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The Kind Ghosts

She sleeps on soft, last breaths; but no ghost looms 
Out of the stillness of her palace wall, 
Her wall of boys on boys and dooms on dooms.

 



She dreams of golden gardens and sweet glooms, 
Not marvelling why her roses never fall 
Nor what red mouths were torn to make their blooms.

 



The shades keep down which well might roam her hall. 
Quiet their blood lies in her crimson rooms 
And she is not afraid of their footfall.

 



They move not from her tapestries, their pall, 
Nor pace her terraces, their hecatombs, 
Lest aught she be disturbed, or grieved at all.

 



30 July 1918, Wilfred Owen




This book is dedicated to Nora

 



 



All the characters in the book are fictional with the exception of Evelyn’s group of friends, including Carrie Morrison, who were among the first women lawyers; the barrister Sir Edward Marshall Hall (who receives a mention) and upon whose ‘Holt’ case the Wheeler murder is very loosely based, and Charles Bulpitt, an English ‘home’ child, who hanged himself in a Canadian barn in 1923.
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Chapter One

May 1924, London

 



I followed my brother across a plateau where a bitter wind howled and flashes filled the sky. A sudden glare revealed churned earth and a monstrous coil of metal. My brother marched ahead, immaculate in cap and pressed uniform. I tried to keep up but floundered thigh-deep in mud. Though I thrashed and scrabbled there was nothing to hold on to, neither root nor rock.

At last I wrenched a foot free but James was now yards ahead, far beyond my reach. I clutched at my other thigh with both hands and hauled until it was released and I could crawl forward. The front of my nightgown was a sheet of freezing sludge.

‘Jamie.’

He trod lightly, springing from one dry patch to another. The sky flickered again and this time I saw a man fallen like a puppet on the wire, back arched, legs splayed. And in the next flash there was another boy, perhaps fifty yards ahead, waving. Tears made runnels down his filthy cheeks, his mouth gaped and the lower half of his body was a mash of blood and bone.

I faltered again. ‘James,’ I cried through lips clogged with mud, ‘come back,’ but he didn’t hear me. His arms were extended towards the boy.

The sky roared. Above a shudder of gunfire came the ear-splitting whizz and crack of a shell. I yelled again, ‘James,’ but my voice was drowned by an explosion that swiped my brother off his feet, plucked him up and crucified him against a violent flare of light.

He thumped back to earth.

Silence.

He was face down, one arm torn away at the shoulder. When he raised his head I saw that the side of his face had been blown off and an eyeball dangled by a thread in the space where his right cheek should have been.

He looked at me with his good eye, a chip of ice.

‘It’s me, Jamie. Don’t you know me?’

The eye went on staring.

‘I’ll be there in a minute, Jamie. One minute. Please wait . . .’

But the mud held me fast. If only I could reach him, press his face to my breast. Then he would be covered and made warm, healed. Another shattering racket of shellfire. I fought the grip of the mud that was dragging me deeper, deeper, away from James, filling my mouth, nostrils, and eyes.

Another pause, this time prolonged. I was hot, breathless, shaking, my eyelashes wet. Moonlight shone through the thin bedroom curtains. My skirt and jacket hung ghostly on the wardrobe door, my heap of underclothes shimmered.

From two floors down came a knock on the front door.

I fumbled for my watch, carried it to the window, and found that it was two thirty-five. Though I yearned to be back inside the dream - this time I had so nearly reached my brother - my hands were already struggling with the sleeves of my dressing gown, my feet had pushed into their slippers.

The landing was quiet. Thank heavens nobody else had heard the knocking, no sign even of Prudence, jowls aquiver, hairnet remorselessly pinned to thinning hair. Stairs groaned under my bare feet, my hand, still trembling from the dream, skimmed the banister and my heel caught on the last stair rod. In the hall the trapped smells of the house fluttered like moths: dinners, rose water, endurance.

Knock, knock, knock-knock. ‘Oh please be quiet,’ I muttered. A seepage of yellow from the lamp outside oozed through the fanlight and fell across the hats on the hallstand - James’s boater, father’s trilby - and the silvery haze of the looking glass. As I grasped the latch, my jaw tightened to conceal whatever emotion, other than outrage (surely permissible in the circumstances), this sudden intrusion might provoke.

A child of about six stood on the doorstep, his face upturned; a  neat, rectangular brow, shadowed eyes, lower lip drooping from fatigue. My body sagged so that I had to cling to the door frame for support. Dear God. James stepped out of my dream, whole, a child again. In a moment his clenched fist would unfurl to reveal the best, the shiniest, the weightiest marble.

My voice was a thread. ‘No. No, it can’t be.’

‘Forgive us if we woke you,’ came a voice from further down the steps and dimly I registered a transatlantic twang. ‘Evelyn, is it? I would have known you anywhere. You are so like your brother and he described you so fondly, especially your hair.’

A woman’s head appeared just behind the child’s shoulder, her face bony, with neat features and a pointed chin. Despite her confident words she seemed as highstrung as a cat; the sinews in her neck were taut and her eyes were too wide open. Extending a small, gloved hand she said, ‘I’m Meredith Duffy, and this is my boy Edmund. Perhaps we should not have woken you but the boat got in very late and though I thought of looking for an hotel in the end I decided to come right on here.’

I stared at the exhausted boy, who swayed slightly. ‘James,’ I murmured. ‘Jamie.’

‘Yes, he really is so like his father, it’s uncanny. I’m hoping that you might have some photographs of James when he was a child so we can compare father and son at the same age.’ She took another step towards me and I noted a trim ankle beneath a daring hemline. Behind her on the pavement was a collection of compact though shabby travelling bags. ‘Oh, this isn’t all  we have,’ she exclaimed. ‘I have another trunk and assorted boxes, I’m afraid, but we couldn’t manage them in the cab. The shipping company will send them on tomorrow morning.’

Mother and child were like a tide coming in up the steps, lapping against the threshold.

‘I absolutely do not understand,’ I said.

The woman gasped and put her hand to her mouth. ‘Don’t say you never got my letter. Oh, the post from Canada is so unreliable. No wonder you’re surprised to see me. I must admit I was puzzled that nobody was there to meet us off the boat but now I understand completely.’

‘But don’t you see,’ I said, still blocking the way, ‘I have no idea who you are.’

She frowned. ‘But you must. I’m Meredith and Edmund here is my son, your brother’s child.’

The boy’s eyes were fixed on my face, occasionally losing focus as his eyelids fluttered. Brown knees stuck out from beneath flannel shorts: my brother, at precisely the height when, if I knelt, his head was level with mine as he gripped me with monkey arms and legs. We used to call it a cling. But here, on the doorstep, in the small hours of Monday, 19 May 1924, with the dream of the real James still fresh, this other child seemed to exist out of time.

‘I didn’t know James had a son,’ I said.

‘Well, surely you must have done. Unless . . . don’t tell me your father kept it from you all this while?’

‘My father died last year.’ The boy’s hair, I noted, sprouted up at the crown in a backward quiff, and his lips were moist and full.

‘Ah, that explains a great deal. I’m sorry. I would so like Edmund to have known his grandpa. But listen, I must get this child to bed. We don’t mind where we sleep,’ Meredith was saying. ‘After the ship we’re just grateful not to be afloat, on waves. A sofa and a blanket would do.’

Surrendering, I leaned forward to take the child’s hand - I knew that it would feel warm and a little sticky in mine - but he hung his head and held back so instead I picked up the luggage. Now I was terrified he might disappear, but mother and child came tripping into the house hand in hand, she with her little purse hanging from a chain over her shoulder while I struggled with a cluster of bags. ‘We must be very quiet,’ I whispered. ‘I don’t want anyone else to be woken.’

We crept upstairs, past James’s hat and blazer on the hall stand, the urn of dried flowers on the half landing, the sleepers on the first floor and the gallery of Victorian Giffords above the dado, to my own landing, where the door to James’s bedroom was kept tight shut but in the spare room next door a couple of empty beds were covered by candlewick bedspreads. I took armfuls of mothball-smelling blankets from a linen chest and starched sheets from the airing cupboard, although when we set to work I was put to shame: Meredith was an expert bed-maker who could create  angular corners and shake a pillow dead centre in its case first time whereas I hadn’t made a bed since Girton.

I showed them the bathroom but told them not to flush the lavatory at this hour. Meredith only gave me a preoccupied smile and it was clear that I was now expendable. She lifted the child’s shirt over his head; I glimpsed pale, smooth skin, the little discs of nipple and navel, the fragile collarbone. My boy, my Jamie, how I would have kissed him between neck and shoulder.

They ought to be fed, I realised, and crept down to the kitchen to find something suitable. A hot drink was impossible as it would mean lighting the range, which was beyond me at the best of times. In the end I took up cold milk and biscuits, but by the time I’d climbed three flights of stairs there was no light under their door, so I went back to bed and lay picturing the boy tucked up under the white sheet, his palm beneath his cheek. In a little while he would turn onto his back and throw his arm across the pillow.

The house seemed to sag under the weight of these new arrivals whilst I, rigid as an effigy, relived the last half-hour: the dream of James, the child on the doorstep, James’s child. As dawn thinned the darkness, I tried to work it out. James had written regularly, right up to a fortnight before his death, and never mentioned this woman Meredith. I thought he confided everything in me. Was it possible that he had time, in the midst of war, to conduct a love affair? And had my father really known? Why had nothing been said? And what did this woman, now installed with her son in the spare room, want from us?

 



At six o’clock, abandoning any attempt to sleep, I got up. Above me on the attic floor our maids Min and Rose (collectively known as ‘the girls’ despite both being nearly sixty) were astir. The light, reflected off the white tiles in the bathroom, was pitiless when I risked a glance in the mirror. The Canadian woman, Meredith, had been lying: I was nothing like my clear-eyed brother. My thirty-year-old face was all hollows and angles, my gaze haunted.

Fumbling with the small buttons of my blouse, I tried to decide how best to alert the household to our visitors’ arrival. The process would be a tedious one and I was bound to be held responsible for the shock. The maids were straightforward: they must simply  be told that, for the time being, there were two extra mouths to feed - without additional housekeeping money. Grandmother (maternal), nearly deaf and partially blind, would be agog with interest but slow to comprehend the complexities of the situation. Prudence, father’s elder sister, would have a hundred remarks and accusations. And mother would weep.

But she, after all, was father’s widow and nominal head of the family. James was her son and Edmund her grandson. It was Monday morning and I was due to leave the house at eight. There was nothing for it but to break the news at once so I went down to the kitchen, had Rose make a pot of tea, and carried it up to mother’s bedroom.

She had the infuriating habit, blamed by Prudence on poor circulation and lack of exercise, of being cold even in the height of summer. At any rate, I found her sound asleep under a winter quilt, the room a fug of sleeping female flesh and lavender. As I swept back the curtains she raised herself on one arm, grey-brown hair falling away onto the pillow, a hand shielding her eyes. In her youth, when a soft chin, melting eyes and tight lacing were all the rage, mother had been considered a great beauty. Now in her mid-fifties she was too thin and her lips drooped at either end as if weighted down by abandoned hope. ‘What is happening? What’s the time?’

‘I’ve brought you some tea because I need you to wake up properly so I can talk to you. You’ll need to be very strong, mother.’ I perched on the edge of the bed, allowed her a sip of tea and then removed the cup and saucer because I was afraid her hand might jolt when she heard the news. ‘We have a visitor whose name is Meredith. She has come with a small boy called Edmund whom she claims is James’s son. From what I can gather, she and James had a love affair during the war. There now, that’s all I know.’

I had seen her receive shocking tidings before, of course, and knew she did not manage it well. On this occasion she fell back on the pillow, arms taut on either side, shut her eyes and took gasping breaths while I studied the greasy film made by the milk on the surface of her tea and wondered if I might have been less brutal. Yet I was irritated by these dramatics, which were all too  predictable and ensured that the rest of us felt we had to protect her from bearing her responsibilities.

Mother covered her face with both hands and moaned, ‘I can’t believe it. I can’t . . .’

I had always disliked her bedroom, which as a child I regarded as a distastefully private place to which I was summoned for little chats while mother put up her hair or fastened her corsets. At the very centre of the room, on a strip of Turkish rug, stood a round table covered by a lace-trimmed cloth upon which a writing box with brass fittings was placed, like a reliquary. This was the repository of James’s school reports, his letters and the appalling telegram. On the mantel were twin oval photograph frames, one containing a picture of James aged thirteen when he started at Westminster, the other my father in his prime, dressed in top hat and tails, his belly round and his smile hearty between beard and moustache. Father, before James’s death, had been powerful and noisy with a glint in his eye that spoke of a hunger to earn, own, conquer. The only photograph of me was relegated to a side table. Aged twelve years, I had been decked out in frothy gown and ringlets for a studio portrait in which my mutinous eyes and thrusting jaw were strikingly at odds with the soft curls and girlish throat.

‘They woke me at about three,’ I told the prostrate figure in the bed, ‘so I put them in the spare room. I’ve asked Rose to grill extra toast when they get up. I’m about to leave for the office but I expect our visitors will sleep late and then they could go for a walk or something. That will keep them occupied until I get home.’

Mother’s round eyes widened. ‘Oh no. No, no, you can’t leave me.’

‘I must, I’m afraid.’

‘But you can’t ask me to deal with them on my own, Evelyn. I can’t take in what you’re saying. A boy? James’s son? But how can we believe them? They might be impostors. What proof is there?’

‘The child is unmistakably James’s son, I would say. You’ve only to take one look at him to know that. Meredith says she was in correspondence with father but lately, of course, he didn’t reply. Do you know anything about this?’

Mother’s eyelid gave the merest flicker as she shrank down under the quilt. She had known of the boy’s existence and had kept it from me; that much was clear. The knowledge diminished my sympathy still further.

‘Well, I’m off to work now. Be prepared for the fact that Edmund is so like James it’s as if James were a child again.’ The image hovered between us, an echo of the miniature Jameses that hung from ribbons in the alcove by her bed: baby James in a bonnet on her knee, James the schoolboy in cap and over-tight tie, James in cricket whites. For a moment I thought I might reach her. I ached for her to recognise that I was suffering too, that I had been struck by the savage disjunction between one child and another.

Instead she wept. ‘Ah no, don’t leave me. Oh Evelyn, what shall I tell mother and Prudence? How could you be so cruel?’

‘I can because I must. I am needed elsewhere.’ I ran swiftly downstairs to the hall, where Min was passing through with a breakfast tray, bottom lip caught between her teeth as a sign that she was suppressing comment with difficulty. ‘Please make sure that our visitors have everything they need, Min. I forgot to give them towels last night.’

Then I rammed on my hat, skewered it with a pin, buckled the belt of my jacket and seized briefcase and gloves. As I set off into a warm, breezy morning I thought, Thank God I have my work.




Chapter Two

Male Giffords had been lawyers for generations. Our house in Clivedon Hall Gardens, Maida Vale was adorned by portraits (bad oils or stiff daguerreotypes) of gentlemen with the same demanding eyes and fob watch as my father, each in his turn a luminary of the firm Gifford & Aldridge. Sometimes for a treat James and I, as children, were taken to visit father’s office in Holborn, where James would be placed in father’s chair, whence he would beam at a procession of admirers, his plump hands pummelling the arms and his cheeks bulging with toffee supplied by the elderly Mr Aldridge, who promised young Master Gifford that he’d be glad to teach him all he knew about property law the moment he was old enough.

Since nobody else was interested in my future, I plotted it myself. Hurdle number one was to get myself sent to a worthwhile school. Mother deplored the idea but father, more indulgent, said it would keep me amused, so each morning I went by omnibus to St Paul’s in Hammersmith. On the way, from my perch on the top deck, I glimpsed other lives less ordered and opulent than my own. At twelve I was introduced to a bowdlerised version of The Merchant of Venice and fell in love with Portia, who contrived to be wayward, clever and successful - all qualities I wished to possess (I was resigned to being without beauty and thought I didn’t care for wealth). Later we studied the French Revolution and found that the likes of Robespierre, with his compelling sea-green eyes (the same colour as my own), had also trained as a lawyer. The law seemed to be my destiny. I discovered that although the British Law Society stood firm against women lawyers (‘If there’s one calling in the world for which women are conspicuously unfitted . . .’), my legally qualified sisters were allowed to practise  in the United States, in Canada, India, France and Denmark. Surely it was just a matter of time?

James was on my side. ‘The main argument is: tradition dictates that women should not be lawyers and the law is governed by tradition. Just wait and see, Evie. Tradition is usually overturned in the end by historical imperative. One day you and I will be partners in a firm called Gifford & Gifford. And we won’t deal in property, like father, we’ll deal in crime and family law. We’ll speak for those least able to stand up for themselves.’

But when I finished school in June of 1911 mother put her foot down and said my gadding-about days were over. She had me fitted with stays and rustling silk petticoats and hooked me into high-necked muslin day dresses and revealing evening frocks with tiers of lace in the skirt. I fumed and fretted at the wasted time spent piling up my hair, filing my nails, changing for tea and talking to stupid women in the drawing room, where I wasn’t even permitted to read a newspaper. Whenever I dared, I pleaded a headache, stomach ache, fatigue, faintness, anything to escape to my room, where I had squirrelled away books and files borrowed from a clerk in father’s firm. With my sharp elbows resting on the dressing table, I made careful notes in a series of red exercise books.

When war was declared, James was seventeen. Gripping him by the lapels I butted him playfully in the chest. ‘Oh how terrible it must be, poor Jamie, to have a choice. Save the country or go to Wadham. Poor little James Gifford, which shall he do?’

‘Father says I have no choice. He says fighting for one’s country is the greatest glory a man can hope for. He says he wishes he were me.’

‘But you might die. Has father thought of that?’

I had spoken flippantly - at that time the war was not yet real to me - and I was stricken by the dread in his aquamarine eyes. But he went to war and I signed on for work at the censorship office. And afterwards, when it was all over, I thought, Well at least I can work; at least that is left to me. When I pleaded to be sent to Girton, father was too deep in mourning to refuse.

In 1922 the Law Society at last opened its doors to women. But, as I soon realised, passing exams was only half the battle because  who, given the choice, would employ a female? The handful of women who had qualified with me and found employment had usually done so through family connections. Though I applied to perhaps thirty firms in search of articles none would look at me. In the end I disguised my name and college on the application letter by writing E. Gifford, graduate of Cambridge, but the shock when I appeared in person wearing a four-year-old grey wool two-piece with drooping pockets and a skirt ending three inches above my ankles was always too much. Interviews rarely lasted more than ten minutes. Nobody wanted a woman, however she was clothed. ‘We must give priority,’ said the pinstriped legal gentlemen who deigned to give me an interview, ‘to the poor fellows back from the trenches. And in any case, my dear young lady, the law is no place for a woman. What would your father . . .?’

As they well knew, my father would rather have employed a criminal halfwit than me, provided he was male. It was one thing to give your headstrong daughter an education, quite another to let her into your office. So I filled my time in those tense and dreary months of unemployment (during which I had to put up with a nightly chorus of lamentation from mother and Aunt Prudence that I should even dream of becoming a lawyer) by reading the Law Society Journal and applying for clerkships. Most mornings were spent observing in courts across London. A couple of afternoons a week I volunteered at Toynbee Hall, a settlement in the East End that offered education, cultural activities and advice, including legal help for those who couldn’t afford a lawyer. Occasionally at Toynbee there’d been a burst of joyous camaraderie with other idealistic postgraduates: Ambrose Applebee, the MP Clement Attlee and Carrie Morrison, a friend from Girton with whom I learned a great deal about the law concerning rent arrears, employment rights and death duties. On the whole, though, it was a lonely time, haunted by the knowledge that the lawyer in the family should have been James, not me; that if James were alive his path would have been smoothed by a combination of his own talents and father’s connections. The obstructive legal world became, in my mind, associated with guilt.

But at Toynbee I made a vital though tenuous connection. A name mentioned often by Carrie as a champion of the poor was  Daniel Breen, and one day from the public benches of Bow Street Magistrates’ Court I witnessed a performance by the man himself.

The defendant was a woman wearing threadbare overalls, dishevelled after a night in the cells. From her appearance, one would judge that she could not have afforded a cup of tea let alone a solicitor to speak for her and yet she was represented by a smartly dressed, sharp-eyed lawyer who berated the police for imprisoning a woman overnight merely because she had stolen a second-hand scarf from a dealer in the Old Kent Road. ‘Second hand,’ he said, glowering at the bench, and I noted that his vowels were not quite as polished as my own, ‘worth a farthing at most, I’d say. Of course the police were only doing their duty in arresting her: we can’t have an honest second-hand-clothes dealer stripped of his assets’ (a raised eyebrow, a glint in the eye inviting the bench to share the joke), ‘but what’s wrong with a caution? Admittedly my client has numerous previous convictions for like offences, but the temperature yesterday afternoon was below freezing, and she has only the clothes she stands up in. Small wonder she was tempted by a scrap of moth-eaten wool. If I were addressing a less experienced bench, I might despair, but you, with your considerable knowledge of these cases, will seek not just to punish but to reform. Now I have found her a place in a hostel for . . .’

Breen thereby alternately hectored and flattered the magistrates until they were so full of compassion and largesse that the defendant, who had appeared dozens of times in the courts and was surely due for a lengthy spell of imprisonment, was given half a crown from the poor box and sentenced to a night in the cells, deemed to be have already been served.

Afterwards I pursued Breen, who scurried out of court so fast that I could scarcely keep up with him. ‘I was wondering, sir, do you need a clerk?’ He stood stock still and regarded me, his head on one side, like a blackbird. ‘I heard your name mentioned at Toynbee Hall and I have been looking out for you. I’m a bachelor of law and I need to be given a chance. Nobody will take me on because I am a woman. But you, sir, I think you might.’

His best features were his fiery eyes and exceptionally fine skin; otherwise he was unremarkable, perhaps forty years old, blunt-nosed, balding but with a frizz of wild hair above his ears, and  barely an inch taller than me. ‘You know nothing about me.’

‘I know you by reputation. My friend Carrie Morrison speaks highly of you. And I saw you in court today. I guessed you would at least listen to me.’

‘Put it in writing. I can’t stop now.’ And he was off, clapping his trilby low on his brow as he hurried down the court-room steps. But I had noted a flash of interest, and knew he wouldn’t forget me, so I found out his address from an usher and within an hour had written my letter.

Later I discovered that my application to Breen could hardly have failed, given that the source of his immense energy was a passion for proving everyone else wrong, and it was therefore a characteristically Machiavellian move to take on a female. The fact that I had been turned down by dozens of firms with partners educated at public school and Oxbridge, rather than at grammar school and London like himself, inflamed Breen further.

However, his championing of my cause had not so far extended beyond accepting one hundred and fifty pounds by way of a fee (a crippling amount which drained the entire fund my father had set aside for my dowry) and allocating to me sad and unsavoury cases usually involving women with marital difficulties, a mountain of paperwork such as the copying out of wills and writs, and a very unpleasant space in which to conduct my business.

 



Breen & Balcombe occupied the ground floor and basement of a sixty-year-old terraced house in Arbery Street off the Euston Road, where I had a so-called office in what was once the basement kitchen. No sunlight ever penetrated there and the room was still equipped with a greasy range and a wooden rack on a pulley for drying washing, which I sometimes employed as an extra shelf for documents. Over the past twenty or so years the former kitchen had become the last resting place for files, so I worked in a gloomy nest of paper and cardboard that harboured a host of black beetles.

Aside from Breen and his partner, Theo Wolfe (the Balcombe half of the partnership was never mentioned and I believe had died out several generations back), the only other employee was Miss Drake, the secretary, a thin-haired woman who had perfected the art of speaking without moving her lips, and who viewed me  as a traitor to her sex. She therefore contrived not to communicate directly with me at all. On my first morning Miss Drake, instructed to give me a guided tour of the premises, had done so without once looking me in the eye and had ended by showing me a cupboard in the kitchen housing a stinky mop and stiffened dusters, as if to suggest that my true vocation actually resided there.

Nevertheless, when I pushed open the door from the street and descended to my fusty office, I usually felt relieved to be out of reach of the clinging tentacles of home. Even on the Monday my nephew exploded into my life, when part of me longed to run back and reassure myself that the boy really was asleep with his mother in the spare room, I was glad not to be a part of the inevitably tortuous conversation between the females of Clivedon Hall Gardens and the interloper Meredith over the toast and marmalade. Though the events of the past twelve hours hung about my consciousness like black drapes and my eyes stung from lack of sleep, I tucked my chair up close to my pitted desk, dipped my pen, pulled a spike holding a pile of bills awaiting payment towards me and began writing the first of a series of polite but firm reminders.

So James had fathered a son. James, my lovely, soft-haired younger brother, had embarked on a love affair. (I scrunched up a page spoiled by too many errors and hid it in my pocket - among Breen’s many pet hates was a wastage of paper.) James was always so careful, so intact. James had deliberated every action before embarking upon it. James, as my father always said after a whisky or two, would have made a wonderful lawyer because he relished order. (Another sheet of paper wasted.)

The telephone rang in Miss Drake’s office on the floor above. She liked to maintain the myth that her fingers were worked to the bone, so she never answered until the ninth or tenth bell and my nerves jangled as the vibrations trilled through the thin ceiling. In the end I decided to answer it myself and was halfway up the basement stairs before she picked up the receiver. ‘Breen & Balcombe . . . Mr Breen is not expected back from his holidays until later today . . . Mr Wolfe is at a meeting . . .’

Long silence as a voice spoke on the other end of the line.

‘Well, there is no one else here,’ drawled Miss Drake, then added, after a significant pause, ‘unless you’re prepared to have Miss Gifford . . . Articled clerk . . . I presume she’s qualified . . . Yes, you heard correctly, she is female. Capable of taking notes, I believe . . . Well, if you’re sure . . . Yes, I can leave her a message. If you want . . .’

Five minutes later a typewritten note was pushed under my door. Telephone Shoreditch police station. 447. A lawyer is needed. Case of kidnapping.


I was still novice enough to be awed by the responsibility of representing a client, and that Monday in particular, my nerves jumping from the impact of Meredith’s arrival, I would almost rather have stayed hidden in my basement. On the other hand, I could not help marvelling, as I clapped on my hat, that Evelyn Gifford had been called on to deal with a crime so sensational.

At the police station I braced myself for the tedious business of convincing the duty officer that I was indeed a qualified advocate.

‘But you’re a woman.’ His pink-rimmed eyes were insolent.

‘I believe the secretary at Breen & Balcombe mentioned that I would be attending the case.’

‘I’ve never seen a woman lawyer before. Are you sure you’ll be of use?’

‘I presume you know Mr Breen? He trusts me completely.’

‘It was Mr Breen the prisoner was after.’

‘Mr Breen is away.’

The officer raised his brows, made a note in his ledger and allowed me through the smoky back office to the narrow flight of steps leading to the cells. In the antechamber a plump jailer manned a small desk, his stomach so vast that his short arms could barely reach to write in the ledger. ‘So you’re the lady they said was coming from Breen & Balcombe. Well, madam, I hope you’re ready for this.’

Hauling himself up, he led me to the last cell in the row. There, he opened the wicket and showed me a woman called Leah Marchant who was dressed in an assortment of skirts, blouses and shawls, her feet shoved into men’s shoes, hair falling about her face, her complexion deathly white and her eyes red from weeping. She stood with her back to the wall opposite the door.

‘Please open the door,’ I said.

‘She’s not fit to be let out, I warn you.’

‘I cannot speak to a client through bars.’

‘On your head be it.’

When the door was thrown open Leah Marchant stared at me for a moment. I tried to smile back, to offer my hand as Breen would have done, but too late I sensed her implacable rage. Springing forward with a kind of hoarse roar she fell on me with such force that I was driven back against the jailer and felt the full weight of her chest on mine and the flailing of her muscular arms across my head and shoulders. She tore at my jacket collar, then my hat, which went flying despite the pin, allowing her to grab a fistful of hair so that I yelped with pain. Her breath was damp and fumy with alcohol. ‘Fuck off. Fuck off an’ all. Give me my fuckin’ baby. Where is he now? Give ’im back, you whore. Ain’t you got no babies of your own?’

The noise in so confined a space was ear-piercing; the woman clung like a cat, and I ducked my head just in time to avoid her fingernails, which fortunately scraped my cheek rather than my eye. I was rescued by the jailer, who tore her off me and dumped her back in the cell. ‘Maybe come back later when she’s calmed down,’ he said. ‘Or fetch Mr Breen. She insisted she would only see Mr Breen. It’s probably because you’re a lady.’

‘Did she say how she knew Mr Breen?’ I fumbled in my bag for a handkerchief to staunch the trickle of blood.

‘Met him once years ago when she was charring for some couple in Marylebone. He was a regular visitor to the house and kind to her. She’s never forgotten his name, apparently. Begged us to have him fetched here.’

I sat bolt upright on a bench, prodded a strand of hair back into its coil, put on my hat and pressed the handkerchief to my torn cheek. My first battle wound, I thought grimly.

The jailer disappeared so I was left alone with the locked door separating me from the woman in the cell, her fury pulsing through the walls. After ten minutes or so it was quiet on the other side of the door, so I went to the jailer and asked if I might approach Leah Marchant again. When we peeked through the wicket, the woman had subsided onto the bed with her head in her hands.  ‘I am here to help you, Mrs Marchant,’ I called. ‘The police asked me to come. I am a lawyer. I work with Mr Breen.’

‘I don’t want you; I want Mr Breen.’

‘Mr Breen is away, I’m afraid. He’ll be back tomorrow. So can I help until then?’

‘Fuck off. I don’t need no ’elp. I jus’ wants my baby.’

‘Your baby? But you are charged with kidnapping.’

‘My baby. My baby. Mine. Mine,’ she sobbed.

‘Mrs Marchant, if you would only calm down and tell me . . .’

‘Don’t tell me to be calm. I won’t be calm no more.’

‘I am here to listen. I’ll not go away until you’ve told me the whole story.’

‘I’m not tellin’ you nothing.’

‘Very well. But I shall sit here and wait, nonetheless.’

I seemed to have won over the jailer because a few minutes later he set a tray on the bench beside me and handed me a sheaf of papers. ‘A sup of tea might soften her up,’ he said. ‘It’s a terrible case. They’ve brought down the notes at last. Her own baby. It was put with a foster mother and she couldn’t get it back by legal means so she snatched it while it was left outside a butcher’s. Bet you’ve never come across anything like this before.’

I read the notes and sipped my tea. Then I called through the wicket, ‘Mrs Marchant. Please let me help you.’

This time she said nothing at all so the jailer opened the door and passed in an enamel mug of tea. Then I went in and sat beside her on the bed while the jailer leaned on the door frame. ‘I gather that Charlie is your own baby, Mrs Marchant, and has been placed with a foster mother. And your two daughters are in a children’s home, is that right?’ She took a slurp of tea and ran the back of her hand across her eyes.

‘Can you tell me why the children are in a home, Mrs Marchant?’

‘Because I took ’em there. I used to pass it when I worked the buses and I thought it looked like a kind place. I had nothing to give ’em to eat. I’d borrowed till I couldn’t borrow no more. I thought if I gave ’em up for a bit, I could get work. Nights. Anything.’

‘Is your husband alive, Mrs Marchant?’

Mirthless laugh. ‘Gone to sea.’

‘Does he send you money?’

This, apparently, was an inappropriate question. The mug went flying across the cell, hit the wall, ricocheted against Mrs Marchant’s foot and was given a kick for good measure.

I sprang up and the jailer ushered me out, slamming the door behind us. ‘That’s quite enough for one day,’ he said.




Chapter Three

It was six thirty by the time I reached Clivedon Hall Gardens but my pace slowed as I came to our railings, where the Monday smell of reheated roast crept up from the basement. As on every other evening, I climbed the front steps reluctantly and my hand faltered as I inserted the key in the lock. And yes, here it came, the familiar tremor of apprehension because this was the same action - the unlocking of the front door - that had begun the series of events leading up to the news of James’s death.

On 21 November 1917, I had arrived home just after half past seven, chilled by freezing smog and sore-eyed from too much close reading at the censorship office. I stuffed my gloves in a pocket, hung my hat and coat on the stand, gave James’s panama a flick for good luck and threw open the drawing-room door. Grandmother urged me to sit by the fire and mother poured tea as they plied me with questions about my journey and workmates, taking care not to delve further; my task of reading hundreds of postcards a day was grindingly humdrum but they were impressed because it was top secret. Mother said she had been busy at the church hall, packing relief parcels for war widows and orphans. She was wearing a gauzy evening blouse under a long bottle-green cardigan knitted by grandmother - whose sight was much better in those days - fastened at the bosom by two iridescent mother-of-pearl buttons.

We were fragile still from the news a month ago that James had been injured and we treated each other with great care as if we were all convalescing from a dangerous illness. There was also a slight air of self-congratulation among us because we had come safely through a crisis and thought we had behaved well. At one point we’d been informed that James’s injuries were so severe he  would be sent home, then that he was being treated in a military hospital and would soon return to the front. All in all it had been a tumultuous time but we had convinced ourselves that he was now immune from harm.

I leaned towards the fire, took hold of the toasting fork and wondered if it was too close to supper to ring for a couple of slices of bread. My mouth watered at the prospect of buttered toast. There was a knock on the front door.

I threw down the fork and crossed the drawing room, calling over my shoulder, ‘I expect it’s father, forgotten his key. How many times must we tell him the girls hate being disturbed when they’re in the middle of mashing potatoes . . .?’ then I was in the hall, my hand was on the latch and, all unsuspecting, I was throwing open the front door.

The telegram was succeeded, a couple of weeks later, by a letter from James’s company commander: . . . sad duty to give you details of how Captain Gifford died . . . climbed from the trench in full view of enemy snipers in order to rescue one of his men who was trapped in deep mud . . . exceptional courage . . . Mentioned in dispatches . . .


I was not satisfied. The picture was too vague, the choice James had made too extreme. In my mind I roamed across a sea of mud searching for him, convinced that he was not dead.

I wrote letters to everyone I could think of and in the end extracted the truth from an officer friend of James who had been invalided home after Christmas. The story I heard was that one of Gifford ’s men, or rather a boy not yet eighteen, had been wounded in no-man’s-land and was crying out. It was a frosty night and therefore murderously clear but in the end Gifford simply climbed out of the trench and clambered the hundred yards or so to the boy. Miss Gifford, you ask me specifically about his injuries, you tell me not to spare you. He lost an eye and was severely wounded in the right shoulder. Though he was still alive when they finally reached him the next night, he died when they tried to move him.


Night after night I stood in the fusty gloom of the dugout, listened to the boy crying in the mud, and tried to fathom my brother’s decision to climb out of the trench and die. What absurd, feckless, reprehensible courage. I used every possible argument to  change his mind but out he went, again and again, under a clear sky. Try as I might, I could not preserve him.

When I showed the letter to my father he said we should keep the details to ourselves. Meanwhile grandmother shrank into a corner of the sofa and knitted endless pairs of socks, mother took to her bed, father the bottle and I continued as usual. Two months after James’s death, on the last Sunday of January, I found myself with an unexpected opportunity to be alone. The girls were to spend the afternoon with an ancient aunt in Tooting and we had been invited to lunch with Prudence, who at that time was still living in Buckinghamshire. As soon as the trip was mooted, I knew I wouldn’t go - ‘Mother, I’m feeling under the weather. Please explain to father. The time of the month . . .’ - even though I had an inkling of what would happen once the house was empty.

And how right I was. The instant they drove away and I closed the front door, the absolute quiet surged back and I was alone with James’s hat and summer blazer.

I was seized by anguish that twisted my guts so that I choked and retched, and slumped down onto the brick-red and yellow tiles of the hall floor, voiceless and gaping. The only words that formed in my mind were, I want him back. I saw him, instead of the smart youth in the photograph, lying in a swamp of gore and mud with his shoulder shot through and an eyeball hanging from its bloody socket.

When I got up at last to wash my face, I was a hundred years old.

But by the time my parents and grandmother came back I had composed myself. Rose served us hot milk, which we drank together before bed, father’s laced with a stiff whisky. My parents reported that Prudence’s hens weren’t laying, presumably the time of year, and that her cottage was ridiculously chilly because although father ensured she was well provided for, she would not spend money on creature comforts. I sipped my milk between occasional shuddering breaths and realised with an unexpected pang of regret that my opportunity for mourning was over.

 



These memories never went away: each time I returned to the house I was reminded: the toasting fork, the telegram, the frantic  letter-writing, the prostration on the hall floor. But on the evening after Meredith’s arrival and the interview with Leah Marchant I was distracted the instant I stepped through the front door because a well-travelled trunk was placed in front of the potted fern, along with various other items of luggage, including a hatbox with racy stripes. Even before I’d removed my hat, mother had shot out of the drawing room, gripped me by the wrist, ushered me inside and closed the door.

Everything was much as ever: Prudence was seated at the writing desk with her back to the room in a pose of frigid restraint, and grandmother was perched at the very far end of the sofa, holding her crochet up to the dim light that filtered through the thick lace curtains. There was no sign of our visitors.

‘She’s still here,’ whispered mother, hands on hips.

‘Of course. She would be.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Evelyn, what have you done to your face?’

‘It’s nothing.’

Mother looked baffled but continued: ‘Anyway, she’s unpacked.’

‘She must wear clean clothes, I suppose.’

‘She left the boy with us for hours while she went out. She said we needed to become better acquainted with him though I can hardly bear to look at him. He’s so like . . .’ She dabbed her eyes and added, ‘We couldn’t think what to give him for lunch. Prudence said the girls couldn’t be expected to provide different meals for a child. If we had a house full of servants, like we had before the war, but we’re so overstretched . . .’

‘Didn’t you ask Edmund what he’d like?’ I asked, eager to prevent a well-rehearsed complaint about the servants.

‘He was very vague, just said, “No tomatoes,” and you know it’s mean of me but I thought, She’s told him to say that because James - oh my darling boy - never liked tomatoes. In the end Rose boiled an egg. I couldn’t go to bridge and leave him with mother and Prudence; it wouldn’t have been fair.’

‘Well I should think not.’

Prudence suddenly turned round, pen suspended in mid-air. She had a habit of staring when she spoke and her light grey eyes were full of disapproval beneath their drooping lids. At times she reminded me of a basset hound. Her voice was too loud for the  dimensions of the room. ‘I said he ought to eat tomatoes. Boys should eat plenty of fruit and vegetables.’

‘It was the way his mother just left him without even saying where she was going or asking if we minded. I can’t stand her,’ said mother. ‘And as for the letter she’s supposed to have sent telling us she was coming, I’ve seen no sign of it.’

‘Where is Meredith now?’

‘Upstairs with the boy.’

‘I’ll go to her.’

‘Be very careful what you say. She makes no bones about it: she’s short of money. She wants the boy to have an education and she wants to live here, in this house, presumably rent free. Oh, good God, I wish your father were alive.’

But it was father who landed us in this situation, I thought. Mother’s habit of idolising the dead was infuriating, especially as the full extent of father’s failure to insure his family against unpleasant shocks came to light. ‘Since there is no question that Edmund is James’s son,’ I said, ‘we must take some responsibility for him, as I’m sure father would have wished.’

Mother would not meet my eye. ‘She might want a lot of money - which we don’t have. It’s one thing to believe we’re related to the boy, but can we be sure she’s really the mother?’

‘You’ve presumably had plenty of opportunity to question her.’

‘She tells me that she was a nurse in the hospital to which he was sent when he was wounded, but what does that prove? He can’t have been there long. A couple of weeks later he was . . .’

‘What else did she say about James?’

Mother flinched. Over the years his name had become a word almost too sacred to utter. A shiver trembled across the muffled surfaces of the drawing room, the layers of wool and lace and linen among which we women moved with slippered feet, the arrangements of dead birds and foliage under glass domes, the china figures, the photograph frames - James in his rugby shirt, James as a fat baby in a perambulator.

‘Some questions one simply cannot ask,’ said Prudence.

‘Did father never speak about it to either of you? He obviously knew of Edmund’s existence.’

Silence. I had placed Prudence in a dilemma to which she  responded by pressing her shapely lips together and folding her hands. If she admitted father had confided in her she would be guilty of having withheld vital information from me. If she hadn’t known about Edmund, her position as father’s chief adviser, adopted since her arrival in the house in 1919, would be diminished. She therefore wished me to believe that of course father had confided in her but had bound her to secrecy. I suspected she had never been told.

Mother put her hand to her forehead in a gesture that in pre-war days she’d used to great effect in Christmas charades but was now usually a precursor to tears.

‘He might have mentioned something. It was all too terrible, so soon after James was killed. You can’t expect me to remember . . .’

‘You must remember, mother. If father made her promises, we should honour them.’

‘Oh, he would never have done that. He was much too careful.’

Grandmother now made one of her unexpectedly apposite interventions into the conversation. ‘He’s a nice little boy. I like him.’

‘Mrs Melville was very patient with him, weren’t you, dear,’ enunciated Prudence. ‘Showed him all your cards and buttons.’

I hovered for a moment longer by the window, clutching my elbows, head down, then, braced to meet Meredith and the boy again, I left the room and took the stairs two at a time. When I reached the second floor I was shocked to see that the door to James’s room had been flung open so that light from its un-shuttered window poured onto the landing. I hesitated for a moment, taking in the deep red curtains, the crimson and green and blue in his rug, the faded red of his bedspread. Usually this room was visited only by mother, who made a daily pilgrimage. Until today James, had he miraculously returned, would have found nothing changed: his books in order, his shirts and socks folded neatly in the drawers, the seam of wallpaper near his pillow peeled back where he had picked at it during a bout of measles, his plaid slippers still thrust under the bed.

Now, the sudden violation of hallowed territory took my breath away. The sash had been thrown up so that noises from the street burst in, the quilt was rumpled and James’s childhood books tossed  about on the carpet. Mother and son sat on the bed passing my brother’s kaleidoscope between them as if they were unsure what it was. Edmund’s legs were swinging and Meredith was wearing a light green frock that revealed her round arms and slender ankles. It seemed to me that James’s room had been reconstituted, its dull, breathless parts raked over to reveal their shiny sides, like glowing coals.

Meredith’s eyes, when she glanced up, were abnormally large in her kittenish face and bright with relief. I could not help recognising the dreary day she must have spent in our house among hostile women and I softened a little, despite this desecration.

‘Well hello there, Evelyn,’ she exclaimed and, leaping off the bed, she seized my wrists, raised herself on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. ‘You look very hot. And oh my Lord, what happened to your face?’

‘Nothing, it’s nothing.’

‘It looks to me like a nasty scratch.’ Her cool fingertips touched the wound inflicted by Leah and I smelled the floral perfume on her wrist. ‘I have some lotion in my room. Let me fetch it.’

‘Please. Leave it. Oh be careful with that, Edmund; James was very fond of it.’ The boy was shaking the kaleidoscope and holding it to his ear. ‘Bring it over to the window and you’ll see how it works.’

I took the toy from him, put it to my eye and glimpsed the chips of coloured glass reforming into patterns I could no longer bear to see. When Edmund stood shyly beside me I covered his left eye with my palm and told him to look into the tube. ‘I see colours,’ he cried, ‘I see them change. Mommy, won’t you take a look at this?’

His tousled head was waist-high to me and he had a distinctive fragrance like fresh greens. His eyelashes fluttered against my hand and I noted, as he twisted the kaleidoscope, that his fingernails were grubby and needed cutting. Until he was eleven I had been James’s nail-cutter; after that fingers and toes had become his own responsibility and I was wordlessly excluded from another intimate ritual. The back of Edmund’s head from crown to nape was so endearingly steep-angled that I had to resist the urge to cup it in my hand.

Meredith gripped her son’s shoulder and dropped a kiss on his hair. Then she took the kaleidoscope and peered through it. My heart gave a lurch of recognition because there, prominently displayed on her middle finger, was the silver signet ring engraved with James’s initials - JHG - bought by me for his eighteenth birthday the day before he went away. The trip to the shop was still vivid in my mind, the glass cases of engagement rings winking their hard eyes, James turning his smooth, slim hand back and forth to admire the new ring.

‘Are you sure it’s not too girlish?’ he said.

‘You must have something to remember me by. I’ll drop straight out of your head otherwise.’

‘Absolutely, you’re right. I’d never think of you again.’

I couldn’t help myself. I reached out and touched the ring on Meredith’s finger.

‘I’d always assumed it must have been buried with him.’

She pulled it off and dropped it into my palm with such alacrity that I realised the exposure of the ring had been quite deliberate. It had been fitted with a clip because it was too big for her. I wanted to close my fist around it, this morsel of my brother, but Meredith took it and slipped it back on her finger. ‘Actually I wear it for Edmund’s sake, as a reminder of his father.’ Then she added briskly, ‘I am so grateful for your kindness last night, by the way. I admire the way you took it all in your stride.’

‘Hardly. It’s just so extraordinary for us to meet you both.’

I told them supper would be served in five minutes, then left them in my brother’s bedroom because I couldn’t bear to linger another moment. In my own room I locked the door. My face, pale except for an inch-long gash on the cheek, stared back from the dressing-table mirror. ‘Where did you get that chin?’ mother used to ask. Her own was soft with a shallow dimple, a ‘lady’s’ chin. Mine, she said, was a sign of my intractability, like my mass of untameable hair. ‘James has all the looks,’ mother would add, ‘the best of both families: your father’s intellectual brow and good nose, my mouth and cheekbones. One day he will break hearts.’

There were snippets of James in my room too, the hopelessly inappropriate gifts he’d bought with his pocket money: a powder puff, a small china doll, a notebook too small to write in. And a  tin box of letters kept in my bottom drawer alongside winter cardigans - notes from boarding school, from the seaside when he visited a friend, from France.

Snatching the pins from my hair I dragged at the tangles with my fingers. Meredith’s hair was cut so short that the pink tips of her ears and twisty little earrings were exposed. With savage sweeps of the brush I set to work, coiling and jabbing until my hair was neat and prim as a Victorian governess’s. I had longed and longed for James to come back but not like this, under the wing of a spiky little Canadian with guileless eyes and flawless teeth. What had she taken away from me, in exchange for the gift of her son?

 



Monday dinner was always cold roast made over as a pie or fricassée. We stood behind our chairs, mother at the head of the table, grandmother at the foot, Prudence on one side, me on the other, awaiting our visitors. The electric light did nothing to soften that sombre room with its maroon flocked wallpaper and Gothic furniture, including a sideboard as hefty as a church coffer. Despite the plainness of the food the table was laid with exquisite care: white damask cloth, second-best oak mats, napkins in polished silver rings, bone-handled cutlery including cheese knives though there was never a cheese course. The girls loved any job that harked back to our family’s glory days.

At last we heard light footfall on the stairs and mother and child appeared, very spruce with combed hair, Meredith wearing a glittering jet necklace. She had changed into a crushed-velvet evening dress with a draped neckline and wrap-over skirt and looked as dainty as a fashion plate. The rest of us wore evening blouses tucked into our serviceable skirts.

‘Oh good Lord, I hope we haven’t kept you waiting,’ she cried.

Edmund took one look at the empty places beside or opposite Prudence, seized his mother’s hand, and wailed, ‘I want to sit next to mommy.’

We weren’t used to howling children at Clivedon Hall Gardens and Prudence glowered at him.

‘He’s not normally shy,’ said Meredith. ‘I expect he’s still tired from the journey.’

‘Of course, I’ll sit next to Prudence,’ I said, moving round the table. We then watched as our visitors sat down without saying grace and unfolded their napkins. Behind grandmother’s head in full view of Meredith was the large, framed photograph of James in army uniform with just a hint in his frank eyes that he couldn’t take it all too seriously - the uniform, the war, his rank as officer. Perhaps only I noticed the shake of Meredith’s head when she glimpsed him. After that she seized her spoon and worked her way ravenously through a bowl of tepid mushroom soup. Meanwhile I was conscious of a tussle within Prudence between piety and good manners. The latter won, though after she was seated she folded her hands in her lap and mouthed a quick prayer.

With her spoon suspended between bowl and mouth, Meredith asked brightly, ‘So, tell me, Aunt Prudence - do you mind me calling you that, you are Edmund’s great-auntie, after all - how long did you say you have been living in this house?’

Prudence, whose neck was supported by the dozen or so rows of pin tucks in her collar, drew her elbows tightly against her sides and made a great show of laying down her spoon and dabbing her lips before speaking. ‘Five years.’

‘And before that?’ asked Meredith.

‘Before that,’ I intervened, sensing that antagonism had already sprung up between the two women, ‘Prudence lived in Buckinghamshire. After the war, when money was short, it became uneconomical to keep up both this house and her cottage, so she let the cottage and moved in with us. We were - are - very grateful for her company.’

‘Well it seems very convenient for you all. And you,’ Meredith added, addressing grandmother, ‘Mrs Melville, have you ever lived in the country?’

Grandmother didn’t hear the question until I had repeated it three times. ‘Certainly not. It would be far too quiet for me.’

‘Grandmother has always loved London,’ I explained. ‘She knows it intimately. She used to be an actress, you know, before she was married. She’s performed in some of the great theatres.’

Mother sniffed; we should not be disclosing our somewhat disreputable family history to a stranger. Nonetheless, I ploughed  on: ‘And she marched through most of London’s streets, before the war.’

‘Did you, Mrs Melville? What was your cause? Personally, I have always been a very keen suffragist.’

But Prudence interrupted: ‘It was a great sacrifice for me, leaving the country.’

‘I’m sure it was.’

‘I had a cottage with half an acre. I kept chickens. I was known by everyone in the village. My brother, Edmund’s grandfather, had been more than generous in supporting me, but after the war I knew that the family finances could not sustain two establishments. ’ This was presumably a thinly veiled reminder to Meredith that Gifford money was tight and she ought to show some consideration. ‘When I left, a special service was held in the church. I was given a eulogy - it can only be described as such - for my services to the congregation. I’d taught Sunday school for nearly forty years and I supervised the flowers. And there was a tribute to James because he was my nephew and a great favourite.’

Meredith, who had been staring wide-eyed during this outburst, laid down her spoon. ‘Do you know, I’m hoping the next course will be served soon. This boy is so sleepy his head is almost hitting the bowl. And yet he must eat. I don’t believe he’s had a proper meal since we left Toronto, and although you’ve tried with your soup, haven’t you Edmund, mushrooms are not his favourite.’

‘I’m afraid we are not used to fussy eaters,’ said mother with a nervous glance at Prudence.

‘Oh now, it’s only that he’s never cared for soup,’ Meredith replied.

‘Canada must be a very profligate country, if small boys are allowed to dictate the menu,’ observed Prudence.

‘He’s bound to like the fricassée,’ said mother. ‘Rose always manages to come up with something tasty.’

But I never did discover what Edmund thought of Rose’s fricassée because at that moment the final drama of that momentous day began to unfold. There was a commotion in the hall, the door burst open, Min’s red face appeared, full of self-importance, and I was summoned outside. There in our hall was Mr Breen, hat in hands, eyes ablaze with excitement.

‘I’ve been called out,’ he said in the casual tones he adopted when most agitated, ‘to Buckinghamshire, where an old acquaintance of mine, an insurance clerk, has been arrested on suspicion of murder. You must come. Wolfe is out of town and I may need someone to take notes. Besides, you won’t get many opportunities like this. On with your hat and off we go.’




Chapter Four

I sat beside Breen in the cab, too stunned to do more than watch the familiar villas and terraces of Kilburn roll by. We stop-started past shuttered shop windows and locked yard gates, overtook omnibuses and horse-drawn carts, then ground to a halt behind a delivery lorry. On the pavements a straggle of tradesmen and office clerks in crumpled suits and trilbies headed home. When we set off again the horizon beyond the cab window began to expand: walls were replaced by fences, fences by hedgerows bordering lush suburban gardens, gardens by farmland.

The moment we cleared the London traffic, Breen opened his briefcase and worked through a mountain of mail accumulated during his holiday, filing the contents into different categories to be examined the next day by Miss Drake, who would cut out and save every square inch of blank paper; the rest she would consign either to the stove or to the buff folders containing clients’ records.

But despite the intensity with which Breen seemed to peruse each document, I sensed he was so fired up that if we had to stop at another crossroads he would surely leap from the cab and run ahead to let other traffic know that this was an emergency. It seemed to me I could still smell the Highlands on him, a whiff of heather and soft rain that clung to his wiry hair and the fibres of his clothes. I, on the other hand, was feeling increasingly displaced, unable to comprehend how I had been wrenched suddenly from the dining room at Clivedon Hall Gardens to find myself inside a cab with Mr Breen, and still reeling from the shock of seeing my dead brother’s mistress and child eating soup in our dining room.

‘Did you have a pleasant holiday, sir?’ I asked, in the vague hope  that if I observed the niceties, the evening might not slip even further out of control.

His head snapped up. ‘Pleasant. What kind of a tepid word is that? But yes, I had a good holiday, thank you. I walked. I strode out. I breathed pure air. You should try it some time.’ He addressed me, as he often addressed a bench, with biting irony. I thought he must be referring obliquely to the stuffy environment of Clivedon Hall Gardens.

Yet, despite his mood, opportunities for a tête-à-tête with Breen were so rare that I thought I should not waste this chance. ‘Sir, I’d like to speak to you about a case that will be in court tomorrow, a woman called Leah Marchant. She is accused of kidnapping her own child. She wanted you to represent her because years ago, when she was a servant, you were kind to her.’

As I’d anticipated, Breen found this flattering portrait of himself irresistible. ‘You say she was a servant. What is she now?’

‘Destitute. She was abandoned by her husband, who’s a sailor - he was last seen more than two years ago. She has been accused of child abduction although the baby is her own. After Christmas, according to the notes, she was faced with starvation having fraudulently claimed poor relief - she was earning a few shillings a week and hadn’t declared it. When the relief was withdrawn she surrendered the children, two little girls and a baby of one year, voluntarily to the care of a children’s home. Then she worked for a month or two and scrabbled together enough money to provide for them. But the home refuses to hand them back on the grounds that she is not a fit parent. They say she drinks, that there is no father or other family member offering financial or moral help, and that she therefore has no means to support the children in the long term.’

‘So this kidnap?’

‘Mrs Marchant discovered the address of the baby’s foster mother and followed her until the perambulator was left outside a butcher’s shop. Then she simply plucked the baby out of the carriage and ran off. She had held him in her arms for only about two minutes before she was captured.’

Breen picked up a letter, studied it with an extravagantly furrowed brow then thrust it aside. ‘Well certainly she should have  bail if it is her own child. She’s hardly a threat to the public at large.’

‘The police say there’s a danger she’ll go after him again. They say she’s in a poor mental state. There’s no surety and she’s as good as homeless.’

‘What do you mean as good as?’

‘That’s what the police are saying.’

‘Never go by what the police say. She’s either homeless or she’s not. Have you tried to find her a hostel?’

‘I haven’t had—’

‘We can’t have our clients languishing in prison unnecessarily. It’s highly unlikely that a reasonable judge will imprison her for the offence of kidnapping her own child. She must have bail.’

‘There is no certainty that she’ll be able to get the child back legally. That’s why I don’t think the court will grant bail. I’ve studied the 1891 act which gives the courts the right not to grant custody to unfit parents—’

‘At the moment I’m not interested in legal rights. The woman must be got off this ridiculous charge. We’ll go to court in the morning and have her bailed. Then you can put her in touch with some organisation that will help her to earn money while we write to the prosecution. Good Lord, Miss Gifford, I took you on because I thought you’d be resourceful - I didn’t expect you to fall at the first hurdle. What about your friends at Toynbee? Miss Morrison. Have you talked to her? I’m sure she’ll have some ideas.’

‘Yes, I could consult—’

‘Well do consult. Explore every avenue. Think through and round the problem, Miss Gifford. Use your contacts, limited though they may be. I thought you women were good at talking. Nurture your acquaintances; you never know when you might need them. The accused in this case of murder, for example, is an old acquaintance of mine and suddenly he needs me all right. Stephen Wheeler and I were brought up more or less round the corner from each other. We attended the same elementary school. The victim is his wife, shot in the breast at close range. Apparently they were on a picnic.’ He spoke this last word with utter incredulity, as he might have said a high wire, and certainly I could not imagine the purposeful Mr Breen, for whom the outdoors was  territory to be mapped and traversed, indulging in anything as frivolous as a picnic. ‘Such a stroke of luck that when I got off the train at King’s Cross I called in at the office to pick up my post. While I was there, the telephone call came about Stephen Wheeler. Of all people. The least offensive soul in the world. At school he was one of those stolid children who never step out of line.’

‘What proof is there that he did it?’

‘His army revolver and gloves were found buried near the body. There is a match between the bullet that killed her and his gun. That’s all I know.’

He resumed his reading and I was left to watch the twilit countryside: a timber-framed farmhouse, a shaggy haystack and hedgerows blowsy with cow parsley. At the police station we swept through a cluster of onlookers, including a couple of reporters with notebooks, and spoke to the officer on the desk, who was breathless with self-importance. In a few minutes we were ushered through to a cramped back office, where the investigating sergeant sat behind a heap of papers, sipping from a mug of tea.

‘Wheeler’s not speaking,’ he told us. ‘If only he’d help himself. He was full of words yesterday morning, apparently, when he came here to report her missing. But since we arrested him, nothing except your name and details, Mr Breen. I was hoping I’d have a full statement by now.’

‘I’m very pleased he’s said nothing. As far as I’m concerned a client shows excellent sense in refusing to speak except in the presence of his lawyer. May we see him at once?’

Wheeler was slumped in his cell with his head in his hands. He was a stocky, soft-fleshed man of around forty with a surprisingly heavy beard for an insurance clerk and ungainly hands, the heels of which he ground into his eye sockets so that I could not help wondering what image he was attempting to blot out.

Breen was transformed when with a client: the hurry went out of him and his voice grew tender. But with Stephen Wheeler not even these strategies were successful. His head sank further and he wouldn’t speak. My notebook and pencil were redundant.

Only once, when Breen asked,‘Tell me, Stephen, about the last time you saw your wife,’ did Wheeler look up and allow us to see  the expression of utter hopelessness in his eyes. Then his head went down again.

After quarter of an hour or so Wheeler was handcuffed between two policemen and escorted down a narrow corridor to a stifling interview room where space was so limited that I, being the most insignificant person present, had to stand with one foot in the passage. And there, beneath the grimy light of a single bulb, Wheeler was subjected to question after question, none of which he answered, not even to give his name or date of birth. By the time he was charged with murder, his head was so low that he could have been asleep except that occasionally a tear fell into his lap or he ran his sleeve under his nose.

An hour later we left the police station with nothing achieved except an agreement that Breen would represent Wheeler when he appeared at Amersham Magistrates’ Court in the morning - which meant that, unless Wolfe re-materialised in time, I would have to deal with Leah Marchant’s bail proceedings single-handed.

What we did have, however, was a duplicate résumé of Wheeler’s war record and a copy of the police statement, which Breen passed to me one page at a time so that I could read them, at great cost to my equilibrium, as the taxicab lurched back towards London.




Chapter Five


Stephen Arthur Wheeler. DOB: 14 September 1888  
Occupation: insurance clerk  
2nd Battalion London Rifles  
Rifleman S.A. Wheeler: 289351 ⅖ London Regiment  
Trained Haywards Heath, Crowborough, Jarris Brook  
Served trenches of Ploegsteert sector  
Invalided - gas poisoning - 2nd Battle of Ypres, 23 April 1915  
Spell at Birkenhead - recruiting duties  
Promoted lance corporal, August 1915  
Loos - 25 September 1915  
Commended (Military Medal) - Somme (Gommecourt,) 1 July 1916  
Promoted corporal, November 1916  
Commended (bar to the medal), Cambrai 1917  
Commended (bar to the medal), 21 March 1918 (wounded )  
Light duties, London.



The alleged facts of the Wheeler murder case were as follows:

On Sunday, 18 May 1924, at about seven thirty in the morning, Police Constable Scrivener, asleep with his wife in Chesham’s police house, was roused by a violent knocking on the door. There in the porch was the defendant, Stephen Wheeler (a clerk working for Imperial Insurance). He was dishevelled, out of breath and holding on to a bicycle. He told PC Scrivener that his wife of three weeks, Stella - aged twenty-two years and formerly a waitress at a Lyons tea shop in Regent Street, central London - had gone missing, and that he’d last seen her at about one thirty the previous afternoon, when they had sat together on the hill above the church at Chesham eating corned beef and pickle sandwiches.

As he spoke of the picnic Wheeler had sobbed uncontrollably.  ‘I wish I’d stayed with her,’ he said, ‘but I had a thirst on me and fancied a beer. We’d had an argument, and she told me I could go to the pub on my own. I said I wasn’t bothered if I did. I’d just go down for a quick one and be straight back, then I left her lying on the blanket in the shade.’

Wheeler had duly gone down to the Queen’s Head, where the landlord was somewhat lax about opening hours, so that it was nearly half past three when Wheeler, having drunk no more than a couple of pints, finally returned to the picnic spot to find the blanket and the basket exactly where he’d left them, but no sign of Stella apart from her hat.

Wheeler was not overly worried at first. In fact he thought his wife must have wandered off for a little stroll, so he lay down and had a nap. When he woke an hour or so later with a blistering headache due to the shade having moved, exposing his forehead to the full heat of the sun, she still wasn’t back, so he roamed about the hillside and nearby woodland, calling her name. Next he ran back to the town to see if he’d somehow missed her and she’d gone shopping on Chesham High Street. When he returned to the picnic spot, at about six, he reluctantly decided that she must have taken it upon herself to go home without him. So he packed up the rug, the sandwich wrappers and the hat and made his lonely way back through town to Chesham station, where he waited forty minutes for the little steam shuttle to return from Chalfont and Latimer, then took another train back to Harrow-on-the-Hill, whence he had to walk a mile or so to his home in Wealdstone. As he approached the house his spirits rose because he thought that Stella was bound to be there; to his despair he found the door locked and the spare key still in its place under a loose brick in the backyard.

At this point he had no idea what to do next. Though he had known Stella since she was a child - she was some sixteen years his junior - the couple were too recently wed for him to understand all her moods and he thought that perhaps she had been so offended by their argument that she had taken it upon herself to go home to her mother. So the exhausted man set off again, this time by bicycle to Acton. But when he got to his in-laws he found no Stella. Afraid of alarming her parents, he told them that he  happened to be passing after a day’s fishing with his mates from work. Though they offered him a mug of cocoa and cheese on toast, he said he must get back.

Even then, at midnight, he still hoped that when he turned the corner of the street he would see lights burning in the house, but it was in darkness.

Early next morning, after a sleepless night, he bicycled back to Chesham. First he went to the picnic site. A light rain had fallen but otherwise the area was as he remembered, the grass still crushed from the weight of their bodies on the blanket. Convinced now that something terrible had happened, he ran down the hill and hammered on the door of the police house, hence the note made in the incident book at 7.30 a.m. on Sunday, 18 May.

Officer Scrivener said he would report the woman missing, and as soon as possible summon a couple of men from Amersham station to take a look at the picnic site - it being Sunday, of course, there would be only a skeleton staff. Whilst registering Wheeler’s distress, Scrivener had the distinct impression that there were marital difficulties between husband and wife - Wheeler had seemed nervous when describing his last conversation with his wife. However, when Scrivener suggested that perhaps Stella might have run away, Wheeler had become agitated and insisted that she would do nothing of the kind and that he trusted her with his life. When asked what he intended to do next, Wheeler said that he would have another look round the hillside and Chesham town before returning home in the hope that Stella would turn up there.

It was not known how Wheeler spent the rest of Sunday but in the meantime a couple of policemen went up the hill and had a look about. They found nothing suspicious and the search was duly logged in the incident book. However, on Monday morning a dog walker let her mongrel, Caspar, off its leash in woodland about three quarters of a mile from the Wheeler picnic spot. The dog disappeared for several minutes into the trees and failed to re-emerge. When its owner went in after it, calling its name, the dog suddenly sprang out with a woman’s shoe in its mouth. Urged on by the creature’s insistent yapping, the intrepid owner investigated further and discovered that the shoe had been  attached to the foot of a young woman who was buried under a few inches of leaf mould and a pile of bracken. She’d been shot in the heart at close range. Later a pair of army gloves and a revolver, again lightly covered with soil, were found nearby. The police, after rapid checks on Stephen Wheeler, discovered that he was an ex-army man. They went immediately to his house to arrest him. He was not at home, but Scrivener had made a note of Wheeler’s occupation and place of work. Unlikely though it seemed that a man whose wife had just disappeared would choose to go the office as usual, when they reached Imperial Insurance in Farringdon, there was Wheeler, at his desk. He was duly arrested on suspicion of murder. Wheeler’s colleagues viewed the proceedings with disbelief, their consternation shared by the management, including the company director, Sir David Hardynge, who happened to be in the building at the time.
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