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      The discovery of long-lost mail delivers a marriage proposal, a missing person, and a magical mystery.

      A road trip with Gabe and her friends leads Sylvia to discover more about her mother’s veiled past yet throws up several questions, too. The stack of unopened letters addressed to her family will hopefully provide answers. As she delves into the contents, a startling revelation emerges: the letters allude to a clandestine union between two magician families, hinting at the elusive identity of Sylvia’s father.

      Full of hope, she embarks on a quest to find the author of the letters, only to discover an artless youth who vanished decades ago, a dead man with the wrong name, and a hospital for former soldiers that connects them. The further Sylvia and Gabe delve into these mysteries, the more lies they expose, including long-buried secrets that certain individuals will stop at nothing to protect.

      When danger strikes, Sylvia wonders if finding answers is worth the risk.
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          LONDON, SUMMER 1920

        

      

    

    
      Nothing captures a woman’s attention quite as well as two muscular men who’ve dispensed with their shirts to perform a physical activity. Daisy and I couldn’t take our gazes off the sight of Gabe and Alex as they changed a tire on the Vauxhall Prince Henry. Almost three hours into our journey from London to Ipswich, a puncture had forced us to pull over. Gabe suggested we use the unscheduled stop to have our picnic lunch, so Daisy and I found a shady spot on a gently sloping grassy bank where we laid out the blanket. We didn’t get any further than opening the basket lid.

      The sharp nudge of Daisy Carmichael’s elbow drew my attention from the basket to her. My friend’s heated stare drew my attention to the men shedding their shirts. We sat as one on the blanket, stretched out our legs, and watched on in silence, the picnic forgotten.

      From a distance, we couldn’t hear everything they said as they chatted while they worked, although I was quite sure I caught Alex’s booming voice say the words “she” and “nurse”. Gabe spoke and Alex’s response was to shake his head and glance at us. Or, rather, at Daisy. Gabe stopped cranking the jack and followed his gaze.

      Daisy and I dove into the picnic basket, clunking our foreheads together. By the time we stopped laughing and looked up, Alex was crouched beside the tire, wrench in hand.

      Daisy leaned back, propping herself up on her elbows. The wisp of a smile touched her lips as she watched Alex remove the tire. I focused on Gabe lifting the spare from its storage position on the side of the motorcar. He may be a little shorter than his giant friend, but he certainly wasn’t lacking in any way. I couldn’t help but admire the bulge of his biceps, the stretch of his cotton undervest across his broad back.

      Once the tires were swapped and secured, the men returned the toolbox to the motorcar and wiped their hands on rags. They put on their shirts before sauntering over to us.

      With twin sighs of disappointment that the show was over, Daisy and I made ourselves look busy by emptying the contents of the picnic basket, but I bungled my attempt to appear composed by dropping one of the sandwiches. The carefully wrapped package came undone and slices of boiled egg and lettuce spilled onto the blanket.

      “I’ll eat that one,” I said, laughing off my fumble. I glanced up to see Gabe smiling at me. It was very similar to the one Daisy had sported as she watched the men.

      I redoubled my efforts to look busy with the picnic.

      Alex peered into the basket and smacked his lips. “God bless Mrs. Ling.”

      Gabe’s cook was indeed a marvel. Aside from four different types of sandwiches, she’d packed rabbit pies, a potato salad, sliced ham, chicken, scotched eggs, and mince pies. There were also pastries and fruit, with bottled beer to wash it all down. It was more of a survival kit than a picnic lunch.

      “Mrs. Ling knows how much you eat.” Daisy handed him a sandwich only to draw it back suddenly. “Are your hands clean?”

      He inspected his hands. “As clean as can be under the circumstances.”

      Gabe sat with his back against the tree trunk. “Thank goodness for fine weather.”

      “I’ll say,” Daisy murmured.

      Alex frowned at her, the sandwich halfway to his mouth.

      “I wouldn’t want to be changing a tire in the rain,” Gabe went on.

      “Or eating a picnic,” I added.

      “Nooo,” Daisy said. “But it would have added an extra something.”

      “Yes, it would have,” Alex said, matter-of-factly. “We would have got wet.”

      Daisy smiled at him around her mouthful, which only confused him more. He sensed she was teasing him, but he wasn’t sure how.

      Gabe must have been more aware of being watched while changing the tire than his friend. He pretended to inspect his sandwich, giving it far more attention than ham and buttered bread deserved. I had the sinking feeling he was drawing out the moment to tease us. “You seemed to be watching closely.”

      Daisy was quicker and more composed than me. While I tried to think of something clever to deflect from my embarrassment, she blurted out an excuse that seemed quite plausible, and did it with all the breezy charm of a young woman without a care in the world.

      “I was watching closely because it might come in useful one day.”

      Gabe chuckled and ate his sandwich, but Alex gave her his full attention.

      “You want to know how to change a flat tire on a motorcar that you don’t even own yet?” he asked.

      “Thank you for assuming I will one day own a motor. But no, it’s for research. I’m going to be an author of novels.”

      Alex shook his head as if trying to loosen a thought. “Setting aside the fact you were going to be an actress last month and an artist before that, what does changing a tire have to do with writing novels?”

      “I may need to describe how to do it if my character is presented with the problem of a flat.”

      He grunted. “You’ll only succeed in boring your readers.”

      “You have no idea what goes into writing a novel.”

      “And you do?”

      She sniffed. “Yes. I’ve written a chapter already.”

      “May I read it?”

      “Certainly not. No one can read it until it’s finished.”

      “Is it an adventure novel? I used to like adventure novels, but I haven’t finished a book since before the war. I used to read a lot but can’t seem to concentrate anymore.”

      “There’ll be some adventure in it. That’s why I came on this visit. I want to experience new things so my stories can have a more realistic flavor. I’ve never been to Ipswich before, let alone met a silver magician.”

      “We may not meet one this time,” I told her. “From the information we’ve been able to find so far, it seems the Folgates were the last of their kind and they’ve possibly died out. With my brother gone…” My throat suddenly closed and my eyes filled with unshed tears. I hadn’t thought about James for some time, and for that I felt guilty. He deserved at least a passing thought every day from his sister.

      Gabe placed his hand over mine on the blanket. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “With James gone, the survival of silver magic rests on the shoulders of the mysterious Marianne Folgate, and whether or not she had children.”

      “You’re convinced your brother was a silver magician, related to Marianne in some way?” Alex asked.

      “I am. James was convinced, and I now know that a magician is aware of their talent, deep within.”

      “But not you?”

      “I have no affinity for silver, just paper.”

      Daisy had been frowning, and she now finally spoke what was on her mind. “But if your brother was a silver magician, then the line continues through you. You and James are from the same bloodline.”

      I plucked at a loose thread on the blanket. “I’m not sure…”

      “You don’t think he was your brother?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know anything anymore. What if he wasn’t? My mother was so secretive about our father, our past…I honestly wouldn’t be surprised at this point to find out that James and I are adopted.”

      “You said he looked like her,” Daisy pointed out.

      “There is that. But, although I have gray eyes like her and am similar in height, there’s really nothing else we have in common. I’m blonder, my face is narrower, and our characters are different.” Perhaps James was her only natural child. Perhaps I was the adopted one.

      Gabe remained silent, listening intently. He’d heard this argument from me before. We’d discussed it when I learned I was a paper magician and ruled out the possibility of silver magic.

      Since that discovery, I’d met a paper magician family who operated a manufacturing business in London. Brother and sister, Mr. and Miss Peterson, had been welcoming. They’d kindly offered to answer any questions I had about my newly discovered ability. As far as we knew, I wasn’t related to them, but it was possible our lineages merged further up the family tree than records showed. With access to his parents’ catalog of magicians, Gabe had also given me a list of known paper magicians outside of London, in case I wanted to write to them. But I’d set the task aside for another time. I wasn’t ready to expand my horizons. Yet.

      For now, we wanted to investigate the Folgates, the last known family of silver magicians in the country. Whereas paper magicians were relatively common, silver ones were rare. If both magics were in my lineage, it seemed an easier task to begin with the Folgates to hopefully add more branches to my rather sparse family tree.

      Gabe offered me a bowl of strawberries. “Hopefully we’ll have a clearer picture after today.”

      We exchanged smiles as I plucked a strawberry from the bowl.

      Daisy topped up her cup with more beer. “And if we discover nothing, at least we would have had an adventure to Ipswich. I’ve never been anywhere except Marlborough and London.”

      Alex held out his cup for her to refill. “Adventures are overrated. Believe me, home is the best place in the world.”

      “You mean London?”

      “I mean wherever home may be for each of us.”

      Daisy opened her mouth to say something, but shut it again and poured beer into his cup. It was impossible to argue with a man whose sense of adventure had been shaped and shadowed by war.

      I watched Gabe through my lowered lashes to see if he agreed with his friend. Oddly, he suddenly broke into a grin.

      He raised his cup to Alex. “You and I shall just have to be content with experiencing further adventures via Daisy’s novels.”

      Alex touched his cup to Gabe’s. “That’s good enough for me.”

      Daisy pulled a face. “That’s a lot of pressure. I’m not sure my writing talents are up to it.”

      “Since when has that stopped you doing something?”

      In my mind, Alex was complimenting her, saying she possessed a carefree spirit unencumbered by doubt, but Daisy stiffened. Her lips thinned.

      “So I’m a talentless hack, am I?”

      Alex’s jaw dropped before firming again. “You’re putting words into my mouth.”

      Daisy tipped out the contents of her cup and shoved it into the bag Mrs. Ling had provided for the rubbish. “Am I?” She stood and strode off to the motorcar with a toss of her scarf-covered head.

      Alex collected the rest of the leftovers and rubbish and placed them in the bag. “Seems my mind has been made up for me.” He slammed the basket lid down and hefted it as he stood. He stormed off in the direction of Daisy, who had her back to us as she put on her driving coat.

      “What does he mean?” I asked Gabe as we watched them ignore one another. “Made his mind up about what?”

      “I can’t say, sorry.”

      “Does it have something to do with a nurse?”

      He glanced sharply at me. “You heard that?”

      “Who is she?”

      “I can’t break a confidence.”

      “Very well, but in the absence of more information, I’ll simply have to go with my first thought—that Alex has been considering whether to pursue a pretty nurse who has perhaps shown an interest in him, or whether to explore his feelings for Daisy further.”

      Gabe gave no reaction. None at all. Based on that, it was safe to say my assumption was correct.

      “And Daisy just made the choice an easy one for him.” I sighed. “She’s her own worst enemy.”

      He picked up the blanket and shook it out. I took the opposite corners and we folded it. Our fingers brushed as we came together, a small current of heat passing between us. I let go and quickly stepped back. As much as I desired him, I didn’t want to explore my feelings. Not yet. Not when he was still raw from ending his engagement to Ivy Hobson, and not when he’d admitted he wasn’t ready for another relationship.

      And not when he could have no interest in me beyond friendship.

      I cleared my throat. “Please tell Alex that Daisy is sensitive about her lack of formal education and skills. I know she seems confident, but she’s really not. Particularly where he’s concerned.”

      “I’ll pass it on. Don’t worry about them. They’ll sort themselves out when they’re both ready.”

      He wasn’t the only one who wasn’t ready for commitment, it seemed. It was understandable that Alex was also unsure of himself now, and the future he wanted, or thought he did. Where life had taken on a rhythm of certainty before the war, a new world had risen from its ashes; a world full of restlessness and doubt.

      But it held possibility, too, and a sense that life was for living, not merely for existing. The combination was somewhat chaotic and confusing, but I felt as though the chaos and confusion would clear soon and we’d be left with something fresh. I suspected the new decade would bring about changes that none of us could yet fathom.

      We traveled the rest of the way to Ipswich without speaking. Daisy was moping, Alex was ignoring her, and it was difficult to have a conversation over the wind and noise of the engine anyway. As we drove into the town center, Gabe slowed the vehicle while Alex used a map to guide him to the address we’d been given for the Folgates.

      If Ipswich were a novel, it would be brimming with tales of adventure, romance and intrigue as befitting an ancient settlement that had both thrived and suffered at different points in its history. Smoke from the factories and iron foundries smothered the town, and a steady stream of lorries clogged the streets near the port. The municipal buildings stood proud and sturdy, as magnificent as anything found in London. There was no evidence of the two zeppelin raids that had damaged the town during the war. Although I’d read about the bombings in the newspaper at the time, censorship had forbidden them from reporting the locations. Until recently, only locals had known.

      From the archivist at Ipswich’s Silversmiths Guild we’d learned the address of John Folgate, father of Marianne. The archivist had done considerable research into the family over the years and traced the line back to the time of the Medicis in Florence. It had been a Medici who’d kidnapped a member of the silversmith family who worked for the powerful Ottomans, and then centuries later, a descendant had moved to England and changed their name to Folgate. The archivist couldn’t find anything more about Marianne after she left Ipswich. Thanks to Gabe’s parents, we knew she and a man named Cooper had briefly lived in a house in Wimbledon that was owned by Lord Coyle. We couldn’t definitely say whether they’d married, as there was no record of their union, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t married somewhere else.

      A jeweler now occupied the address the archivist gave us for John Folgate. The quaint shop amidst a row of shops with matching bow windows reminded me of those flanking the entrance to Crooked Lane where the Glass Library was located. The jeweler knew nothing of John Folgate and directed us to his neighbor, a tailor by the name of Mr. Dowd who’d occupied the same shop for almost forty years.

      Mr. Dowd frowned when Gabe asked if he knew the Folgates, but he finally admitted that he did. “I knew them well.” He clasped the measuring tape draped around his neck in both hands, capturing his jacket lapels, too. He squinted at each of us in turn through thick spectacles, looking somewhat overwhelmed with so many people in his small shop.

      “Them?” Gabe prompted.

      “John, Juliette and Marianne, their daughter. Why do you want to know about the Folgates?”

      “You knew Marianne personally?” I asked. “What can you tell us about her? What did she look like?”

      My eagerness startled him a little, but he soon recovered. He didn’t immediately answer me, however. “Who are you? Why are you asking about the Folgates?”

      Although Gabe had already introduced us, he did so again, this time explaining that I might be a relative of the Folgates, but was trying to find out for certain. Mr. Dowd leaned forward to study me closely.

      “You could be related, yes. There are some resemblances.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. I tried to keep a lid on my excitement so as not to startle him again. “What resemblances?”

      “You’re the same height and build as Marianne, and there’s something about your eyes that seems familiar.” He adjusted his spectacles. “But that’s all. It may mean nothing.” He frowned and tapped a finger against his lips in thought, but didn’t go on.

      “What can you tell us about her? What was she like? How old was she when she left? Where did she go?” So much for keeping a lid on.

      The fingers clutching the tape and lapels tightened. “Slow down, Miss. One question at a time. Marianne was just a girl of about seven or eight when I first met her. She was quiet, and rarely spoke to me. She was only eighteen when she left Ipswich. Very young. Too young for a girl to be out on her own.” He clicked his tongue, disapproving. “I know things are different nowadays, since the war, but back then, girls didn’t leave home until they married. But Marianne couldn’t wait to leave. Then her parents died shortly after in an accident.”

      “After?” Gabe asked. “Not before she left?”

      “Definitely after. Mere weeks, I think it was.”

      That was at odds with what we knew about the silverware Marianne had sold in London. The pieces were engraved with her father’s initials and, according to the buyers, she’d inherited them. It was possible she’d come back to Ipswich after their deaths to claim her inheritance, but when Gabe posed that question to Mr. Dowd, he shook his head.

      “She never came back. I wondered if she’d died. John and Juliette’s possessions went into storage after their deaths to wait for Marianne to reappear, but as far as I know, nothing was ever claimed. I’m not sure if they’ve since been distributed to charities. If you are related to Marianne, perhaps you have an inheritance awaiting you, young lady.” He let go of the tape to poke a finger into the air. “I’ve just thought of something that might help. Wait here. Mind the shop. If anyone comes, I’ll only be five minutes.”

      He shuffled off to the back and disappeared into an adjoining room, leaving the door open. He headed up a staircase, his steps slow but steady.

      We filled our time by inspecting the fine suits on display and the one being cut to size on the counter. Alex was placing different ties to his chest and admiring the effect in the mirror, although I caught him glancing at Daisy from time to time in the reflection. She sat in a leather armchair and watched the passing traffic through the window.

      Mr. Dowd returned with a photo album, already opened to a page in the middle. He placed it on the counter and turned it to show us. He stabbed a finger on a photograph depicting one man and two women standing in front of the shop next door. The painted sign on the window simply read Ipswich Silversmith.

      Mr. Dowd pointed to the younger of the two women in the photograph. “That’s her. That’s Marianne.”

      I didn’t need him to tell me. I knew instantly it was Marianne because I recognized her. She was younger than I remembered, but it was definitely her.

      My mother.
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      Gabe touched my shoulder. “Sylvia? Are you all right?”

      I’d covered my mouth with my hand without realizing it. My face must have shown my shock, because he told me to sit down, and suddenly everyone was making a fuss, guiding me to the chair Daisy had vacated.

      Mr. Dowd offered me a glass of water, but I shook my head. I couldn’t speak to tell them I felt fine, that I just needed a moment. All I could do was rummage through my bag to find the photograph I always carried with me. It was the only photograph I had of my mother with James and me. She hated her photo being taken, but had given in just before James went off to war.

      I held it out with shaking fingers. Gabe took it then handed it to Mr. Dowd.

      “It’s her!” Mr. Dowd placed my photograph beside his and pointed to Marianne. “I must say I am pleased. I was worried you were a fortune hunter, like that other fellow.”

      I hardly heard a word he said. I doubted Gabe did either. He was crouching beside me, frowning and asking again if I was all right. It was left to Alex to ask.

      “Other fellow? Has someone else been making inquiries about the Folgates?”

      “Didn’t I mention him earlier? Yes, there was another man here recently who asked similar questions. I didn’t tell him much. He unnerved me. There was something too…” He clicked his tongue. “I don’t know. Too eager, perhaps. Too desperate. I pegged him as a fortune hunter who’d got wind of an unclaimed inheritance. Not that I think John Folgate left much, but there must have been something.”

      “What did you tell him?” Gabe asked.

      “Only what I’ve told you. That Marianne left when she was eighteen, shortly before her parents died, and she hasn’t been back since.”

      “How did he react?”

      “Unsurprised, and somewhat annoyed. He continued to pepper me with questions I couldn’t answer—do I know where Marianne lives now, has she been back, were there other family or close friends she might have turned to? He became quite agitated when I couldn’t tell him more. It was a relief when a customer came in and he left.”

      Alex removed a notepad and pencil from his inside jacket pocket. “What did he look like?”

      “A small man, around my age, balding.” He shrugged. “Rather insignificant to look at.”

      Alex’s lips flattened in disappointment at the vague description, but he wrote it down anyway. “Did he give his name?”

      “He gave no personal details. He simply stated that he was a friend of Marianne’s and needed to find her.”

      “Does the name Cooper ring any bells?” Gabe asked.

      Mr. Dowd shook his head.

      Gabe gave the tailor a card with his telephone number on it. “Thank you. You’ve been very helpful. If the fellow comes again, please try to get his details then let me know. Don’t inform him of our visit.”

      Mr. Dowd accepted the card and leveled his gaze at me. “Leaving so soon? But you haven’t told me what happened to Marianne after she left home. How did her life pan out? Clearly she had children.” He picked up my photograph and returned it to me. “Two, am I correct?”

      “Yes. My brother James was a few years older than me. He died in the war. My mother died of influenza.”

      “Oh, dear. I am so sorry, Miss Ashe. But at least she had you to care for her in the end.” He offered a sympathetic smile. “I often wondered what happened to her after she left in such a rush and wondered why she never returned.” He winced. “Well, perhaps that isn’t such a mystery.” From the way he watched me closely, I suspected he was trying to gauge how much I knew.

      Considering I knew nothing, his hints drew me like a magnet. “Why? Did she have a falling out with her parents? Is that why she left abruptly?”

      “She never told you?”

      “She told us nothing of her childhood.”

      He pulled over a stool and sat. “Everyone has a right to know where they’re from, who their people are, so I’ll tell you what I know. It’s very little, I’m afraid.” He clutched his lapels along with the measuring tape around his neck. “Marianne was their only child, much to her father’s disappointment. He wanted a son.” He offered an apologetic smile to Daisy and me. “Some men are like that. Anyway, he wasn’t a good father. I’d hear him berate Marianne, harp on every little mistake, order her to help him in the shop at all hours, even when she was supposed to be at school. I’d see her sneak a few minutes reading when he wasn’t looking, but if he caught her…well, he wasn’t physically violent, from what I saw, but he was cruel in other ways. He called her useless, often reminding her that he’d wanted a boy. John was very controlling of both Marianne and Juliette. They weren’t allowed friends. They had to account for their whereabouts at all times, so Juliette once told Mrs. Dowd.”

      Gabe came to stand beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. Daisy sat on the chair arm and tucked my hand into hers. But as awful as Mr. Dowd’s account was to hear, it didn’t affect me as much as it should. In a way, I couldn’t connect the Marianne he knew to my mother. I hadn’t fully digested the fact that Marianne Folgate and Alice Ashe were one and the same person. I’d also half-expected to discover that my mother’s fear of men stemmed from her childhood experiences. It made sense that her anxiety around men could be explained by deep-seated trauma. Mr. Dowd couldn’t say for certain whether John had physically abused Marianne and Juliette, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he had. My mother had made sure that I knew how to fight if I were in danger. It had taken years of training that few girls were given. That sort of dedication and determination had its roots somewhere.

      “Did Marianne ever fight back, do you know?” I asked. “Could her father have thrown her out as a result of her retaliation?”

      “I can say that I never saw her so much as talk back to him, let alone shout or fight. John made her anxious. I could see it in the way she tried to avoid him. She’d avert her gaze and shrink in on herself, trying to make herself smaller whenever he was near. I suppose she fought back in the only way she knew how, by leaving the moment she was old enough. In some respects, that was probably the most devastating thing she could have done to John. It was the ultimate revenge, if I may be so bold.”

      “How so?”

      “She was a silver magician, too, like him. As the only child, she was the last of the Folgate line. John was an only child and his father before him was an only child, too.” He adjusted his fingers around the tape. “I wasn’t aware he was a magician at the time, of course. Back then, magicians kept to themselves out of fear of persecution. The Silversmiths Guild would have revoked his license and then where would he be? Without a trade, no income. Dreadful business. Anyway, as I said, I knew nothing about their silver magic, but I did know that John saw Marianne as the future of his little business. In his kinder moments, after he regretted berating her, he’d tell her she was special and that’s why he was so hard on her. He wanted her to be the best she could be, to learn everything about silversmithing that he could teach her. According to Mrs. Dowd, who spoke to Mrs. Folgate about it, John had arranged a marriage for Marianne to protect her, as he put it.”

      “Protect her from what?”

      “I wasn’t sure at the time, but now I believe it was to protect her from unscrupulous persons who might use the Folgate magical lineage for their own benefit. Silver magic was valuable. It probably still is.” He eyed me carefully then lifted his gaze to Gabe, still standing at my shoulder. He didn’t need to say it, but he was suggesting Gabe needed to take care of me, too, if I were a silver magician.

      I hurriedly assured him I was not.

      “Ah. Well, then. That’s that. But silver magic must run through your veins, Miss Ashe, and some people will presume your children will inherit it and they might want your children to be their children, if you understand my meaning.”

      “I do. And thank you for your concern.”

      “It’s the least I can do.” He sighed. “Sometimes I wish I’d done more to help Juliette and Marianne. Mrs. Dowd used to tell me I should say something to John, tell him not to speak that way to his wife and daughter, but no man likes to meddle in another fellow’s business. It’s not the done thing. Anyway, Marianne ran away so…” He shrugged, as if her departure absolved him from responsibility.

      “How did John and Juliette react to her leaving?” Gabe asked.

      “They were devastated. Both of them. Juliette cried all the time. John ranted and raged, said someone must have lured her away. He reported her missing to the police, but they couldn’t do anything.”

      “You said they died in an accident shortly after her departure. What sort of accident?”

      “There was a fire. Fortunately, it was contained to the flat above the shop, but sadly, they both perished. Horrible day, it was.”

      “You claimed John never told you he was a silver magician,” Gabe said. “How did you find out?”

      “I guessed, but not until after he died. No one admitted to being a magician in those days. It was too dangerous.” He laughed softly. “I was so naive, I didn’t even know magic existed. I was quite in the dark. It wasn’t until later, after the existence of magicians became public that I began to wonder if John was a silversmith magician. Of course, he was dead by then, so I couldn’t ask, but Mrs. Dowd and I came to the conclusion that he must have been. His work was very fine. People came from all over the country to purchase his wares. Years later, the archivist of the Silversmiths Guild came here and asked a few questions about John. He was doing a family history of the Folgates. Guild members had long suspected John was a magician, you see. In all the years since his death, no other silver magician had come forward, so the archivist was quite sure the Folgates were the last of their kind. He had an interest in finding out more about the history of such a unique family.”

      “Did he ask about Marianne?”

      “He wanted to know if John had any offspring. I told him as much about Marianne as I could.”

      The local Silversmith Guild’s archivist had been very helpful when we spoke to him over the telephone. We’d not told him about my possible connection to Marianne, but he was aware of our search for her, as well as the other man also searching for her. It was very likely that man was the same one who’d questioned Mr. Dowd about Marianne, and who’d been a suspect in our investigation into the murder of a bookbinder after he impersonated a Scotland Yard detective over the telephone. We were no closer to finding out who he was, and why he wanted to locate Marianne.

      We thanked the tailor and made to leave when he stopped us.

      “I’ve just remembered something. Not that long ago, I was chatting to the postman about all the letters he can no longer deliver.” At our blank looks, he elaborated. “The war and influenza took so many of the intended recipients, you see. Any post addressed to a deceased person is usually returned to the sender, but not all letters have a return address. Those that don’t are kept at the post office in case someone comes forward to claim them. They don’t keep them forever, of course, but if there’s a chance a relative of the recipient is found, then they’re more likely to hold on to them. I asked him about the Folgates’ mail, knowing Marianne could one day return to claim an inheritance. I thought I could inform her that there was mail waiting for her at the post office if she ever stopped by here. The postman said it was likely there was, and told me to tell her, if she should ever appear, to present at the Ipswich Post Office and ask to see if there were any dead letters addressed to her parents.”

      “Dead letters?” Daisy prompted.

      “That’s what the postman called the mail where the recipient has died or moved without a forwarding address, and there was no return address. Apparently, they’re stored in a room somewhere. Considering you are Marianne’s daughter, Miss Ashe, the Folgates’ mail belongs to you now. Hopefully, something will lead you to an inheritance.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “We’ll check at the post office.”

      He let go of his measuring tape and leapt to his feet. He returned to the photograph album on the counter. “You should have this.” He handed me the photo of Marianne and her parents outside their shop. “You’ll have more use for it than me.”

      I thanked him again, attempting a smile even though my heart was thudding and my vision suddenly blurred. Fortunately, Gabe placed my hand on his arm and led me back to the motorcar because I wasn’t sure if I could have made it without stumbling.

      He opened the Vauxhall’s door and assisted me inside. He rested a hand on the door and leaned down. The concern on his face made my stomach flutter. “That was a lot of information to take in. Do you want to go to the hotel?”

      “What time is it?”

      He checked his pocket watch. “Just gone five.”

      “It’s too late to go to the post office now. We’ll go tomorrow. I want to see if there are any dead letters addressed to my…” I swallowed, “…to my family.”

      I hardly noticed the direction we took, nor our final destination. I went through the motions at the check-in desk then proceeded to the room I would be sharing with Daisy. Gabe had booked a hotel in a flash part of Ipswich before leaving London, and we’d packed a small bag each knowing we’d most likely stay overnight.

      After freshening up, Daisy and I met the men in the ground floor bar. We ordered cocktails and settled into a booth near the back, as far from the band as possible so we could talk. Not that they were playing too loudly yet. The velvet-voiced singer chose sultry tunes suited to the early hour.

      As Alex slid onto the seat opposite Daisy, he bumped her knee. She scowled at him and folded her arms over her chest. He pretended not to notice.

      He raised his glass in salute. “To Sylvia finding out more about her mother.”

      Daisy was the only one not to clink her glass to his. “To Sylvia learning her mother’s real name.”

      Alex narrowed his gaze at her.

      She turned to me. “You truly had no idea that Alice wasn’t her name?”

      “None.”

      “Do you think Ashe is her married name, or do you think that’s made up, too?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      Gabe had been quiet since arriving, but he now leaned forward. “We can check the local registry office for Marianne Folgate and see if there’s a marriage record for her. When she left home, it doesn’t mean she left Ipswich altogether. We’ll go there after we visit the post office.” He studied me as I sipped my cocktail. “This must be overwhelming.”

      “It is, but I’m relieved to finally have some answers. Although…” I nibbled on my lower lip.

      “Go on.”

      “Finding out that Marianne and Alice are one and the same person doesn’t mean I’m not adopted. That’s still a possibility.”

      “Mr. Dowd says you look like Marianne,” Daisy pointed out.

      “He mentioned a few vague traits, that’s all.” I fished the photograph he’d given me out of my bag. My mother looked so young, a mere girl of about sixteen or seventeen, but closer to my age now than she was in the later photograph.

      It was almost impossible to imagine her as a child. She’d always been middle-aged to me. Her hair had gray through it for as long as I could recall, and her face had always been marred by worry lines. But it was more than her looks. It was her demeanor, too. I couldn’t imagine her having the carefree attitude of youth, the fearlessness and sense of adventure. She had been so set in her ways, with rules that governed every aspect of our lives. She never deviated from those rules. Never, and if James or I did, we received a berating followed by moody silence. She had been controlling.

      Just like her father, John.

      I wondered if she’d ever seen the similarity to the part of him she loathed. I suspected not or she would have tried to change.

      I wished I could ask her. I had so many questions springing from the information Mr. Dowd had given us, but no way of knowing the answers. I’d finally found my family, yet I was no better off than before. I still didn’t know much.

      The overwhelming sense that I was alone returned. I’d first felt it after James died, and again when my mother passed. But I’d not felt such loneliness since making new friends in London, beginning with Daisy.

      It was to those friends I now turned. They all looked upon me with sympathy, but none truly understood what it was like to be completely without family. Sometimes I felt as though I were adrift in the ocean without an anchor.

      Gabe rested a hand on my arm. His thumb rubbed the bare skin at my wrist. “We won’t rest until we have answers, Sylvia.”

      It was a sweet sentiment and I smiled to thank him and let him think I agreed. But there was a very real chance that answers simply wouldn’t be found and no amount of detective work would unearth them.

      We finished our drinks then dined in the hotel restaurant. We briefly returned to the bar after dinner, but I didn’t stay long before making my excuses. The day had been draining and I didn’t feel like dancing, even though the band played jazzy ragtime tunes.

      Gabe offered to escort me to my room, while Daisy and Alex decided to stay for a while in the bar. Despite not speaking directly to one another since the picnic, they’d been sneaking surreptitious glances at each other all night. Every time they did, the heat ratcheted up a notch until the iciness between them had almost completely thawed by the time we returned to the bar. When Gabe and I left, Alex was lounging with his elbow resting on a tall bar table, his foot tapping to the music, and Daisy was sipping champagne, hips swaying. They stood very close, yet kept their gazes firmly forward.

      “What did you say to him?” I asked Gabe when we were far enough from the band that I didn’t have to shout to be heard.

      He placed his hand at the small of my back and leaned down a little. “What makes you think I said anything?”

      “He broke the ice first by looking at her.”

      “She is wearing a dress that demands attention.”

      It was true. Her sleek black dress with the scoop neckline showed off her cleavage and narrow waist.

      “Yes, but it was the way he looked at her. It’s not the same as the way you look at her, for example. It was an I-forgive-you look.”

      “I told him what you said about her sensitivity surrounding her lack of education and he decided to give her another chance.”

      “I’m so pleased. She has a good heart.”

      We arrived at my room and I unlocked the door. We’d only been given one key per room, so I handed it to Gabe to return to Daisy for later. “Will you keep an eye on them?”

      “I think it’s best to give them some space.”

      “You’re probably right.” I waited, not sure whether to bid him goodnight or talk for longer. If we talked, should I invite him inside? What would we talk about? Was it too forward of me? Did he even want to be alone with me?

      In the end, he made the decision for me. He took my hand and rubbed his thumb over my knuckles. He stared at our linked hands for a few heart-stopping moments then, with a sigh, suddenly let go. “Goodnight, Sylvia. See you in the morning.” His tone was brisk. He didn’t look at me. He turned abruptly and walked off along the corridor.

      I bade goodnight to his back.
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      The following morning everyone was in an odd mood. While we dressed, I asked Daisy how her evening had been. She said “Fine” and left it at that. No amount of coaxing would get more information from her.

      When I got Alex alone, I asked him the same question. His response was identical.

      “Fine,” he said with bland indifference.

      “Did you dance with Daisy?”

      “We danced.”

      That wasn’t quite the same as dancing with her, but Alex’s closed face invited no more questions.

      It wasn’t until we headed to the post office that I was able to ask Gabe if he knew how their evening went. He had no news, however.

      He slowed his pace to put some distance between Alex and Daisy up ahead. “I returned to our room around eleven,” he whispered. “Alex didn’t come in until after midnight. What about Daisy?”

      “I fell asleep and didn’t hear her come in.” I watched the two of them walking side by side without speaking. “Do they seem friendlier to you?”

      “They’re not needling each other, so that’s a good sign.”

      It was some time before the postmaster was free to see us, and even longer before he would agree to relinquish the Folgates’ mail. It took a telephone call to Alex’s father at Scotland Yard and a great deal of handwringing before the fellow gave his authorization. A younger assistant was sent to fetch the mail while we waited in an outer office. He returned fifteen minutes later, covered in dust, with cobwebs in his hair. He handed me a stack of letters tied with string.

      I untied the string the moment we sat in the motorcar. There were twenty-two letters in all, but I didn’t open any of them. With the Vauxhall’s top down, the paper might blow away.

      We made one more stop at the Ipswich registry office, but they could find no record of Marianne Folgate marrying. After her birth, there was no record of her at all.

      We returned to the Vauxhall and put on our dust coats and goggles for the longer drive back to London. Daisy and I already had scarves in place, covering our hair, but I’d missed a strand. She reached over and tucked it under the scarf.

      “Are you all right?” she asked quietly.

      I nodded. “You?”

      “Me? Yes, of course. I’m always all right.” She slid across the seat to her side of the vehicle and turned away. She didn’t turn back again until we stopped to refuel and eat pies and cake at a roadside tea shop we’d spotted on our way up to Ipswich the day before. Daisy resumed her position in the motorcar after lunch and stayed like that all the way until we took her home.

      Gabe and I watched as Alex carried her overnight bag to the front door, deposited it just inside, then gave her a nod goodbye. She waved at me before closing the door.

      “Should we be concerned about those two?” Gabe said.

      I blew out a breath. “I honestly have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d been too tired to look through the dead letters after arriving home, so took them to work with me the next day, intending to read them during my lunch break. I settled at the front desk with a book written in Dutch that needed its title and description translated. I’d only just opened a Dutch-to-English dictionary when Professor Nash came down the curved staircase, balancing a tray with coffee cups. He placed it on the desk and handed a cup to me. He took the other and perched on the edge of the desk. Cradling the cup in both hands, he peered at me over the rim of his spectacles. There was a youthful sprightliness about his countenance this morning, something that only ever surfaced when he reminisced about his travels with Oscar Barratt. It made me smile.

      “You seem full of beans this morning, Professor.”

      “I’m on tenterhooks, Sylvia. Tell me what happened in Ipswich.”

      “But I have to work.”

      He closed the book in front of me. “Later. I can tell you learned something interesting. It’s written all over your face. And you know how much I enjoy hearing interesting things.”

      I grinned. I couldn’t help it. Marianne Folgate and Alice Ashe were one and the same person! Although there were still so many questions, discovering that was a rather large piece of the puzzle that was my family.

      I told him everything Mr. Dowd had told us, then concluded with our visit to the post office and registry office. He sat there, riveted to the spot until I finished.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      “Well, what?”

      “Didn’t you read the letters last night? Is there anything interesting amongst them?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t had a proper look.”

      “Why not?”

      I tapped the book cover. “I have work to do. The letters can wait until lunchtime.”

      “Nonsense. That book has been in the attic for at least fifteen years; it can wait a few more hours.”

      I fished out the letters from my bag and followed the professor through to the reading nook. He withdrew a letter opener from the portable writing desk and sat beside me on the leather sofa.
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