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      ‘Frances Brody succeeds brilliantly… Kate is a heroine to like and admire. Her further adventures are eagerly awaited’ Daily Mail

      ‘The 1920s are a fascinating and under-used period for new crime fiction, so it’s a particular pleasure to have Frances setting her story at that time. Kate Shackleton is a splendid heroine… I’m looking forward to the next book in the series!’ Ann Granger

      ‘Brody’s winning tale of textile industry shenanigans is shot through with local colour’ Independent

      ‘Well plotted and atmospheric… a vividly imagined Yorkshire setting’ Literary Review
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      Dedicated to Geoffrey Forster, for many years librarian of the Leeds Library.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        ‘A circulating library in a town is as an evergreen tree of diabolical knowledge’ 

        
          Richard Brinsley Sheridan
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      The newspaper item had been clipped, framed, and now held pride of place on the library’s landing.

      
         

        June 21, 1923, Leeds Herald 

        In a momentous discovery, the Leeds Library on Commercial Street has added the finest of jewels to its crown. Founded in 1768, this venerable institution already houses Selby’s Ornithology, rare and magnificent coloured plates of birds; the works of St Thomas Aquinas; an enviable collection of Reformation and Civil War pamphlets and two hundred and one volumes of the Encyclopédia Méthodique. Scholars and visitors will now flock to our fair city from London, Edinburgh, from across Europe and beyond for a mere glimpse of its latest treasures. 

        A bequest was made to the library by a local gentleman, recently deceased and whose family remain anonymous. A tea chest of books was unpacked. Among the volumes lay the rare 1825 reprint of the first edition (1603) of Hamlet. The astonished and delighted librarian, Mr Samuel Lennox, reports that he has already dusted off several other much-prized volumes, including Captain William Bligh’s Narrative of the Mutiny on the Bounty (1790), and Richard Sheridan’s A Trip to Scarborough, both beautifully bound by Edwards of Halifax. 

        “We are privileged to have such a cherished and priceless collection in our midst,” said Mr Lennox. “Researchers and scholars will be assured of the warmest welcome.” 

      

      Dr Potter stood at the top of the library stairs. He read the article and scratched his head. ‘What will Lennox do next? Send a personal invitation to every book thief in the country?’
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      The letter came by first delivery, along with the usual bills and charitable requests. The envelope was of good quality, neatly addressed and with a London postmark. I resisted until I had eaten a slice of toast, and then slit it open with my Present from Robin Hood’s Bay paper knife. Embossed paper bore the Coulton coat of arms.

      
        
           

          22 October, 1925 

          Cavendish Square 

          London 

          Dear Mrs Shackleton 

          On a matter of delicacy, I pray you will meet me on Tuesday next. Knowing you are a member of the Cavendish Square Ladies’ Club, I suggest we meet there. 

          Yours sincerely 

          Jane Coulton 

        

      

      Folded inside the note was a cheque, drawn on Coutts Bank. One hundred guineas! This must be serious.

      My Aunt Berta once pointed out Lady Coulton when we were at some long ago charity auction, an evening do at Claridge’s. ‘She turns heads, Kate. Study her.’

      Study her I did. She was beautiful, with an air of dignity and slight reserve; tall, with a good figure, graceful neck, regular features, and something I described to myself as brilliance, crowned by abundant coppery golden hair decorated with diamond-studded combs that sparkled under the glow of the chandelier. Cousin James was there that evening. He turned unusually poetic. ‘Her eyes, such a greenish-blue, as of the sea and sky on a grey day.’

      It was his period for falling in love with figures from paintings. He had waxed lyrical over Elizabeth Siddal as Ophelia and so I could see why Lady Coulton enchanted him.

      That must have been thirteen years ago. I was twenty-one, and nothing bad had ever happened.

      Lady Coulton must be fifty years old now.

      I pushed away my breakfast plate, reached for the writing case and replied to her letter, agreeing to meet on the day she suggested.

      My house is of a modest size being the old coach house that once formed part of a grand estate in Headingley, North Leeds. The whole dwelling would fit easily into Lady Coulton’s entrance hall, leaving a ballroom-size space for dancing.

      I keep newspapers and magazines for far too long, according to my housekeeper. They are in a pile on the piano. Lifting down back copies of The Times, I turned the pages, looking for a mention of Lord or Lady Coulton; he speaking in the House of Lords, she at some social event. Nothing.

      I would have liked one clue, however tiny.

      Why is it that useless snippets of information lodge in the brain? It did not help to remember that, when in the country, Lady Coulton bred Beagles. Did she now prefer the country and her dogs, I wondered. Perhaps some squire or gamekeeper had caught her eye. I could not imagine Lady Coulton allowing herself to be blackmailed. Had the staid Lord Coulton taken up with a Gaiety girl? They had sons. Perhaps one of them had turned to gambling, or espionage for a foreign power.

       

      When I bought the railway tickets, deciding to go to London and back in one day made me feel important, adventurous, and superbly discreet. I would lessen the chance of bumping into friends, arousing curiosity and having to come up with an explanation for my visit.

      Now the day arrived. I dragged myself out of bed before daylight, recognising my plan as the worst idea since going to the fancy dress party as Vladimir Lenin, just because I had that false beard.

      What if Lady Coulton’s task required me to stay in London? I would need to shop for underwear, and arrange to have a trunk sent.

      I dressed and stumbled downstairs. Fortunately, my trusty housekeeper, Mrs Sugden, was already up and about. An early riser, she was thoroughly dressed in her dark serge skirt, hand-knitted twinset and tightly-laced shoes, her grey hair done up in plaits.

      Standing at the kitchen table, I drank tea while Mrs Sugden wrapped slices of bread and butter and a piece of a cheese and packed them with an apple in a brown paper bag.

      Although her hair has turned grey and her bossy fussing would win her a gold medal, she is not yet forty.

      ‘Ladyship or not, she has a cheek, asking you to rush off to London. If it’s so important, why doesn’t she come here?’

      ‘Because she is paying, and paying well. And thank you but I don’t need to take a snack. You have it. I’ll eat breakfast on the train.’

      ‘I can’t imagine a breakfast on the train will be worth eating. How can it be?’

      ‘I’ll let you know.’

      ‘I’ll put this food in your satchel.’

      ‘I was going to take my black bag.’

      ‘It’s elegant but it holds nowt. You don’t have to impress them London types.’ She picked up The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. ‘Is this little book going in?’

      ‘Yes, just for amusement. I’m going to Cavendish Square, and it features in the story. Dr Lanyon, Dr Jekyll’s former best friend lives there.’

      ‘Then let’s hope you don’t bump into him.’ She pulled on her coat.

      ‘Are you going out, at this hour?’

      ‘I’m walking up the road with you, Mrs Shackleton, to see you off safely and shut the garage door behind you.’

      It was very kind of her. Such thoughtful gestures remind me that I made a fortunate choice when I engaged her all those years ago, at the end of the war.

      Sookie the cat looked up from her spot on the hearth, opening a sleepy eye as we left the kitchen.

      As she closed the door behind us, Mrs Sugden gave a hearty sigh. ‘It’s a pity I can’t drive. You should have asked Mr Sykes.’

      ‘No need. I can park by the railway station and then drive myself home.’

      In early morning darkness, we walked in silence to my garage. There was a sharp chill in the air. Spectral grey mist curled through hedges, as though some celestial giant had blown ghostly smoke rings. It gave me a strange feeling to witness this gossamer vapour that in another hour would be gone. A small mound of dead leaves had gathered where the cobbles dipped. The leaves scattered when a sudden breeze whooshed them to nooks and crannies new.

      My sage green autumn suit with its warmly lined three-quarter jacket has deep pockets. I touched my train ticket with gloved fingers, to make sure it was still there.

      I house my car in a former stable, rented from the owners of the mansion at the top of my road. I opened the double doors and handed the keys to Mrs Sugden. The motor started without complaint. I edged forward, turning onto the narrow road.

      Mrs Sugden closed the garage door. ‘Have a good journey.’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘Be careful of them Londoners, Mrs Shackleton. If this business was straightforward, her ladyship wouldn’t be sending two hundred and more miles for you.’

      I waved goodbye, and drove away. On Woodhouse Lane, the pavements were busy with men and women walking to work. The lucky ones wore winter coats and the unlucky, or hardy, huddled in their jackets and home-knitted scarves. They wore caps, trilbies, berets or headscarves. One jaunty young woman sported a fine tam o’ shanter with a big red pom-pom.

      Carefully, I waited to proceed as a blinkered horse patiently drew its cart into Cardigan Road.

      A tram rattled by, both decks packed, standing room only. Cyclists dodged daringly across the tracks.

      It took me another fifteen minutes to reach the station. As I drew into the yard, an elderly porter came to the car.

      ‘Luggage, madam?’

      ‘No. I’ll be returning this evening.’

      He stared. ‘Is that so, madam?’

      This would be a tale for the supper table when he arrived home. ‘You’ll never guess what happened to me today. I parked a motorcar for a mad woman, off to London and back in a day.’

      I slipped him a florin.

      The Ladies’ Waiting Room was empty. A small fire gave out very little heat. Sitting on the bench did not melt the ice in my veins. I fetched a chair and placed it almost on the hearth. I was early for the 7.50 a.m. train which would arrive at King’s Cross at 11.30 a.m. Since Lady Coulton had failed to state a time, I had telegraphed the club to say that I would be arriving at noon. I settled down to read my book, and wait for the train.

      Of course, I could not settle. I bought a newspaper, and went to the platform far too soon. The train was still being cleaned, but since the first class carriages were swept and dusted first, a porter opened the door and directed me to my seat.

      Contrary to Mrs Sugden’s dire warnings, the cooked breakfast was very good. I chose ham and eggs, which came with fresh rolls.

      Through the train window, I looked out onto a landscape of pit shafts and slag heaps. An itchy uneasiness settled like dust in every part of my being.

      Mrs Sugden was right to set a big question mark above Lady Coulton’s motive in sending for me. I have a well-known London counterpart, with offices in Mayfair. This lady detective prides herself on investigating society cases of infidelity, blackmail and burglary as well as smuggling, and espionage. Her ladyship could have gone to her.

      Lady Coulton was taking no chances. Engaging a detective close to home might be risky. Her ‘matter of delicacy’ must be scandalous, deadly secret and entirely indelicate.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image: Two]
            
          

          
            
              
              Three
            

          

        

      

      Having taken a cab from King’s Cross, I arrived at Queen Anne House, number 28 Cavendish Square, at noon. This former hotel was opened in June, 1920, as a club for women of the Voluntary Aid Detachment. I was proud to be at the opening ceremony, and visit every time I come to London.

      Alfred the porter has worked here from the first. He welcomed me and we exchanged a few words.

      ‘I have a telephone message for you, Mrs Shackleton. Your guest will be here at two o’clock and won’t be lunching with us.’

      ‘Thank you, Alfred.’

      I smiled. The club has modest fare and moderate charges, for members on a limited income. I doubted that the one and threepenny lunch would suit Lady Coulton’s tastes.

      In the dining room, not wishing to be drawn into conversation, I sat as far from the door as possible, at a small table. There were two choices for mains and pudding. I plumped for meat and potato pie followed by jelly and custard.

      By quarter to two, I seated myself in one of a pair of wing chairs, by the lounge window. I would see Lady Coulton crossing the square.

      As the French clock chimed two, Jane Coulton came into view.

      A few moments later, a man in a black coat and homburg hat appeared, dogging her footsteps. He kept a steady distance between them, at one moment pausing when her steps became a little slower. When she reached the club’s entrance, he waited, watching her as she stepped inside. Who was he, and why had he followed her? He walked on, out of sight. Perhaps I was mistaken.

      Jane Coulton swept into the room, led by Alfred. I remembered that quality of confidence and something that I was too naïve to have been able to put into words when I saw her all those years ago: sexual magnetism. Alfred, accustomed to important personages, is not unduly deferential and so it seemed to me that his awed manner towards her stemmed from something else, an acknowledgement of her beauty and elegance.

      ‘Your guest, Mrs Shackleton,’ he announced in hushed tones.

      He glanced sideways at her, hovering as she slipped the mink coat from her shoulders and handed it to him. I greeted her.

      Before she took a seat in the wing chair opposite mine, her eyes darted about the room, which, apart from us and the fleeing porter, was empty.

      ‘You have come up to town today?’ She spoke as if for the benefit of any person or persons hiding behind a sofa.

      ‘Yes, by the 7.50 train.’ I resumed my seat.

      ‘The North was once so very far away.’

      She did not appear greatly changed since the last time I saw her, at the charity auction. Perhaps we fix a first image so firmly in our minds that we go on seeing it the same way. If anything, she looked more striking. Her coppery golden hair, under the neat hat, was a little grey at the temples, her cheek bones more prominent. In this intimate setting, her dignity and reserve gave way to an ease of manner that comes naturally to my mother and aunt. They would have been brought up in the same circles, and came out into society a few years sooner than Lady Coulton.

      She had a fragile, almost brittle quality that I had not noticed before. Her face bore traces of powder and a touch of rouge. Perfectly bowed and gently pencilled eyebrows raised a little as she appraised me. I hoped my own appraisal was not so obvious.

      She thanked me for coming and enquired about what sort of lunch the club served, all the while making a shield of a shiny crocodile-skin handbag, as if it might escape from her and find its way back to the Zambezi.

      ‘I asked to meet you here because it is close to home. I can slip out unnoticed.’

      Had she been unnoticed, though? I wondered whether to tell her that I thought someone had followed her.

      ‘My Aunt Berta probably mentioned to you that she and I lunch here occasionally.’

      ‘She did. But she knows nothing of this meeting. Shall you be seeing her during this visit?’

      ‘I shall see no one, except you. A taxi will take me back to King’s Cross.’

      It would be the four o’clock train, if she was quick about it; or the 5.45 if she took her time. The 5.45 did have the advantage of a restaurant car.

      ‘This is a delicate matter.’

      ‘You are assured of my discretion.’

      She placed her bag on the low table. ‘It is not always easy for me to get away these days. If someone discovers that I was here, it is because I am in sympathy with the idea of a club for girls and women and may take some sort of interest, you understand?’

      ‘I understand.’ She had no interest in the VAD club but preferred not to be seen with me at the Ritz or the Savoy, where her chums would gather. I did not mention the man who may have followed her. I could be mistaken. If questioned at home, she had her story carefully worked out. But why was leaving the house so difficult?

      I waited.

      She glanced at her kid gloves, as if considering whether they had become part of her hands.

      ‘Is there anything you wish to ask me before you give me your confidence?’

      ‘Be a dear, order me a gin and tonic and something for you. I can’t just plough on cold as it were.’

      The club has no bar, but I knew that Alfred would be willing to oblige. Since there have been complaints about the availability of alcohol, he does not provide drinks for everyone who asks, only for those he knows will be discreet. I found him in the corridor and whispered my request, making hers a double and mine a straightforward tonic. She need not know that I intended to remain stone cold sober.

      Lady Coulton drew off her gloves. ‘Perhaps you know my husband is an invalid?’

      ‘No. I had not heard, though I did notice that he has not lately been reported as speaking in the Lords.’

      She smiled. ‘Yes, he always had to make his views known, never one to snooze through the sessions.’

      ‘How is he now?’

      She made a hopeless gesture. ‘Critically ill, but being nursed at home. His room is full of contraptions and frightfully efficient nurses. He is sleeping, but asks for me constantly, for no reason. Sometimes in the afternoon he has a burst of energy and imagines he could stroll across the square without becoming exhausted.’

      Alfred brought our drinks on a tray. He lifted the glasses onto dainty mats, surreptitiously gazing at my guest as if memorising her beauty.

      Lady Coulton took a sip. ‘His illness does not stop my daughter-in-law from sizing up the house for improvements. She and my son will give up the Chelsea House. They expect me to retire to the country, when the inevitable happens.’

      ‘And will you?’

      ‘Certainly not.’

      Not until she had taken a large snifter of gin did she begin her story, which then came out so straightforwardly that I felt sure she must have been planning to do this for months, if not years.

      ‘I have a daughter.’ She held my gaze as if daring me to judge or contradict.

      You have never spoken those words before, I thought. After a long moment, she continued. ‘My husband is unaware of her existence – not just he, the world is unaware. Her twenty-fourth birthday was 10th July. She was born in 1901, when my husband had been serving in South Africa for well over a year. It was quite a worry, an unlucky situation. We had been married six years. My sons were then aged five, four and three. My son Noel is an MP. My youngest, Geoffrey, farms in Rhodesia.’

      ‘And your eldest died on the Somme. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Thank you. He was the best, of course.’ She shrugged and took another sip of gin. ‘When I knew I was to bear a child, I went to Scarborough, on the pretext of taking the boys to the seaside. That is where I gave birth. The boys were too young to understand. Their nanny, who had been my nanny, took care of them during my confinement. The baby was left with my nanny’s younger sister, Mrs Wells, a resident of Scarborough, the reason for my choice. Her name is on the child’s birth certificate. I dared not risk a scandal, you see. My husband would have felt obliged to divorce me. It was around the time when he had succeeded to the title. I would have lost my boys, lost everything.’

      ‘And what is it you want me to do, Lady Coulton?’

      Of course I already knew, before she spoke.

      ‘I want you to find her. Oh I can’t acknowledge her, even now, but I want to know if she is well, and whether there might be something I could do for her. I never had a daughter, you see.’

      This struck me as an odd thing for her to say, but of course she meant that she had no legitimate daughter.

      I took out my notebook. ‘What are the full names on the birth certificate?’

      Her fingers touched her throat, as if the gesture might help her say the words. ‘Parents, Jeremy and Jennifer Wells. My daughter’s given name is Sophia Mary Ann.’ She watched me write the names and date of birth. ‘I have always wondered how Sophia turned out and whether she married.’

      ‘Do you believe she is still in Scarborough?’

      ‘It is possible. I stopped receiving communications long ago, in 1911. They came through my nanny, you see, and she died. Well, there you are, that is my sorry tale. You are from the North. I suppose Scarborough is not too far from you.’

      ‘Not far. About sixty miles.’

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Was Sophia told of her true parentage?’

      ‘That I do not know. My name would not have been mentioned to her, but it is possible that the child sensed she was of different stock, and she may have picked up a hint. I would simply, at first, like to know where she is, whether she is well and in what circumstances.’

      ‘I will do my very best.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘What other details can you give me?’

      She leaned forward to retrieve her handbag. She opened the bag and took out a professionally-produced postcard size photograph. ‘This is Sophia.’

      In the centre of the picture, leaning against a polished, wood-frame chair with tapestry upholstered seat, was a plump, well-cared for child, about three years old. She wore a white cotton or linen dress trimmed with broderie anglaise, ending just below her knees, frilled white socks and strapped black shoes. Someone had told her to point to the open picture book that lay on the chair. With her right arm, she leaned on the seat. The forefinger of her left hand pointed towards the book, but she looked into the camera. Her fair hair fell in waves almost to her shoulders. It was centre-parted and tied in bunches with two white ribbons. She had a pretty, heart-shaped face, dark eyes and snub nose, above shapely, unsmiling lips.

      In the background, from left to right, was a curtain, a window seat, the bottom three small panes of a window, and a plant stand holding a fern-filled jardinière.

      The reverse of the postcard gave the name of the photographic studio: Felton, Photographer, Bingley.

      ‘Why Bingley, I wonder?’

      ‘I don’t know. Perhaps Mrs Wells visited a friend or relative there. This is the only photograph I have of the child.’

      ‘Did Mr and Mrs Wells have other children?’

      ‘No, they were childless and the proprietors of a fishmonger shop.’

      The word ‘fishmonger’ brought a look of intense sadness to her face. I thought she might burst into tears, but she took another drink.

      ‘When did you last have word about Sophia?’

      ‘Before Nanny Tarpey died, in 1911.’

      ‘Did you attempt to keep in touch?’

      ‘I wrote to Mrs Wells, expressing condolences at the loss of her sister and saying that if there was anything I could do for her, she must let me know. I trusted she would understand me and that if there was something she needed for the child, she would tell me.’

      ‘And was there anything she wanted?’

      ‘Oddly, no. I received a rather sniffy note saying that they were all very well, thank you for asking.’ She leaned back in her chair. ‘It made my heart sink. She was telling me to keep my distance and not interfere with the child she now thought of as hers.’

      ‘I suppose that would explain the silence.’

      She delved in her bag for a scrap of paper. ‘This is the last address I have for Mrs Wells.’

      I took out my notebook and slid photograph and address in the back.

      ‘What will you do?’ she asked.

      ‘I will go to Scarborough and call at the address. We may place an advertisement in newspapers, anyone knowing the whereabouts, that sort of thing. A hint of some advantage will bring replies, and then we will sift through them and follow up those that seem genuine. What else can you tell me about Mr and Mrs Wells?’

      She looked blank, and then admitted that apart from knowing he was a fishmonger, and she was the nanny’s sister, she knew very little.

      ‘What about Sophia? Did she have any distinguishing birthmarks?’

      ‘No. She was perfect in every way.’ She took a handkerchief from her bag. As she put it to her nose, I caught a whiff of smelling salts.

      After a moment, she leaned back in her chair, as though suddenly tired.

      ‘Did you leave anything with her, some trinket or memento?’

      ‘I couldn’t, you see. She was supposed to be Mrs Wells’s child. One thing did occur to me…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Scarborough, the east coast, there was a bombardment in 1914. I have always worried, and sometimes dreamed that my child was killed. So much news was censored then.’

      ‘That was reported, and there were fatalities, though Hartlepool took the brunt. I would have remembered had a thirteen year old girl died.’

      ‘Would you?’

      ‘Yes. A baby was killed, in a Scarborough park.’ We were silent for a moment. I could see I had not convinced her, so added, ‘I think you can be almost certain that your daughter was unharmed.’

      ‘I hope you’re right.’ She sighed. ‘I took a risk in writing to Mrs Wells six months ago, under the pretext of asking about the upkeep of Nanny Tarpey’s grave. I received no reply.’

      ‘There could be any number of reasons for that. Sometimes letters go astray.’

      ‘Or Mrs Wells may have thrown my letter on the fire.’

      There was very little to go on, and we both knew it.

      I don’t know why I asked my next question. ‘Did you remain in touch with Sophia’s father?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did he know you were to have his child?’

      ‘Certainly not. He… he was a young man, someone who came to the house in the country, to do cataloguing in the library connected with some old diaries belonging to my father-in-law. I was alone with the children, and very few staff.’

      She had told me what I needed to know in order to search for her daughter. But what intrigued me was what she did not say. Who was the passionate young man who danced into her life so briefly? How must she have felt, giving birth to a child and then handing the baby to a stranger, to be brought up under another name?

      I tried not to make a connection with my own experience, but it was difficult not to. My mother was born into the aristocracy, married an up-and-coming police officer and was childless for longer than she liked. They adopted me from the widow of a police constable, my father, who died suddenly of a heart attack, leaving my natural mother with too many mouths to feed. But from an early age I had known that I was adopted. Did Sophia Wells know? How extraordinary it would be to live into adulthood, certain of your identity, and then to have that certainty ripped away.

      My own birth mother had handed me over to her late husband’s superior officer and his wife when I was just a few weeks old. My father kept her informed about me. When I eventually met this stranger, this mother, I discovered that the family had always talked about me, and followed my progress, long before I met them. My birth mother said she was glad that I had done so very well. It left me with an odd sense of obligation. I felt as though there was something I should do or say, but did not know what. ‘Glad,’ was the word my birth mother had used.

      Lady Coulton wanted that same small gem of gladness: the knowledge that her daughter was safe and well.

      Finding Sophia Wells should not be too difficult. Knowing what to say to her might be tricky. Lady Coulton seemed not to consider that, and only concentrated on the finding part. Perhaps she was right to take one matter at a time.

      I privately decided to try and find Mrs Wells first, and discover what she had told Sophia.

      ‘What were the financial arrangements?’ As I heard my own question, for the first time it occurred to me that my father must have paid for me. Did he go on paying, in the form of supporting that other family, the constable’s widow and her children?

      Perhaps the shock of the thought showed in my face, because Lady Coulton gave me an odd look.

      ‘I gave Mr and Mrs Wells a lump sum when they took Sophia. After that it would have been difficult. My husband and his accountant kept control of our finances. It would have been difficult for me to go on paying Mrs Wells without raising suspicions. It is different now. I have more freedom.’

      ‘From what you say, Mrs Wells may have come to regard Sophia as her child and as the years passed, that feeling would become stronger.’

      She flexed her fingers. ‘Just so.’

      Sophia was the daughter of a fishmonger and his wife. A gulf separated Mrs Wells and the woman who faced me, with her carefully manicured nails, delicate way of crossing her ankles, the haughtiness that she conveyed by a mere jut of her chin. I wondered in what ways Sophia may have remained her mother’s daughter. What gestures she might employ, whether she had that same sideways glance that Lady Coulton gave now, when someone walked into the room and took a seat, well out of earshot.

      ‘If I find Mrs Wells, she is almost certain to guess what is behind my search.’

      ‘Yes, I see that. But I am sure you will think of something, a reference to her old nanny’s employer, something of that sort.’ Once more she delved into her handbag. ‘My nanny and her sister were quite plain, to put it kindly. In the postcard, as a child, Sophia looked like me when I was that age. That is why I have had to hide the photograph for years. She has probably grown into a beauty. She must look in the glass and know that she is from a different stable to Mr and Mrs Wells.’ She handed me another photograph. ‘Here I am, in my twenties, the age Sophia will be now. She may still look like me.’

      This was also a postcard-size photograph and had been tinted. ‘It’s from a painting, I think?’

      ‘Yes. The portrait was commissioned on my engagement. Coulton calls it the Symphony in Blue.’

      She wore a long gown that revealed her shoulders. In her right hand she held a rose. Her gaze challenged the painter with grave dignity, as if she cared not a jot what he saw. She knew she was a beauty. Unconventionally, her long hair fell loose to her shoulders, more in the way an artist might pose his model than as a painter would portray a lady. The impression was of languidness and a lazy grace.

      ‘May I keep this, for now?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘If she does resemble you, and you hope to be reunited, won’t the likeness between you speak the secret you have kept all these years?’

      ‘I will worry about that if it happens.’

      ‘Am I to give her a hint if I find her? What do you intend?’

      ‘I am not sure.’ She sighed. ‘It’s too ridiculous, I know. I began to dream of Sophia when my husband first took poorly. The day after my last dream, I escaped the sick room and met your aunt for lunch at Claridge’s. Berta talks about you, her niece the detective. That was when it occurred to me that it may be possible to find Sophia.’

      She did not go so far as to admit that in spite of her many friends she was lonely. She did not need to.

      An uneasy feeling crept over me, an excess of caution. So many sayings tell us to let sleeping dogs lie, don’t rock the boat or lift the stone.

      ‘I will see what I can do. How shall I contact you if I have further questions, or something to report?’

      After a few more words, our interview reached its conclusion. I walked with her to the door, where Alfred produced her coat.

      I watched her go. She crossed the square.

      There he was again, the man in black. He seemed to appear from nowhere. Keeping a short distance, he followed her, almost as if ready to pounce.

      Not pausing to pick up my coat, I went after them.

      Lady Coulton went in the front door of her house.

      The man in black took the steps down to the servants’ quarters.

      Was the ailing Lord Coulton, or one of their sons, paying this man to spy on her ladyship?

      Now I wished I had told her my suspicion that she was followed, but it was too late to warn her.
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      The next morning, we were on the train to Scarborough. Jim Sykes, a former policeman, is a stickler for wanting to do things in an orderly fashion. He had a face on him.

      ‘Spit it out. What’s the matter?’

      ‘Never mind, we’ve done it now.’ He is good at sulking.

      ‘Go on, say it.’

      ‘Proper preparation prevents poor performance.’

      ‘Yes, and…?’

      ‘I don’t like this jumping straight in business. Another hour and I could have checked Kelly’s Directory of the North and East Ridings in the Central Library.’

      ‘We have an address for Mr and Mrs Wells: Wells’s Fresh Caught Fish, Victoria Road.’

      ‘They may have moved.’

      ‘Then we’ll be on the spot. I want to start sooner rather than later. The days turn dark so early now.’ I made a conciliatory gesture. ‘Here’s the guide book, and you have the map.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well then, what more do we need?’

      He sighed. ‘All right. Have it your own way.’

      As we reached York, he unfolded the map. ‘It’s no distance from the station to Victoria Road.’

      ‘This might be the most straightforward job we have ever had.’

      Beyond York, he had overcome his sulk and treated me to snippets of information from my Black’s Guide to Yorkshire. ‘Scarborough is rightly known as Queen of English Watering Places.’

      ‘And where’s the King of Watering Places?’

      ‘It doesn’t say. Bognor, probably.’

      Our train chugged through the flat East Riding landscape where fields lay fallow, their washed-out colours changing from mustard to brown to a muddy grey, so sludgy that it made the slate sky bright by comparison. My novel was Winifred Holtby’s Anderby Wold, set in just this landscape. I imagined the fierce farmer heroine, Mary Robson, driving her cart along a winding lane, full of energy and determination about her imagined and imaginary future.

      Sykes stared glumly across the barren land. ‘Typical. We have a paid for trip to the seaside and it couldn’t be in July, could it? No. Has to be at the dead end of the year.’

      ‘Cheer up, Mr Sykes. The sky is trying to show a touch of blue. Look, there’s a patch big enough to mend a hole in a shirt. It could be bright in Scarborough.’

      ‘Bracing more like.’

      ‘If we find out what we need to know quickly, I’m all for a stroll along the front and a decent lunch. I might walk up to St Mary’s and pay my respects at Anne Brontë’s grave.’

      Sykes scowled. ‘Don’t include me in the pilgrimage. I’ve no truck with graveyards. Let the dead in peace to get on with being dead. I’ll wait till I’m carried there.’

      ‘What would you like to see, besides the sea, time permitting?’

      ‘I fancy a stroll up to the castle. I always try to drag the kids there but they prefer the beach and the rides.’

       

      Arriving in a place associated with holidays and endless time for strolls and enjoyment lifted my spirits, but not for long.

      As the carriage door slammed shut, I caught sight of a tall figure in black coat and black homburg. Something about the way he moved made me think that I had seen him before. Straight away, I thought of the man who had followed Lady Coulton to and from the club.

      I touched Sykes’s arm. ‘Don’t look now but I think someone is following us.’

      Without needing to speak further, we made our way to the buffet bar. I found a seat in a corner. Sykes went to the counter to order.

      There was no sign of the man in black, though I had felt so sure.

      I explained my suspicions to Sykes, adding that even though Lady Coulton was followed, there could be no question of the person knowing what she and I had talked about in the club.

      ‘How long have they been married?’ he asked.

      ‘Almost thirty years.’

      ‘The husband will know she had a lover. He may know about the child, even if he says nothing.’

      ‘I don’t believe he does know.’

      ‘In any case, it is a bit late in life for him to be spying on her.’

      When we finished our tea, we took the precaution of separating, each making our way, in a roundabout fashion, to Victoria Road.

      Confident that I had not been followed, as I stepped between a tramcar and a delivery van, I caught the whiff of fresh fish as a woman hurried by carrying a shopping basket.

      Sykes approached from the other direction, pulling down his hat as a sharp gust of wind blew up from the North Sea. ‘Who’ll do the talking?’

      ‘If it’s Mr Wells, you. If it’s Mrs Wells, I’ll ask to speak to her privately, saying we have an acquaintance in common.’

      ‘It could be the daughter, Sophia.’

      ‘We’ll think of something.’

      Sykes could not resist his little jibe. ‘If I’d been able to look at an up-to-date directory, we would have known what to expect.’

      ‘It’s more interesting this way.’

      There had been a change of name. The sign above the shop read, Scarborough Fresh Fish.

      To his credit, Sykes did not say I told you so.

      Inside, a dapper chap with fair wavy hair and a small moustache finished serving a customer.

      Sykes introduced himself. ‘Am I speaking to Mr Wells?’

      ‘Oh no, sir. Mr Wells died a long time since. My name’s Richard Bryam. We took over from Mrs Wells. She kept the shop going until the lease expired in 1912 and then decided it was too much for her. Mind you, if I’d known what was coming, I would have had second thoughts. It was a devil of a job for the fishing once war was declared.’

      ‘We’re trying to trace them, for a friend of the family.’ Sykes handed him our card.

      Mr Bryam wiped his hands on a tea cloth and looked at the card. ‘Mrs Wells and the girl stayed in Scarborough for a bit, but I heard they went away.’

      ‘Do you know where she moved?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Are you chasing her for money? I wouldn’t help no one who was hounding a widow.’

      It was my turn. ‘Nor would we. Truly. This could be to her advantage. Mr Bryam, do you know what school Sophia attended?’

      ‘You’ve got me there.’ He went to the door between the shop and the house and opened it. There was a smell of baking buns. ‘Madge! Lady here has a question.’ A slender fair-haired woman appeared. ‘They’re asking about the Wells family and which school the lass went to.’

      She wiped her hands on her apron. ‘She was a pupil at Queen Margaret’s, a right bonny, clever lass.’

      ‘Where is Queen Margaret’s School?’ I asked.

      She looked at me, judging me to be neither bonny nor clever. ‘On Queen Margaret’s Road. Where else would you put it?’

      ‘Might Mrs Wells have kept in touch with any particular neighbour?’ Sykes asked.

      ‘Likely enough she did. No one had a bad word to say about her.’

      We thanked them, and left the shop.

      ‘Something tells me you won’t be marching up to the castle after all, Mr Sykes.’

      ‘And Anne Brontë will be lonely in her grave, heaving a sigh that you didn’t visit.’ Sykes turned up his collar.

      ‘I’ll go to the school. You make some enquiries among the neighbours. Someone must know where they went.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Let’s meet in two hours at Ellingham’s on St Nicholas Cliff. Black’s Guide gives it a good recommendation.’

      Sykes tilted his head and raised his eyebrows. ‘So you did do some preparation, when it comes to food.’

      We sheltered in the entrance to an alley while Sykes unfolded his map. ‘Queen Margaret’s Road… It’s not above a mile… back along the way we’ve come, then right…’

      ‘It’s too cold to be guessing my way. I’ll walk back to the station and take a taxi. I think Lady Coulton will run to that.’

      Queen Margaret. Walking back the way I had come, I racked my brains to place her. She married a mad Henry and started the Wars of the Roses single-handed. Is that what one must do to have a school named after one?

       

      Queen Margaret’s School did appear fit for a queen. The wide entrance led to a tiled hall, its walls adorned with glass cases displaying shields and trophies, tributes to the achievements of former pupils, including Winifred Holtby, who had qualified for Oxford.

      It must have cost Mr and Mrs Wells dear to send Sophia here. Even if she had won a scholarship, there would have been the price of a uniform and the cost of books, racquets and hockey sticks.

      I had been adopted out of poverty into a more than comfortable station in life. Had Lord Coulton not been out of the country when his wife became pregnant, Sophia Mary Ann would have had a title and leisure. On the other hand, she would have missed her fine education at a grammar school, and may have been packed off to Switzerland to be ‘finished’.

      A young teacher came hurrying down the stairs, carrying an armful of papers. ‘Hello. Can I help you?’

       

      Twenty minutes later, I sat in an airy study opposite a middle-aged woman with a serious face and benevolent, bespectacled eyes. Her desk was clear, except for a diary and a pen and ink stand. On the window sill stood a blue vase, filled with bronze chrysanthemums.

      I handed her my card and explained, in part, my mission to trace Sophia Wells.

      ‘Thirteen years ago.’ Her eyes narrowed as she tried to remember the name. ‘The register will jog my memory.’

      From a filing cabinet, she drew out a register, and read through the names. She looked across her glasses at me. ‘No Sophia Wells on the 1912 register.’ She took out another register, and this time came upon the name. ‘Sophia Wells. She was withdrawn from the school in 1911. Now I recall her. She did very well, high marks in all subjects. We were sad to lose her but I believe she and her mother were removing to Leeds. I remember because I started my teaching career at Thoresby High School for Girls. I mentioned that school, in case Mrs Wells was able to let her daughter continue. I felt a little sorry for Sophia.’

      ‘Why was that?’

      ‘She was teased sometimes, accused of smelling of fish. You know what girls can be like. I had a sharp word in assembly, not specifically about her you understand, but about accepting people for who they are and not judging because of their background.’

      ‘I wish I had been at a school like this.’

      She smiled. ‘We do our best. Sophia did have one good friend, Bella Davidson. Bella taught here for three years. She is now head of English at a school in Manchester. It’s an outside chance, but if you wish I will write to her and ask whether she stayed in touch with Sophia.’

      ‘Thank you. That would be most kind.’

      She glanced again at my card. ‘I’ve never met a private detective. Perhaps you will come and talk to our sixth form sometime, and tell them about your work.’

       

      Seated by the window in Ellingham’s restaurant, Sykes and I placed our order with a waitress whose apron was so well starched it could have walked out of the building and lived a long life on its own terms.

      Sykes examined his right hand. ‘It’s a long time since my knuckles have knocked on quite so many doors. I went the length of Victoria Road and some of the side streets.’

      ‘Did anyone remember them?

      ‘They remembered them all right. One old lady spoke of little Sophia rolling up her sleeves and helping in the shop. She remembered her sweeping the flags. They were a nice family, well liked. Wells was a big fellow, red-faced and jolly. He slapped a fish about as if he could bring it to life and coax the creature into swimming again. His wife was tall and thin, and when they were in the shop together it was non-stop repartee. The pair of them could have earned a good living on the stage, apparently.’

      ‘Somebody must know where they went.’

      ‘The old lady said they moved to Belmont Road after Mrs Wells gave up the shop. It’s on the other side of the bridge. I went there but couldn’t find a soul who remembered them. Happen they didn’t stay long.’

      Over our fish, chips, peas and bread and butter, I told him about my visit to Queen Margaret’s School. At least there were two possible leads: Thoresby High School, and the old school friend, now head of English at a Manchester school, who may be in touch with me.

      When we left Ellingham’s, we consoled ourselves with a walk along the Foreshore, as far as the pier. We stood and looked out to sea, watching the waves roll in, listening to them crash against the sea wall.

      I liked what I had heard about the little family and felt sorry that their hard-earned life had changed so abruptly. Still, it was good that Jennifer Wells had chosen to take herself and Sophia to Leeds. We would advertise in the newspapers, and hope for a good result.

      We walked back to the station through the evening gloom.

      Sykes armed himself with newspapers from W H Smiths. I bought Winifred Holtby’s The Crowded Street.

      We had a carriage to ourselves, so could spread out.

      Sykes is one of those people who simply must read aloud any interesting titbit that catches his eye.

      ‘Price increases. Revolution in the air again. If we’d never come off the gold standard we wouldn’t have had to return to it would we?’

      I cleared my throat, and read a few lines from my newly purchased novel.

      ‘All right, so you’re not interested in economics.’

      ‘I just don’t want to hear any more about the gold standard.’

      He stayed silent for several miles.

      ‘Listen to this then, “Haunted Yorkshire Mill Girl, beset by poltergeists, spends time at the British College of Psychic Science.” When she is in a room, furniture shifts. Sounds like my Rosie, only with her it’s deliberate. Oh, hark at this. Our mill lass doesn’t even have to be in the room. Ornaments fly about. Very heavy furniture lifts of its own accord. But several weeks being studied and helped has reduced the psychic activity.’ He turned the page of the newspaper. ‘I’d say the mill girl came up with a good wheeze for free bed and board. I might invite a poltergeist to visit me.’

      ‘Psychic scientists would jump at the opportunity to observe you.’

      At that moment, we entered a tunnel, the train lurched and the carriage became pitch black.

      Sykes flicked on his lighter and the small flame gave a strange glow to his rugged cheeks. ‘The poltergeists,’ he joked.

      I did not answer. Somehow the change of pace and sudden darkness seemed an ill-omen. We had drawn too many blanks for comfort.

      After two or three minutes, the chug of the engine returned to normal and we were once more on our way.

      When we left the train at Leeds, I saw him again, the tall man in the black hat and coat. This time, he was ahead of us, disappearing along the platform.

      Sykes read my thoughts. ‘Worry not, Mrs Shackleton. He is a travelling salesman, with a notebook in his pocket for repeat orders.’

      I was not convinced.
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