew the Meads and Gladys didn’t, although this odd division of labour might have signified nothing more than the family being viewed as less important than local luminaries such as the vicar, the grocer or the butcher. Whatever the reasoning, such an important task should not have been young Micky’s responsibility. 

With DSO Barnes’ final admonition ringing in his ears – ‘Just ask if she had a boyfriend and you’ll see’ – at 10 a.m. on Friday, 22nd September, with the leaves turning from summer to autumn, Micky entered the green lane at Biddle’s Mill. It was to be the beginning of his first investigation and the first of only two cases he never solved. 
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