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			“There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.”

			-Arthur Conan Doyle, The Boscombe Valley Mystery

			“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”

			-Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
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			Prologue

			The knock on the door is frantic, three times before she manages to cross the tiny room, dragging her left foot which has fallen asleep as she sat waiting. She wrenches it open, a firm rebuke already on her tongue. The words are caught in her throat when she sees not the intended recipient of her scorn, but her cousin in his place.

			“What are you doing here?” When she is flustered her Irish accent becomes even more pronounced.

			“It’s your boy. There’s been an accident.”

			Her hand flies to her mouth, but a part of her always anticipated something like this. She had warned him, told to him to find some other place to work, yet he never listened, he never –

			“Hurry, I don’t know how long he’s got.”

			“What? You said -”

			“It was a bad one,” her cousin frowns and shakes his head. His face is gray and his hands, when taking her arm to lead her down the narrow stairs, are dirty, the kind of dirt you can’t scrub off anymore, no matter how hard you try. She wonders how she can be thinking of anything but her boy at a moment such as this. Her whole universe has shifted, and she is grateful for the support of her cousin’s arm in this tilted version of the world.

			The walk is short, but she is shattered by the time they arrive, as though all strength has leaked out of her and left a shimmering trail in her wake. A few people stand outside, faces she vaguely recognizes. They have taken on a ghoulish appearance, wan and distorted. Maybe it is only a dream, a nightmare? she wonders. Maybe I’ll wake up in a moment and find him sleeping on his thin mattress in the next room?

			She bites her bottom lip, hard, as if the sting of pain can draw her out of this moment. There is no escape.

			They enter the building. It is quiet, almost everyone has gone home. Her boy must have stayed longer, finishing some task or other, trying to earn a few extra coins.

			An older man approaches, wearing a pinched expression and an ill-fitting jacket.

			“I am the overseer. We called for a doctor, but -” he frowns, looks down at his hands, which clutch a misshapen hat. “I am very sorry, Ma’am.”

			“No, you’re wrong! Let me see him! I want to see my boy!” She hardly recognizes the ferocity in her voice, the power in her perpetually aching limbs as she tears away from her cousin, from this strange man and his cruel news, bursting into the room which was shielded from her view.

			It feels as though she has entered a crypt. Gooseflesh runs up her arms like a thousand hungry ants. She presses a hand to her mouth, but even that cannot prevent the howl of anguish from escaping her lips. Flying forward, she crouches on the ground beside the prone figure of her son. Her only son. Her hands grasp his, still warm, but lifeless. No pulse beneath the pale skin; not a breath escapes his still rosy lips.

			He is gone, and she is alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			London 1927

			“Have you completely taken leave of your senses, Evelyn?” The question escaping my aunt’s mouth comes out as more of a screech than a query. It was to be expected.

			“Quite the opposite,” I reply as calmly as I can, hating how her disapproval still makes my heart beat faster, the way it often did when I lived under her roof. This is one of the many reasons I am glad to have become the recent owner of my own home, defying her suggestion – command – that I live with her until Daniel and I are married.

			“I thought your engagement would finally make you recognize your priorities!”

			“My priorities are to be a decent person and to be happy. I rather question your own,” I challenge, fighting for control of my voice. Despite the distinct thaw in our relations in recent times, I know my aunt will pounce, should I appear to be acting too emotional. “I thought you might be pleased,” I continue more calmly, taking another scone from the tray, just to give my hands something to do.

			“I can’t imagine why?” Agnes raises an eyebrow, leaning back in her seat.

			“You yourself were actively involved in trying to solve a murder when we were in Scotland,” I remind her, recalling the tragic events that took place when we visited Aunt Iris and her family a few months ago.

			“Those were exceptional circumstances. You cannot possibly think I -”

			“Oh, it doesn’t matter, Aunt Agnes!” I interrupt, unable to quell my frustration. Did I actually believe she would be supportive, when even Daniel and Briony are skeptical? I want to get up and leave, but that would only serve to confirm the petulant nature she always reads in my behavior, so I sit still, determined to prove my aunt wrong.

			“Then let us speak of something else,” Agnes agrees, clearly under the false notion that I have abandoned my plans in light of her disapproval.

			“Indeed, you can tell me about your upcoming wedding,” I say, forcing away a gleeful smirk. I know such conversation makes Agnes as uncomfortable as it does me. Ha!

			She shifts in her seat and wrinkles her elegant nose.

			“Harold had an idea,” she regards me cautiously. I suddenly regret having mentioned this particular subject, for I sense whatever follows will not please me.

			“Has he?”

			“Harold thinks it would be a marvelous idea for us to have a double wedding, you and Daniel, him and me.”

			Good God, she can’t be serious!

			“Well, don’t look so appalled, Evelyn,” Agnes raises her eyebrows. “It would be quite an occasion. We could get the whole family together.” I am speechless, so Agnes barges on. “We were thinking of having the celebration at my house in Kent this Christmas. There’s plenty of space for guests. Besides, Harold hardly knows a soul, apart from his military colleagues. I have spoken to the man who helped organize Briony -”

			“You have done what?”

			“You don’t need to shout, Evelyn. This can hardly be more shocking than your absurd announcement of opening a detective agency, good heavens!”

			I have to take a slow, calming breath before I can go on, afraid of alarming Agnes’ butler with my shouting. “Agnes,” I begin, jaw tight, “this is not at all what Daniel and I are planning.”

			“If it were up to you, poor Daniel would be waiting for the wedding until he has one foot in the grave. I am sure he can easily be persuaded. I knew you would be more trouble.”

			“Trouble . . . I -” What am I to say? I notice that I’ve completely crumbled the scone I was holding in my fist. Pull yourself together, Evelyn! “I am afraid I need to go now,” I tell my aunt while getting to my feet and letting the crumbs fall onto my plate, lest she berate me for being untidy as well as difficult. She shrugs.

			“Suit yourself. We are expecting both of you on Sunday for dinner, remember.” I am halfway out the door, when I hear her words and grit my teeth in anticipation of the weekend.

			Marching up Lyall Street, heat pulses in my cheeks and I could kick myself! Why does she still have the power to be the most frustrating person on the planet for me? When we were in Scotland our relationship improved so considerably that I thought it might be on the path to friendship. However, since Harold’s proposal and our return to London, she has reverted to her old ways. Daniel says it’s because she is nervous about her second marriage, about living with a man after so many years of being alone. He is much wiser than I sometimes, but it is easy for him to be wise when she dotes on him and snaps at me!

			I try to shake our exchange from my mind, crossing the pavement in the direction of St. James Park. Despite my aunt’s insistence that I live with her until I am married and can move into Daniel’s Grosvenor Square house, I have found myself a place in St. James instead. I’ve always liked the area, and it is an equal distance to Daniel and Briony’s respective residences, where I spend most of my time anyway. Apart from avoiding moving back in with Agnes, I have another plan for my piece of real estate. While the offices for a detective agency may be better suited to areas of – shall we say – more dubious character, it is realistic, given my circumstances, that I should establish one here. I would appear false were I to peddle my services in Covent Garden, then return home to Mayfair at the end of the day. Authenticity must be my guide. I am certain to encounter quite enough skepticism as it is, once news of my venture begins to circulate. The one person who has been encouraging, dare I say even excited, is my sole colleague, who is to meet me at the property.

			It is a warm July day in London, and the sky is blue and cloudless overhead. The trees in Buckingham Palace Gardens are green and lush, a riot of flowers carpeting the lawns. Children play in the shadows under the watchful eyes of uniformed nannies. I can take Briony’s children to play here, once the contract is signed. Too strange to think only a few years ago they were not part of our family. When Briony and Jeffrey adopted their three eldest children in Greece, they changed all our lives for the better. I do enjoy being their favorite (and admittedly only) auntie and know them much better than I do the children of my Scottish cousin Lucy.

			Ahead I spy the gleaming gilt bronze and marble structure of Victoria Memorial, dedicated to our late queen and completed shortly before I escaped to Crete. Agnes considers it tasteless, but I rather like it. There are plenty of monuments to kings and generals, why not honor the longest reigning monarch our isles have ever known? She died three months before I was born. I am a child of the Edwardian Era, which was, alas, much shorter lived, and ended with King Edward the VII’s death just nine years after his coronation.

			I cut through a path in Green Park, to emerge near St. James Palace, looming large with its broad, red brick façade. Perhaps it is because of its history – built on the site of a former leper hospital – or the fact that it was commissioned by none other than the appalling Henry VIII, but I have never quite warmed to the building, as I have to other such ostentatious structures, which stand peppered around our mighty little kingdom like seashells in the sand.

			Turning away from Pall Mall, I head north to King Street. It is a quiet area and I wonder whether I’ve made a mistake, looking for a place here. The Carlisle Detective Agency will have to build its base by word of mouth, I think, rather than bold-faced advertisement. I trust many clients will be soothed by these lovely surroundings and if I am being entirely honest with myself, I must acknowledge that only those with some means will think to contact a detective agency in the first place. I am not so naïve as to believe I will be solving the secrets of the East End gangs – nor do I wish to, I might add!

			We will simply have to see how it goes, I tell myself as I turn onto St. James Square. There is also the small issue that the neighbors may prefer not to have me use a space in my house as an office to meet troubled clients. Then again, I think, looking around, it might add a note of spice to this lovely, though undeniably white-washed enclave.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Have you been waiting long?” I ask, and Hugh shakes his head.

			“Just a few minutes. Wanted to give myself time to find it, so I wouldn’t be late if I got lost.” Hugh smiles, but beneath that gesture I read his anxiety. He has made quite an effort with his appearance; his hair is newly barbered and neatly combed, and he is wearing a suit I recognize as belonging to Daniel. A difference from his usual unassuming tweed jacket and flannels.

			“Don’t you look well!” I say, not mentioning that it was hardly necessary. “Shall we have a look?” I hold up the key and Hugh nods, stuffing his hands into his pockets. The door swings open to reveal an entryway with a porter sitting behind his desk.

			“Oh, hello, it was Mr. Flynn, wasn’t it?” I ask, smiling at the man.

			“Yes, it is.” He nods, regarding me for a moment before the light of memory dawns behind his eyes and he gets to his feet. “Pardon me, Lady Carlisle, I do apologize! I did not know you would be moving in today!” He comes around the desk and holds out his hand, and I give it a firm shake.

			“Not today, Mr. Flynn, I simply want to have a look now that the papers are signed and to show my friend, Mr. Lawrence.” Only now does Mr. Flynn seem to notice Hugh hovering behind me. He has always had a vaguely unsettling talent for blending into the background, one I thought may come in handy once our work as detectives begins.

			“Shall I take you up?” Flynn asks once he has shaken Hugh’s hand as well.

			“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Flynn, thank you for the offer.”

			Hugh and I move along, climbing the stairs to the first floor, where my flat awaits. As I fiddle with my keys, I wonder aloud. “Maybe I should have said you are my brother? It might seem odd when Mr. Flynn notices you come in regularly? Oh well, we can sort that when it comes to it.”

			“And when you and Daniel get married you will move in with him anyway, so you might decide to rent out this flat,” Hugh says with a shrug.

			“We will see. If our business is a success, we will still need a respectable place to meet clients.” I push the door open. “Welcome!” When Hugh doesn’t move, I drag him into the entryway.

			The flat is flooded in light, with large, east-facing windows, three bedrooms and a maid’s room, one of which will be converted into an office space. There is a kitchen behind the first door, and I’ve ordered one of those stupendous American refrigeration machines. I may even become a cook! Then again, Daniel’s house is just a stone’s throw away, and the lovely Mrs. Kline in his employ would hardly tolerate it if I decided to invade her kitchen once I am mistress of the house.

			“What do you think?” I ask. When I turn to face Hugh, I wonder whether I’ve made a mistake bringing him here. His expression is taut, and he looks lost in that foreign suit, in the grandeur of this flat. In recent times, he has become one of Daniel’s and my dearest friends, yet sometimes I forgot how we first met, and the life Hugh led before joining us in London. I am afraid I have overwhelmed him.

			“Hugh,” I ask softly, taking a step towards him, “what is it?”

			He swallows and looks around. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

			“What do you mean? The flat?”

			“No . . .” he pauses, rubs his chin. “This detective agency. I’ve been thinking . . .” he meets my eyes. “Are you sure you want me to join this endeavor? I mean, you have a good life, no one wants you to start a business. I am worried you’re doing it to give me a task.”

			Oh.

			“No, no, of course not, Hugh!” I am quick to reassure him. For the most part, my words are true . . . for the most part. I admit I was worried about him when he returned from Scotland and couldn’t find work and when Daniel told me about the garret room he was renting across the river in Lambeth. Hugh, who is so sensitive to noise and crowds, who has traveled across the channel to pursue a better life in the country from where he came. Yes, I wanted to give him something, a lifeline, but he won’t accept anything he deems charity, so I offered him a job. That being so, I am terribly excited at the prospect of starting our new adventure! Yet how to put all these thoughts into a believable explanation? Hugh is very good at reading people, and I fear I am not meant for the stage.

			“Goodness, Hugh, if I wanted to give you a task, I might have asked you to help me move in, not start a detective agency which may very well prove quite controversial.” I beckon him to sit on the small bench in the kitchen, one of the few pieces of furniture in the flat. “We both realize what a thief time can be. I cannot stand the thought of wasting any more of it on endless tea parties and dreary social calls to people I hardly know or, for that matter, much like. I want to do something useful and satisfying and I trust you want the same. I asked you to be my partner, not as a favor to you, but to myself! You are far better at any maneuvers of stealth than I could ever hope to be.” I nudge him with my shoulder, and he manages a crooked smile. I have convinced him and in doing so, I have convinced myself. Whatever doubt I had, I must try at the very least. What could be the harm?

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“I showed Hugh the flat today,” I tell Daniel over glasses of port in his parlor. It is already past nine, but the sky beyond the large windows is light. The luxury of these long days of summer makes the promise of short, gray ones in the imminent future all the harder to bear.

			“I still think you should find a separate office for your . . . detective agency.” Daniel takes a sip and eyes me over the rim of his glass. As tolerant of all my whims and fancies as he tends to be, even he can’t hide that he dislikes my new venture.

			“And I disagree,” I say reasonably. “If we get any clients at all, they will feel far more comfortable sitting in a lovely office in St. James than a soulless, professional space in a different part of town. Let me try and see. Besides, it won’t be my home for very long anyway, will it?” Reminding him of our wedding will go a small way to appease him.

			“It’s not as though I can stop you.” Daniel replies with a shrug. Maybe he could stop me, especially when we are married, but the truth is, I know he won’t and that is why we are so well matched.

			“The flat is more or less a decoy, I spend most of my evenings here already, as you well know.” I take another sip. “Forget about the flat for a moment, do you want to hear something truly appalling?”

			“Naturally,” he says obligingly.

			“Agnes and Harold want a double wedding with us, can you believe it!” Daniel nearly chokes on his port. I get up and give his back a few thumps before he has ceased his coughing.

			“A double wedding? Was she serious?”

			“Apparently it was Harold’s idea, but you know that man is malleable as clay in her hands. Still, I can’t imagine why she wants to share that day with a scalawag like me.” I give him a wink.

			“I suppose we should be flattered . . .”

			“Daniel, you cannot be serious! I would sooner run to Gretna Green than plan a joint wedding with my aunt. Can you imagine? She’ll want roses, I’ll want lilies. She’ll want two-hundred guests. I’ll want twenty! It would be a nightmare.”

			“You hate lilies,” he says with a shrug, prompting me to toss a cushion his way.

			“In all seriousness, Daniel. I must have your support in this. I don’t want her to invite you over for tea and crumpets and you come home having agreed to a hundred white doves and ivory lace!”

			“What is wrong with ivory lace?”

			“I am warning you!” I hold another cushion aloft, and he raises both hands in surrender.

			“Mercy! All right, all right, no to a double wedding. Even under the influence of tea and crumpets.”

			“If it weren’t for the fact that Areta has her heart set on pelting us with flowers and rice, I wouldn’t mind the two of us running away to elope,” I say with a sigh. “But those children have me wrapped around their sticky, little fingers.”

			“Does that mean I must be the disciplinarian with our own children?”

			“Ha! You a disciplinarian?” I shake my head and lean back against the remaining cushions. “I will have to track down my old nanny, she’ll sort us out.”

			“Speaking of family, you haven’t forgotten the party at Dominic and Elizabeth’s this Saturday, have you?”

			“Of course not,” I assure him, hoping he doesn’t catch the white lie. While I’ve warmed to Daniel’s cousin and his wife, their company is not what I would deem particularly cheery. The former, especially, has caused Daniel some trouble in the past, so I am inclined toward skepticism where he is concerned. I must try my best, though. Daniel has very little left in the way of family. He wants a good relationship with his older cousin who is also his business partner at Harper Ltd.

			“Apparently, they host a summer party for their friends annually,” Daniel tells me.

			“It doesn’t sound like a fun, little picnic,” I say, then quickly add, “but I am sure it will be lovely. I haven’t seen Elizabeth in a while.”

			“And Imogene, your favorite,” Daniel says, grinning. He knows Elizabeth and Dominic’s daughter and I mix about as well as oil and water.

			“I am always polite,” I remind him.

			“Of course, of course,” he agrees, barely suppressing his smile. That does get him walloped with another cushion, which may very well prove his point . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Daniel is gone by the time I go downstairs to breakfast the next morning. I do encounter his butler, Mr. Wilkins, though, who has just closed the front door, as I descend the stairs. He turns when he hears my greeting and tucks a slip of paper into his pocket.

			“Oh, yes, good morning.” He nods a few times, his cheeks flushed.

			“Everything all right, Mr. Wilkins?”

			Another nod. “Quite, quite.”

			I don’t question him further, intrigued though I am by whoever was at the door, and by what they conveyed. It could be a simple household delivery. I have been prone to make too much of the most ordinary events. Then again, deliveries tend to arrive at the back door . . .

			A spread of eggs, toast and marmalade has been laid out for me, as well as a pot of strong tea. While eating, I turn to the morning’s paper. After perusing the front page, my eyes alight on a smaller article on the second page. It is a short report of a workers’ protest after their factory closed from one day to the next and all are now unemployed. The owner has fled the country amid rumors of tax evasion. Two-hundred-seventy-four men out of work. Men with families to support.

			Such stories are not uncommon and on his more talkative days, Hugh has told me how difficult it is to find employment. Factories are closing or becoming too advanced to require the fallible hands of human workers. As much as I enjoy the benefits of progress, I feel for those who lack the means and opportunity to keep apace. Many factories and companies are struggling under the strain of economic pressure, but surely they must owe some loyalty to their workers? Daniel and Dominic’s company, Harper Ltd., struggled for a few years, because they lost fourteen ships that had been possessed by the government during the war. In spite of the compensation they received for their losses, they were nonetheless forced to let go of a tenth of their working force. Daniel was uninvolved in the company at the time, but I know he worries something similar might happen again. He tends toward pessimism, so I must remind him that the country is developing. Unemployment, while still too high, has gone down, and the city is expanding in all directions. There is some hope yet.

			After breakfast, I dress quickly and make my way towards the flat. A delivery of furniture was meant to arrive yesterday afternoon, and though Mr. Flynn will oversee some of the unpacking, I think it only fair he should not be alone. Added to that, at noon, I am interviewing for a maid. I have never done so before and am rather excited. When I lived in London before, it was under Aunt Agnes’ roof, where she made the decisions regarding staff and most other matters as well. My former maid was married a few months ago and moved to Essex with her husband. So, the option of poaching Milly vanished with her.

			When I arrive, Mr. Flynn is behind his desk, reading the paper. He sits up when he sees me and offers a greeting.

			“Good morning to you, too, Mr. Flynn. I hope the deliveries haven’t caused too much of a stir?”

			“No trouble at all, Lady Carlisle. The other residents certainly haven’t complained.”

			“That is a relief. I wouldn’t want to make enemies before I even move in!”

			The building houses only four flats apart from my own, one on each floor. I took this to be quite preferable, considering the fact that I may meet clients for the detective agency here. No doubt neither they nor I would much enjoy a nosy neighbor poking their head out of the door every time someone knocked on mine.

			I hurry up the stairs, humming with excitement to discover what my new home looks like with more than a kitchen bench. On the stairwell, I almost collide with an elderly woman, carrying what, under closer inspection, appears to be the tiniest dog I have ever seen.

			“Goodness, pardon me! I do apologize!” I exclaim, steadying the woman by her elbow.

			“Dear me, you are in a hurry. May I assume you are our newest neighbor?” She raises a pale eyebrow, but her expression does not betray annoyance, rather a hint of curiosity.

			“Indeed you may, Evelyn Carlisle. How do you do?”

			“Well enough. Dulcie Hazlett. Evelyn was my mother’s name,” she says. “Had I had a daughter, I might have given her the same name. Alas, I only had a son.”

			“Have you lived here long, Mrs. Hazlett?” She wears a ring, so I guess that she is married.

			“These past ten years, ever since my husband died.”

			“I am sorry,” I tell her, but she just shrugs.

			“He was a scoundrel.”

			“Oh, well then . . .”

			“Don’t be shocked, dear, and don’t call me Mrs. Hazlett. I am Dulcie, if we are to be friends, and I intend on making you my friend. It is always good for the young to learn from the old, and the old to sap some youthful energy from the young. Come to mine for tea tomorrow. Four o’clock. Don’t be late.” With that, she scoots neatly past me, clutching the little dog to her chest and leaving me in a haze of Guerlain and vague bewilderment.

			One can never have too many friends, and she does seem a character I should like to know more about. Behind her impossibly blue eyes, I think I detected a hint of mischief.

			Letting myself into the flat, I am pleasantly surprised to find that a number of my orders have arrived. The space is still a bit spare, but unlike my aunt, I prefer it that way. Ever since I ran off to Greece and lived, more or less, out of the trunks I had brought with me, I have appreciated the concept of restraint, at least in some quarters of life.

			I go into the kitchen first. The refrigeration machine has not yet arrived. However, a long work table and set of six chairs have, as well as the china I chose at Harrods only two weeks ago. Running my fingers along the table, I experience an overwhelming feeling of pride. My first home, the first place where I have chosen everything myself, where I can do as I please without a watchful eye or manner of censure. The maid I hire must thus possess a like-minded temperament.

			The parlor with a view of the quiet square below has transformed from the bare shell of yesterday to a room where I can host my friends. There is a long sofa along one wall, upholstered in deep plum velvet and a set of emerald armchairs on the other side of the delicate coffee table, inlaid with an art deco pattern of nacre. The walls, as yet, are bare, something I hope to rectify soon enough. The windows, too, remain without curtains, but on a day like today, where the sky beyond is a vivid blue, who would want to cover such a sight?

			Just as I am plumping the new cushions, I hear a knock at the door. My first candidate! Even though I hold the power in this situation, my heart gives a little flutter of excitement. After all, this may be the person who lives here with me for the next few months, or until I marry.

			Before opening the door, I take a breath and straighten, shoulders back. I am wearing a new summer suit and feel quite the lady as I open the door to greet my visitor. Before me stands a young woman clutching a bag in one hand and her hat in the other. Her eyes are wide-set and slightly wary as they take me in.

			“Good morning,” I say, smiling to set her at ease. How anxious one must be to come to someone’s home and offer one’s services, always the social inferior and often treated that way? I would be quaking in my boots in her position!

			“Good morning,” she says, her voice soft, her accent unmistakably Irish.

			“What is your name?” I ask, as I open the door wider.

			“Maeve Kelly, miss.”

			“Come inside, Maeve. Do excuse the few furnishings, I am in the process of moving in.” I lead her to the living room and sit down in one of the armchairs, beckoning her to take a seat on the sofa. Now that the moment has arrived, I hardly know what to ask her. Can you dust? Are you amenable? hardly seem the wisest queries, yet that is what it comes down to.

			“Do you have references?” I ask instead. I advertised for a maid with an agency, but they were not terribly forthcoming when they heard I only wanted one, and me a lady at that!

			“No, miss.” She bites her bottom lip, but to her credit, meets my eyes.

			“Oh?” I wonder how she passed the agency’s muster without any references to recommend her, unless she was dismissed from her previous position in disagreeable circumstances. I let these possibilities hang in the air between us, willing her to explain herself. When she doesn’t and the silence grows denser, I inquire, “May I ask how you heard about this position? I don’t suppose you went through the agency with which I am working?”

			“No, miss. I -” she hesitates, watching me for a moment. Then, apparently swayed by my encouraging, if vaguely bewildered smile, she continues. “A friend of mine works at the agency. She heard there was a job going and said I might as well try.”

			“I see.” Oh, and I do! I can imagine only too well what was said. I know the reputation I have gained in recent times, a slightly rebellious, slightly odd young lady with a great fortune and too little social decorum. Yes, they probably thought, yes, she may be swayed to take on a maid without a single recommendation to her name or character.

			I should be offended, but instead I feel a prickle of pleasure at the thought of being considered even slightly eccentric.

			“Do you have any experience?” I ask, nonetheless. Practicality must win out over whims of vanity.

			“No, miss, but I have many younger cousins and I always helped my mam round the house.”

			“You would be bored here I daresay.”

			“No!” she protests, then adds, more quietly, “Miss.”

			I nod. There is something about her, the slight audacity of coming to an interview with no qualifications or references, that endears her to me.

			“What brought you to London, Maeve?” I ask.

			She glances at the hat in her lap, then raises her big eyes to meet mine, a hint of a nervous smile on her lips. “I wanted an adventure, miss.”

			A girl after my own heart. After she leaves, with my promise to contact her when I’ve made my decision, I call the agency and tell them they need not send any more candidates. Maeve reminds me of other young ladies I have met on my travels, women who just needed to hear one “yes” to be able to climb into a slightly better life. The job of a maid is not glamorous, no, but it provides a room, food, and in the case of my employ, fairly light work. Yes, I think Maeve will do nicely.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			When I arrive at Dulcie’s flat, bearing a box of Fortnum’s chocolates, I am greeted by the sound of her dog yapping away behind the door. I am so used to the robust hounds of my family’s country homes, not these urbanite pets, that I inwardly prepare myself to ward off sharp, tiny teeth from sinking themselves into my ankle when a man opens the door. He has managed to pick up the dog in his arms, where the creature has quieted. My eyes wander from the animal to the man holding it, and I have to remind myself not to stare. He is not very tall, but his height is exaggerated by an expertly draped turban in a rich, burgundy cloth which shimmers in the light of the chandelier above him. He is wearing an ordinary suit at odds with his exotic headdress and appearance. A neat beard covers the bottom half of his face. He regards me with dark eyes under heavy brows, gray in contrast to his black beard.

			“Good afternoon, you must be Lady Carlisle. Dulcie is expecting you.” I have never met a butler who refers to his mistress by her given name and can’t help but smile as he leads me down an opulently decorated hallway. How appalled Aunt Agnes would be at the very thought of such familiarity! Uncharitably, and perhaps unfairly, I consider her astonishment at the man who works for Dulcie Hazlett.

			The hallway is painted a deep shade of magenta, which is quite something on its own, but when hung generously with paintings of all manner of styles in all manner of gilt frames, it does rather sting the eyes. The décor seems to reflect the proprietress of this home as well as her butler, who leads me soundlessly along.

			“Dulcie, Lady Evelyn Carlisle,” he announces when we reach a room at the end of the hall, double doors swung open to reveal a further burst of color – peacock blue this time. It takes my eyes a moment to locate Dulcie in this veritable jungle of visual confusion.

			“Evelyn, dear, come in!” she says, beckoning from a low divan. She is half lying, wearing a flowing silk robe of some sort and a tangle of gold bracelets. From her simple summer dress yesterday, I would never have guessed the character awaiting me in the flat above mine! What fortune to have run into her the way I did! To think, I might easily have missed out on all of this. I don’t quite know where to sit and settle on a pile of plump cushions, for lack of another chair or sofa.

			“I would join you, dear, however my back has been troubling me lately.”

			“Do not concern yourself. Thank you for this invitation. You are the first of my new neighbors I have met.”

			“You might as well avoid the others,” she says, shrugging, making the heavy earrings tugging at her lobes bounce. “Complete and utter bores, the lot of them. Mr. Parrish and his wife have actually tried, on various occasions, to boot me out, if you can believe it!”

			“Goodness, I will have to remember to give them a wide berth!” While I imagine Dulcie’s manner is not to everyone’s liking, I find her to be rather intriguing. And though the style of her apartment is visually almost exhausting, I feel as though I am in a museum, or in another country. Now that I have a chance to look around more carefully, I notice an oriental theme to the room. A stuffed peacock sits on the mantle, beady eyes staring into nothing, thick Persian rugs cover the floor, framed drawings of elephants and men and women in vibrant, long shirts and elaborately wrapped skirts line the walls. I would like to get up and inspect them further but don’t want to appear nosy.

			“You are single, my dear?”

			“Engaged, actually,” I reply, holding out my hand, for her to inspect the sapphire, circled by the tiniest crown of diamonds.

			“Very nice.” She nods her approval. “My husband gave me his grandmother’s ring, and her husband had terrible taste. Good riddance!”

			“Daniel, my fiancé, wanted me to have something new rather than an heirloom. He wants only to look forward, not linger in the past.” I feel a flush of warmth creeping into my cheeks as I remember the moment he presented me with the ring.

			“Will he be joining you here?”

			“No, he lives in Grosvenor Square, but I couldn’t move in with him before the wedding, and honestly, I didn’t want to move back in with my aunt.” For some reason, Dulcie has a calming manner, which makes me say much more than I ordinarily would to a relative stranger. So it is that, by the time we have finished our spiced tea and some ginger biscuits, I have told her much of my past, which would ordinarily require months of friendship for me to divulge.

			“Your aunt must have missed you during your absence, Evelyn. A mother always does, when her child flees the nest.”

			“Our relationship is not a simple one,” I counter, slightly taken aback by her insinuation that Agnes is my mother, though in a way, of course, she is quite right. Still, it makes me wonder about her own relationship with her son. Her husband, it would seem, is not greatly missed.

			“You mentioned your son, does he live in the city?” I ask, eager to turn the conversation from my difficult relationship with Agnes to safer paths. Dulcie, who easily told me of her unhappy marriage, frowns and looks down at her lap. I’ve struck a nerve. In an attempt to rectify the situation, I burst forth: “I am opening a detective agency!”

			Dulcie looks up, the frown wiped from her face, as if it never clouded her features at all.

			“A detective agency? I had a sense you were an enterprising sort of girl. Whatever possessed a lady to embark on such a venture?”

			She has a manner of coaxing information out of me, while supplying remarkably little about herself. I find myself telling her about my disturbingly recurrent experiences with murder, and my involvement in solving the crimes. She nods along as if what I am telling is quite the most ordinary narrative in the world. Maybe in her world it is? She certainly seems to have lived an unconventional sort of life. One fact she did let slip is that she was born in India and only returned to England when she was married. Her butler, Mr. Singh, came with her. She does not confide more, and I do not think she desires me to ask. Given the fact that I would like to return here, I keep my counsel, not wishing to intrude.

			“You must come by again and tell me whether you’ve found any clients,” she tells me when she finally leads me to the door. “How will you advertise your services?”

			“I will place an ad in the paper, but I suspect it will mostly be by word of mouth. The truth is, I need the agency to work not only for myself but for a friend who is going to be my partner. You will see him around, Hugh Lawrence is his name.”

			“Is he your lover?”

			“Oh, no!” I stammer, unsure why her bluntness still manages to surprise. “Truly, a friend, but a good one at that.”

			“I see,” she says and gives me a blatant wink before waving goodbye.

			When I close the door of my flat behind me, I have to laugh. What a strange woman, and what a good time I had! I was in her flat for well over two hours and secured an invitation to return, so I must not have bored her, which I confess has me feeling rather proud. Next time, I must learn more about her. Where has she lived? Why did she shift from bright and lively to seeming strained when I mentioned her son? So many questions. Though I dare not call Dulcie Hazlett the first mystery of the Carlisle Detective Agency, I am mightily intrigued!

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			I have just returned from a shopping trip with Briony, an effort to find a dress for Dominic’s party, when I collide with Wilkins, coming out of Daniel’s house.

			“Oh, pardon me!” he says, stepping back, an odd expression on his face.

			“Not at all, it was my fault. I seem to be making a habit of running into people,” I reply, thinking of my first encounter with Dulcie.

			“Excuse me.” Without another word he moves past me, hurrying down the road. I wonder what has come over him? He is usually a paragon of politeness.

			Shrugging, I let myself in. The house is quiet and empty, save for Mrs. Kline, the cook, pottering away in her domain. The moment I decide to retire to the library for a few hours of quiet reading, the telephone rings, trilling down the empty hall. With Wilkins out, I hurry to answer.

			“Adam?” comes a woman’s voice, before I have the chance to speak.

			“No, I am afraid he stepped out a moment ago,” I say, recognizing Wilkins’ given name. It was spoken with such urgency so I add, “He should return soon, can I take down a name, so he can call back?”

			There is a moment’s hesitation before she replies. “No, no that’s all right. Thank you.” A click in the line and the call has ended. Strange. Maybe Wilkins has found himself a sweetheart? I would be happy for him, if he had. He is a young man still, too young traditionally for his occupation as a butler, but Daniel is fond of him and happily gave him the job. Wilkins, like Daniel and Hugh, is a veteran of the war. I know this went a way in swaying my fiancé to give him a chance. Having been in Oxford when Daniel bought his house and staffed it, and then in Scotland in recent months, I am not yet well acquainted with Wilkins, though he is always polite and helpful. Still, I wonder how much Daniel knows about the man who manages his household. Everyone is entitled to secrets, but as a newly minted detective, I must say my curiosity has been roused.

			“Do you think Wilkins has a sweetheart?” I ask Daniel after dinner, when the man in question has retired and we are alone in the library, sipping chaste tea tonight.

			“What has given you that impression?”

			“A woman called him earlier and he is acting a bit odd, don’t you think?”

			“No.”

			“Well, maybe you haven’t noticed. I do have rather more acute powers of observation,” I remind him with a wink.

			“Acutely troublesome, one might call them.”

			“Only if one wanted a dose of trouble oneself?”

			“I see,” he says, grinning into his tea.

			“I am quite serious. Do you think he might tell you, if you ask? You two are friends of a sort, are you not?”

			“Evie, it would be very strange if I suddenly asked him whether he has a woman in his life. We have never spoken of such things before. He would feel awkward. I would feel awkward.”

			“What is a little awkwardness between friends?”

			“You are too nosy for your own good. Let the man have his little secret.”

			“Oh, all right,” I say, pouting. I suppose Daniel is being fair, though I am not sure I can entirely abandon my quest. I try one last time. “At least tell me a little more about him.”

			“Do you know where the expression, ‘You are like a dog with a bone’ comes from? I could swear it was coined for you.”

			“Lucky me, to have such a very useful expression devised for me. Come now, Daniel, you must know something. You hired him, after all.”

			“You have hired a maid without references or experience, and you chide me for allowing my staff a little privacy?”

			“It is hardly the same, as I certainly intend to discover much more about enigmatic Maeve.”

			“Poor lass.”

			“Daniel!”

			“Oh, all right,” he says, sighing a hint too dramatically. “You already know he was a soldier.”

			“Yes, and he suffers the effects of Mustard Gas.”

			Daniel nods, solemn now. “He has a sister in the city but hasn’t told me more about his family. I didn’t think it right to press him. When we met, he was clearly in urgent need of work. So, I suppose, despite his studied eloquence and poise, he comes from a humble background. To be honest, I don’t think he learned how to be a butler apart from reading about them. His references were obviously false.”

			“You never said!”

			“People do not always need formal references to be good at what they do. They need a chance to prove themselves more than anything. I knew you wouldn’t judge him, but I thought if he does well that is all anyone needs to hear.”

			“You are a good man, Daniel. Not many would have given him the opportunity.”

			“I did what I hoped someone might do for me, were I in the same position.” He shrugs and rubs his chin, a nervous habit. Daniel has never been easy about taking a compliment.

			“Maybe the woman on the telephone was his sister. She called him Adam.”

			“Maybe. Evelyn, let the man be. Whoever she is, he is entitled to a private life.”

			“You are right, of course,” I say, accepting his mild chastisement, deserved as it is.

			“What a song to my ears!” Daniel grins, the mood shifting once again.

			“Enjoy it, you shall not hear it often, my love.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			I hear the faint hum of Dulcie’s radio coming through the ceiling, while I sort a few books into an empty case. Stepping back, I observe my handiwork. The office appears just about complete. A large desk looms in the center, along with a smaller table near the window. A set of comfortable chairs for visitors stands before the desk and one behind it for me. An elegant shelf decorates one wall, filled with a part of my book collection, taken from my old room at Aunt Agnes’ house. One always does feel wiser in the presence of books, I think. The walls are still a bit bare, so I am meeting Briony to visit a few galleries and find something to brighten up the space. Hugh came by earlier and was happy with the way everything looked. He suggested I should add a few notebooks and paper to the desk, to lend the appearance of scrupulous work being done. It is good to observe his growing enthusiasm for our endeavor. Initially, he worried it was a bit of a game to me. Now that everything is coming together, the ad being run in the paper, and I’ve told just about everyone I know – some to ill-concealed disapproval – there is a chance it might actually be a success! The thought sends a thrill of excitement down my spine.

			When the telephone rings, I answer with practiced professionalism.

			“Carlisle Detective Agency,” I announce. Though I suggested naming it Carlisle and Lawrence Detective Agency, Hugh thought it best to go simply with my name, as I am the one who will likely attract our clients, if only because they are curious. He even said adding my title could be of benefit, but I drew the line there, lest we be tasked solely with finding lost Siamese cats or spying on potential suitors.

			“This is Mrs. Franklin from the household staff agency.” The caller sounds uncertain whether she has reached the correct home. Clearly, I forgot to mention my business when I advertised for a maid.

			“Mrs. Franklin, hello. Is everything in order for Maeve to start tomorrow?”

			“Maeve Kelly . . . Yes, she is my reason for calling. Are you certain you want to hire her? I didn’t realize, she must have slipped past our system, but she is rather lacking in adequate references.” By “lacking in adequate references” Mrs. Franklin must mean her entire lack of any such thing. Nonetheless, I am pleasantly surprised she is being honest when I suspected Maeve had been sent, in a manner, to dupe me.

			“Thank you for your candor, Mrs. Franklin,” I reply. “Maeve was quite truthful about her lack of experience and her tenuous connection to your agency. I am, however, of the firm belief that experience can only be amassed if a chance is given to earn it in the first place, do you not agree?”

			“Oh . . . well, yes, yes I do. I simply wanted to be certain you were aware of what you were getting.”

			“Thank you, you have troubled yourself quite unnecessarily. She is set to come tomorrow, correct?”

			“Indeed.”

			“Then it is settled. Good day to you, Mrs. Franklin.”

			Despite my assurance to the woman that I stand firm by my decision to hire Maeve, I am a little apprehensive to be sharing this space with a stranger. Did Mrs. Franklin truly call to be certain I hadn’t made a mistake, or was there more left unspoken?

			The thought is left hanging in the air when the arrival of Briony with her eldest and youngest child disrupts the silence. Iona is almost thirteen and as tall as her mother. Elsa, in stark contrast to her dark-haired, dark-eyed sister, is a tiny, decidedly rotund, little lass with pink cheeks and a head of blond curls and lively blue eyes.

			“Show us around, now that you’ve sorted out some furnishings,” Briony insists after I let them in. She appears flushed from the heat, yet cheerful as ever. My cousin and best friend has blossomed in her role as a mother, even if she complains that she has barely a spare moment anymore.

			“Come along. Goodness, Iona, you seem to grow every time I see you. And the same can be said for you, little one.” I tickle Elsa’s chubby chin. She gurgles and tries to stuff her fist into her mouth. As I move from one room to the next, narrating all the while, Briony marvels at the transformation the space has undergone since she last visited.

			“It seems a waste to have made such a lovely home, when you will leave it in a few months,” she sighs, admiring the fabric of my new curtains.

			“I will still have use for it, as long as the detective agency doesn’t go under by the end of the year.”

			“You are going to persist with it after the wedding?”

			“I am,” I say firmly. Briony takes a deep breath and shakes her head.

			“Well, the good news is that you are so stubborn, you will probably will it into being a thriving success.”

			“Fingers crossed. Now can I offer you something to drink, or shall we look at some art?”

			“Best to go now. I can’t be certain how long Elsa will play nice, but I didn’t want to leave her at home today, she has been quite fussy lately.”

			“Fussy, well, that won’t do,” I say, taking the child from her and bouncing her around. “She was looking forward to a visit with her favorite aunt, weren’t you, Elsa?” I make a face and she lets out a peal of laughter.

			As it happens, Elsa, peering out of her pram, is as good as gold, while Briony, Iona and I stroll around, looking at paintings, oils and watercolors, deciding what fits best in my flat.

			“I like this one.” Iona points at a red chalk drawing of a woman in profile. It is so delicately, lovingly rendered, I instantly wonder what story it may tell. Was she the artist’s lover? His wife? Was it a forbidden romance? Or something far more innocent? A model hired for her pretty profile?

			“It’s beautiful,” I agree. “You have a good eye, Iona.” She smiles, pleased with my praise. Since Briony and Jeffrey brought their family back to London, I have made a point of taking Iona out on her own every other weekend. She is a quiet girl and can get lost in the fray of her louder siblings. We go to the British Museum, for tea at Brown’s hotel – an old favorite of Queen Victoria - or sometimes even to Speaker’s Corner to listen to poets or agitators vent their passions. She is wise beyond her years, young Iona, and I treasure my time with her. I have little doubt she will go to university and outshine us all, her scholarly father included.

			I buy the drawing and two small oils of the Cornish seaside, as well as one larger, slightly extravagant piece by an artist called Philip Wilson Steer, a large, impressionist view of the sea, complete with gusting clouds and swollen sails on ships scudding across the dappled blue sea. It is so light and inviting, it almost acts as a window to another place.

			When our shopping is complete, we are fairly exhausted and decide a fortifying cream tea is in order. Iona requests Brown’s Hotel. Since she and Elsa have been so very well behaved, her wish is granted.

			A short while later, we are happily ensconced at a large table at Brown’s, plates of scones, cucumber sandwiches and dainty cups of fragrant tea in front of us. Elsa mewls, tiny hands making repeated grabs for the forbidden treats. After a while, Briony gives up and tells me it is time they go home.

			“You go on ahead. I can bring Iona around in a bit,” I suggest, and she gratefully agrees.

			Once she has gone, I ask, “How are you passing time now that school has ended for summer?”

			“Reading mostly,” she replies with a shrug.

			“Anything good?”

			Iona proceeds to tell me about Miss Marianne Dashwood and her ill-fated love for Mr. Willoughby. “She is being silly. I much prefer Elinor.”

			“How unexpected!” I tease. Naturally the sensible nature of Miss Elinor appeals to the exemplar of sense that is Iona Farnham. Future beaux, take cover!

			“Now I am reading Tess of the D’Urbervilles, which is almost as awful as Wuthering Heights,” Iona tells me with wide eyes.

			“Thomas Hardy is a favorite of mine. One day, I shall take you to Wessex, so you can see the countryside he loved and to Yorkshire, to wander the Brontë’s moors. Would you like that?”

			“Very much. I must read all his books by then.”

			“I am sure you will manage very well indeed.”

			“Speaking of Thomas Hardy, did you hear that Thom Stanton and his father have moved to London? He wrote last week to tell me. His father has been hired by the Met. Thom was very excited.”

			Thom and his father are in London? His father, Lucas Stanton, whom I met in Oxford? We kept in touch for a little while, but when I went to Scotland, contact ceased. Evidently Iona has maintained better correspondence with her pen pal. And now he and Stanton have moved right under my nose. Iona watches me curiously with her dark, penetrating eyes. I force a smile to my lips.

			“I did not know. You must invite Thom along for tea one day, show him the city.”

			“I will invite him to my birthday next week. He turned thirteen last month.”

			“Yes, I think -”

			“Evelyn Carlisle?” I turn at the voice that has cut into my sentence and see a young man, slender and pale, with blond hair and a bright grin approaching our table. As he stands before me, I suddenly remember. It’s the grin that brings an old image to my mind.

			“Percy Devlin, goodness!”

			“And there I was thinking you’d forgotten me!”

			“Not at all, how are you? It must have been at least ten years since I last saw you. Right after you were sent to Eton when you were fifteen.”

			“You are aging me, Evelyn, and that in front of a lovely young lady.” Percy’s smile turns on Iona, who blushes ferociously.

			“My niece, Miss Iona Farnham. Briony’s daughter.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Iona.”

			Iona mumbles a reply.

			“Won’t you join us?” I ask.

			“Wouldn’t dream of interrupting your little tête-à-tête, besides, I’m waiting for the old pater.” He rolls his eyes. “Been badgering me about giving up my wandering ways and joining him in his business. Thank heavens I met you two first, I need a little cheer before facing that particular conversation. We must meet again soon and talk about the old days, yes? I am staying at Boodles, can’t face the parental home at the moment.”

			“That is just around the corner from me in St. James.”

			“Not at Aunt Aggie’s anymore, then?” he asks, a vaguely smug look on his face.

			“Agnes Tremaine to you, my dear, and no, I am not. As a matter of fact, she is soon-to-be Agnes Finley, if you can believe it.”

			“Remarrying, is she? I was sorry to hear of her husband’s death. He was a good chap. Anyway, onwards and upwards, ho!”

			When he leaves us again, weaving through the sea of tables toward one at the back of the room, Iona leans forward, her voice a whisper, though he has not a chance of hearing us.

			“Who was that?”

			“Percy Devlin. We knew each other as children. I haven’t seen him in ages. He was sent away to school and so was I for a spell, we lost touch. As far as I understand, he has been living in Monaco for the past few years, but that is based solely on rumor.”

			“Monaco . . .” Iona repeats, a dreamy expression on her face. I do believe dear Percy has left rather an impression. Just when I was beginning to paint Iona as an Elinor Dashwood, she proves me wrong. Then again, Elinor, too, was not infallible when it came to tumbling headfirst into love.

			It is only after I have delivered Iona to her home that I remember the conversation Percy interrupted. Stanton and his son have moved to London.

			Daniel will not welcome Iona’s news of Stanton’s arrival in the city with great pleasure. There was always a thin veil of envy present when I told my now-fiancé of the new friend I had made in Oxford. Admittedly, there was a moment, perhaps two, when I wondered whether Lucas Stanton, with his warm manner and clever mind may be more than a friend. Indeed, there were moments in which I felt he encouraged my speculation. In the end, though, I knew that Daniel was the one for me and I for him. Still, a part of me feels vaguely bewildered at the thought of facing Stanton, this time with a ring on my finger. Will he still treat me as he did before? Or will a chasm have opened up between us, preventing a return to the easy manner we shared in Oxford? I hope the former will be true. If Thom comes to Iona’s birthday celebration next week, will Stanton be there, too?

			As I let myself back into my flat, I can’t help but experience a small flutter of excitement to meet my old friend again. Now the question is just how to find the most opportune moment to tell Daniel.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			When Maeve arrives the next morning, it is with a single coarse canvas bag and nothing else. I show her around the flat, ending the tour in the maid’s room, her pressed uniform hanging in the wardrobe.

			“I have neither a housekeeper nor a cook at the moment, so I am afraid this position is not the most sociable. That being said, my colleague, Mr. Lawrence will be about fairly regularly. I will introduce you in due time. Do you have any questions?”

			“No, miss. That is . . .” she hesitates, pressing her lips together.

			“Yes?”

			“I don’t like to be bold, but could I have the afternoon off this Sunday? I won’t ask for a -”

			“I don’t see a problem with that,” I cut her off. “I will be out most of the weekend anyway, so you may consider yourself at leisure after breakfast, does that suit?”

			“Oh yes, thank you! And if you like, I can cook, too. My mam taught me this and that before I left home. In case you do not find a cook to suit you in good time.”

			“Thank you, Maeve, that would be much appreciated. You will be a bit of a Jack of all trades here for a while.”

			“Yes, miss.”

			I leave her to unpack, change and go to the office. In the days since I posted the advertisement for the detective agency, there has been only one inquiry. Even that was just a request to discover the whereabouts of an errant poodle. When I explained that the Carlisle Detective Agency does not offer the service of locating lost pets, I got a huffy reply that I should have specified my exact abilities in the ad. Before I could apologize for my oversight, the caller had ended the conversation.

			Hugh is still working odd jobs, unwilling to take a salary if there is no work to be done, which is of course honorable, if rather dull for me as I sit alone in my office. I flick through the various newspapers I bought, thinking it suitable for a true detective to be aware of all the goings on around the capital and the world. Good intentions aside, even a thorough exposé on page five of a notable actress, who has been, somewhat dubiously, widowed four times cannot distract me from the utter lack of something useful to do. I almost feel like helping Maeve unpack when the telephone rings on the table beside me. I lunge forward in my eagerness to answer, knocking my stack of papers to the floor in a flurry of newsprint.

			“Carlisle Detective Agency!” I gasp into the speaker. “Evelyn Carlisle speaking.”

			“Evelyn? Is that really you? Almost thought I had the wrong address. Goodness, whatever is this business of a detective agency about? Are you playing a prank?”

			I instantly recognize the smooth tones of Percy Devlin running like treacle down the line.

			“Twice in as many days, you honor me, Percy, after so many years of silence,” I tease. “And no, I will have you know the detective agency is not a prank, it is my business, thank you very much. We cannot all be idlers.”

			“My father would be heartened to hear you speak so, sort his son out. In all seriousness, Evelyn, you must tell me more. Are you rushed off your feet sorting out the East End gangs, or do you have an hour for an old friend?”

			“I suppose the gangs can wait a little while longer. I will let Scotland Yard take over while I have a cup of coffee with you.”

			“Perfect. You can’t come to Boodle’s naturally – no women allowed. Why don’t we meet at Lytton’s in twenty minutes, what do you say, old girl?”

			“Less of the old, but yes, that’ll do fine.”

			I hang up the receiver not entirely satisfied – coffee with Percy is not a case – but relieved to have a reason to get out of the silent office nonetheless.

			Isaac Disraeli, the father of Britain’s former prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli once said, “The history of coffee houses, ere the invention of clubs, was that of the manners, the morals and the politics of a people”. That being so, Percy Devlin, with his sly grin and bold ways, may not be entirely what Disraeli had in mind as patron of the charming coffee house Lytton’s in St. James.

			Though Britons have a reputation to be nearly drowning themselves in tea, coffee houses and the fiery brew itself have been flourishing in the capital for well over two hundred years! In the early years, they were Spartan, filled with smokers, sitting side-by-side on wooden benches reading all manner of newspapers or brochures. Coffee was cheap, the atmosphere sociable, debates loud, opinions and ideas flying and clashing as boundless cups were poured.

			The same cannot be said of Lytton’s. With its refined atmosphere, delicate bone china and superior Victoria Sponge it is reflective of the enclave of London it inhabits. Naturally, Percy is late.

			I have already been sitting at my small table by the window for fifteen minutes, stirring a lump of sugar into my coffee, when he finally bursts through the door, a roguish grin on his lips.

			“Evelyn, I apologize. There was an incident -”

			“Let me guess. You were on your way, when a fair maiden, golden hair cascading to her waist, called for your help. Her darling kitten had climbed into a tree and couldn’t get down.”

			“I valiantly told the dear mademoiselle not to worry and scaled the tree, risking life and limb to secure the safety of her hapless pet.”

			“Did she at least reward you with a kiss?”

			“A gentleman never tells.”

			“You haven’t changed a bit,” I say, unable to keep from smiling.

			“Unlike you. What is this business of a detective agency? You always were a scrappy sort – father warned me away from you often enough – but since when does a lady go into the workforce? And while you are engaged to one of London’s most eligible at that! Is it debt?”

			I give his leg a good kick under the table.

			“I will have you know, I have been quite successful detecting in the past.”

			“No doubt. You always were an inquisitive one. Before you give me another kick, please understand that I mean it as a compliment.”

			“Are you back in the city for good?” I ask, eager to turn the conversation onto a different path, lest I be forced to admit that my detective sense may be itching, but my business sense is lacking, at least thus far.

			“In all likelihood,” Percy says with a dramatic sigh, as he drops three lumps of sugar into his coffee. “The pater is cutting me off, unless I join him in his business. Only son and all that. It’s blackmail, pure and simple.”

			“Remind me what he does?”

			“Oh, this and that. He owns a smattering of factories from here to Manchester. I suppose I should count myself lucky he hasn’t banished me to Cottonopolis.” Manchester has long held this nickname due to the vast quantities of cotton mills and textile factories scattered around the city. I have never been but won’t tell Percy that. He’d only take it as a sign of my sheltered upbringing, which would be rich indeed, coming from an Eton lad who has been living a life of leisure in Monaco these past years.

			“Would it be so terrible to join him?” I ask, taking a careful sip and savoring the bitter tang.

			“Terrible? No. An absolute disaster is more accurate. We cannot be in a room ten minutes before one of us invariably offends the other. It has been like this since I was a child. In hindsight, I think he wanted Mother completely to himself and couldn’t stand the fact that she doted on me. Who could blame her, cherub that I was?”

			“And such a modest one at that!”

			“In any case, I think it would be worse had I been a girl, he would find no use in a daughter at all, save marrying her off to some rich old codger to further line his pockets.”

			I always knew Percy and his father did not see eye to eye. From the venom in my old friend’s voice, though, I gather their mutual disdain runs much deeper than I ever suspected. Anthony Devlin is a man I have come across on occasion at the odd social event in the city. Even a few weeks ago we were at the same luncheon, organized by his wife, who is a friend of Agnes. We run in tight circles in this town, and, like Percy, I have often found this to be rather stifling. I can imagine the pressure the forbidding, broad-chested elder Devlin is placing on the slender shoulders of his only son, his heir.

			“Do you have an option? Is there another way of earning your keep? I’d offer you a job, but I’m afraid I have more employees than cases,” I admit, changing my mind about acknowledging my own set-back in the face of his frustration.

			“I’d probably be a useless detective anyway. Running the business is what Father has primed me for most of my life, even if I moved to a different country to avoid it. I think he is feeling his age. He had a bad case of bronchitis last winter, so it became more urgent for me to return.”

			“Well, I for one am happy to have you back just as I have returned to the city as well.”

			“That’s something,” he says with a lackluster shrug.

			“What of a woman, a wife? Do you have your sights set on anyone? My niece has taken rather a fancy to you, I must say, but I warned her away. I told her you were a cad and not to be trusted.”

			“Ruining my chances!” he cries, a pinch of his earlier exuberance returning.

			“You’d have to get past the protective wall her papa would build around the girl. That, and myself.”

			“Then it is hopeless.” Percy smiles, takes another sip and breaks a corner off one of the biscuits in his saucer. “To answer your earlier question, no, there is no woman. I left no broken heart behind in Monaco. Mother will doubtless try her best to change that in good time, though.” A shadow passes over his features, and I wonder whether he has changed after all. The boy I used to know was a trickster, a gleeful smile perpetually on his lips; if there was no fun to be found he would create it. The man sitting across from me now has small lines fanning out around the corners of his eyes, the etchings of a face that likes to laugh. Yet his pallor tells another story. He is pale and, in this light, I notice the traces of dark circles beneath his blue eyes. Percy Devlin, who are you now?

			“What will you do?” I meet his gaze. Percy takes a deep breath and sighs.

			“I have to stay, accept the responsibility.”

			“Maybe it won’t be as bad as you anticipate. You might not have much to do with your father in the daily running of things. Surely, there will be managers to deal with instead. Who knows, you may find the work quite gratifying. You’ve always enjoyed being around people.”

			“Being around friends is not the same as being around people who will always feel, on some level, beholden. Besides, Father wants to control everything I do. Still, unless I want to live in squalor or marry the next best heiress Mother can procure, I have little choice. I don’t imagine you want to chuck your Daniel by the wayside and take me instead.”

			“I am afraid the answer is ‘no’.”

			“I thought so,” he says, in mock dejection.

			“Shall I expect to see you at the Harper’s summer party this weekend? I assume your parents are attending, since they are practically neighbors?”

			“Will you?” I nod and he continues. “I suppose I could be persuaded, if I knew a friendly face awaited me.”

			“Do not be so glum, things may take a turn for the better, you never know.”

			“You give me hope, old friend.” With a crooked smile, Percy lifts his cup and taps the rim against mine. “To hope.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“The ad has been in the paper for a week, and nothing!” I complain to Hugh, as we sit in our office, sipping tea and listening to summer rain pitter-patter against the window.

			“A week isn’t long,” Hugh says with a little shrug, though it is obvious he is as disappointed as I am at our lack of employment.

			“The papers report that London is a city rife with crime, but I can’t see much evidence of that claim.”

			“Be grateful for it,” he warns me, raising an eyebrow.

			“Oh, I am being silly. I just hoped we would take off running.”

			“Something will come up. With your history, it can’t be long.” Grinning into his cup, Hugh takes another sip. He is, of course, referring to the unsettling number of murders that have occurred in shocking proximity to my person. Indeed, it is this very fact which has led me to founding this agency, for I do not boast when saying I played a role in solving the mysteries associated with those unfortunate deaths. Occasionally at significant risk to life and limb – a reason, valid perhaps, to explain Daniel and Briony’s reluctance when I told them about my business plans. I think Daniel is relieved, at least, that Hugh is keeping an eye on me and vice versa. We are both troublemakers in his eyes, even though our aim is to be the very opposite. It is quite unfair, really!

			“Are you coming to the party Daniel’s cousin is hosting tomorrow?” I ask, dipping one of the shortbread fingers Maeve baked this morning into my cup.

			“I hadn’t planned on it. Dominic doesn’t like me much.”

			“I wonder if he much likes anyone, save his wife and children. Even with them I am sometimes uncertain. I’ve only met his son once. He wants to become an actor.” I raise my eyebrows meaningfully and Hugh chuckles.

			“I take it Papa disapproves?”

			“Quite.” There is a knock at the door and Maeve enters, poking her head in first. Her mass of gold-red curls has been tamed in a low bun.

			“A few parcels have arrived for you from Harrods, miss.”

			“Oh, that’ll be the dresses!” I jump up and make for the door, when I remember I have not yet introduced Hugh to Maeve. He was away most of the time on other jobs. Turning, I say, “Hugh, you haven’t met Maeve, have you? Maeve, Hugh is my colleague. You will see him around quite frequently. I will just have a look at those parcels.” Dashing into the hallway, I busy myself unpacking my summer bounty, in time for the party.

			When I return to the office a little while later, Maeve is gone, and Hugh stands by the window. He doesn’t notice me at first, so I say nothing. His stance is relaxed, and his figure has filled out ever so slightly since Daniel and I first met him two years ago in France, an anxious ghost of a man. Had anyone then told me he might become one of my dearest friends, I would have thought they had taken leave of their senses, but look at us now. It has been good for Daniel, too, having a friend he trusts, a man who knew and cared for his late brother, Henry. As much as we may aim to escape our past, it always seems to collide with our present. Sometimes the crash is painful, but sometimes it results in something new and unexpectedly wonderful.

			“I didn’t hear you,” Hugh says with a start as he turns around, half his face in shadow. Heavy clouds outside have blocked out the sunlight.

			“Where did Maeve go?” I ask, dropping into my chair once more.

			“She said she had to do a bit of ironing.” Hugh crosses his arms over his chest, remaining standing where he is, looking unsettled.

			“Is everything all right?” I ask. “You didn’t frighten the poor girl off, did you?” My tone is joking, but Hugh doesn’t seem to notice.

			“No, of course not!”

			“I was teasing, Hugh. What is it?”

			He wavers for another moment, glancing outside, then steps across the room to where I sit behind my desk.

			“She seems nervous, somehow.” Shaking his head, Hugh leans against the desk, lines creasing his forehead.

			“Maybe she was uncomfortable alone with a man,” I suggest, though I have noticed the same when she is alone with me, as if something is perpetually on her mind, as though she isn’t quite present. Still, I can’t fault her for dreaming of a different place, even if I try to be as good an employer as I can. She is young and entitled to her fantasies.

			“Did she tell you where she came from?”

			Vaguely embarrassed to have hired a girl knowing hardly a thing about her, I hesitate, unsure how to proceed. Finally, I say, “She is Irish. I wouldn’t be worth much as a detective, if I missed that clue.”

			“But who is she? I am all for giving people chances, however she is living under your roof.”

			“Let me worry about that. I like Maeve and she does her work well, which is all that matters at the moment. None of my silver has gone missing, and she bakes superb shortbread.”

			“Keep an eye on her, will you.” Hugh leaves a short time later to get the tram which crosses the river to Lambeth. His words of caution ring in my ears when I enter the kitchen to find some cheese and bread for supper. If business stays the way it is at the moment - nonexistent – I will have little excuse not to learn how to cook. That is something at least. Every cloud . . .

			Fifteen minutes later, I am idly turning the pages of my copy of The Mysterious Affair at Style, losing myself in the brilliant mind of Hercule Poirot, when the telephone rings. Wondering for a moment whether my choice of reading has brought a mystery to my own doorstep, I answer quickly.

			“Carlisle Det -”

			“Evelyn? Thank goodness I have caught you!” I recognize Elizabeth Harper’s voice on the line, Dominic’s wife.

			“Is everything all right, Elizabeth? You sound ruffled.”

			“Two of my serving maids have come down with a summer cold, and I can’t find any replacements! Is there any way you might lend me yours for the party?”

			Ordinarily, I would be slightly affronted by her turn of phrase, as though my maid is as much a commodity as a silk shawl, but I can hear the anxiety in her voice and choose to let it pass this time. She clearly seems to be under the misconception that I manage a great staff, rather than a single maid, a new one with no experience at that. Still, she has been kind to me and likely played a considerable role in the softening of her husband towards Daniel.

			“I will ask my maid whether she can help you tomorrow. Wait a moment, Elizabeth. I will ring you back in a few minutes.”

			I am within my rights as her employer to simply tell Maeve where she is needed tomorrow, however, I am new to the running of a household, let alone the management of people, so I feel it is considerate to ask Maeve, even if such a request may appear purely pro forma. To Elizabeth’s good fortune, the young woman is happy to oblige, and the matter is put to rest. Maeve will go to Holland Park tomorrow morning and help with preparations. I can cope well enough on my own for a few hours. If I could not manage to rustle up a breakfast and button myself into my dress, I would not present much of an example of an independent woman of today, after all!

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			I arrive at Daniel’s house in Grosvenor Square all decked out in one of my new dresses, a gauzy creation of cheery marigold yellow with a dropped waist and delicate embroidery along the hem. We decide to take a taxi to Holland Park, where Dominic and his family live. Their house is practically across the widest part of Hyde Park from Daniel’s house, which is close to two miles long! One of my favorite aspects of this city is the number of green spaces and parks sprinkled throughout. One might almost forget one is living in a seething metropolis when dipping into such a shaded grove, lush with trees and vegetation. Hyde Park itself is one of the royal parks of the city and is suitably majestic. The tranquil sweep of the Serpentine river cuts through its middle, and Kensington Palace stands sentry at the other side.

			Every area around the park is considered distinguished in its own right. There is Belgravia, with its elegant white mansions, Kensington with the Royal Albert Hall and a spate of museums, not to mention the palace; there is Mayfair, where Daniel and I live, with the illustrious Park Lane and quaint galleries, named after the annual May Fair held here some centuries past. This is the area of London I know best, sheltered as my upbringing was. I must make a point of exploring further afield, if I am to merit my mettle as a detective in this vast and varied city.

			The London I knew as a young girl has changed character, shifted from a place where the clip-clip of horses could be heard at all hours, to one where the rumble of motorcars and trams accompanies daily life. Even the monarchs have changed. Three months before my birth saw the death of The Grandmother of Europe, Queen Victoria. King Edward VII reigned for a mere nine years, and George V has been residing in Buckingham Palace ever since, guiding us through the Great War. There have been eight prime ministers since I was born, all bringing their ideas and ideals along with them, bolstering the country or dragging it down. So much has happened in a mere twenty-six years, my time on earth, it is strange to think how small a blip in the world’s history my own lifetime will be. We are all the starring characters in the story of our lives and push aside the grim thought that one day it will end, the last page turned. What sort of a London will my nieces and nephews experience, my own, as yet unborn, children? Will they abandon four wheels and simply levitate through the streets? Will there be good government or anarchy? Will the contours of life shift so considerably, I would be hard-pressed to recognize the world I once inhabited? Though part of me is bent on unearthing the secrets of my environs, I recognize there are some mysteries too great for even a genius like Hercule Poirot with his little gray cells to solve. I must contend myself with the present, which certainly offers enough in the way of seemingly insurmountable opacity.

			Wilkins opens the door for me before I have a chance to do so myself. He has regained his expression of composure, unlike the last time I saw him, and takes my hat, telling me I can find Daniel in his office.

			My heels tap lightly on the polished wooden floors as I navigate the wide hallway. Daniel’s office is at the back of the house, quiet and away from the street, it faces the small, tidy garden which bathes in the glow of the late morning sun.

			“Come in!” Daniel calls upon my knocking.

			“Are you ready? I don’t want to be late,” I announce, entering the room. Daniel sits behind a broad oak desk, which is difficult to discern as its surface is covered in papers. When he first returned to London to take on a role in his family’s company, Daniel was skeptical he could fit it, let alone make a go of it. However, he has fallen into the part nicely, ever since Dominic laid aside his anxiety that Daniel should try to usurp his position.

			“Just a moment.” He says, signing a piece of paper, then looking up. “Don’t you look nice. You’ve brought the sun back out!”

			“Let us hope so. I would feel quite sorry for the effort Elizabeth has put into this party should it be drowned in a deluge.”

			“I can’t say I wouldn’t prefer spending the day with you, rather than making idle chatter with a host of strangers.” Daniel frowns slightly, leaning back in his chair. He has never been one for socializing. It is a test of his nature to accept any invitations from people he doesn’t know very well.

			“I will be there,” I encourage, pushing a few papers aside and perching on the edge of his desk. Daniel smiles and reaches for my hand.

			“To be honest, it isn’t just my typical reluctance to attend social events.” He shakes his head, a curl of dark hair falling into his forehead, making him look for a moment younger than his thirty years.

			“The reports for the last few months have not been good. Dominic predicts we may need to let go a number of our workers, even close the shipbuilding yard in Portsmouth. Unemployment has gone down in the city, yet many parts of the country are still suffering, and exports aren’t what they were before the war. The demand exists, but other countries are catching up to us. We need to change our ways, or I don’t know what the future of the company will be.” Daniel sighs and looks up at me. Only now do I realize he must have been carrying these worries for quite a while, letting me prattle on about my detective agency, flat hunting, and summer parties.

			“Why did you never tell me about any of this?” I ask, a little hurt that he should have kept it from me. Am I not meant to be his wife in the near future? To have the sort of marriage where one of us underestimates the other is not for me.

			“I hardly realized myself how worrying the situation has become until recently. Dominic only told me the bare facts two days ago. You know him. He tried to conceal the developments from me, as if I might blame him for running my father’s company into the ground.”

			“Has he?”

			“No,” Daniel shakes his head, rubbing his chin. “He did what he could. No one knows Harper Ltd. as well as he does. It would have been lost, had he not stepped in when I ran away. I do not blame him for the economy, but I am angry he didn’t trust me with the facts. You understand why I am not jumping out of my seat to see him today?”

			“I quite understand, still I fear it would be terribly rude to beg off at such late notice. Besides, it might do both of you good to find some distraction today.”

			“You are probably right,” he reluctantly agrees and pushes himself to his feet.

			“Naturally,” I agree, planting a kiss on his mouth. “You will see, if all else fails, I shall keep you in the style to which you are accustomed when we are married.”

			“Then we must all hope you are a better businesswoman than I am businessman.”

			“I believe I have the biological advantage as far as that is concerned,” I tease him as we leave the office, hand in hand. Now is certainly not the time to voice my doubts about the detective agency. I am only glad that Hugh is my sole employee in the venture. Daniel and Dominic have hundreds of lives depending on their wages for survival. I do not envy them one bit of this responsibility.

			Contrary to expectation, Daniel’s mood lightens almost as soon as we leave the house. When he is left to his own devices, he is prone to sinking into the depths of his anxieties, feeling responsibility resting heavy on his shoulders. Sometimes I think these moods are a consequence of his past, of the losses he and his family suffered and his utter helplessness to prevent the tragedies. Returning to London has been good, for the most part. We have both carved out a nook of independence, while reconnecting with people from our past. Nonetheless, the past includes memories we both prefer to banish, even when such an endeavor is nearly impossible as long as our minds remain intact. It is in moments of turmoil, when the black hole of memory threatens to swallow us, or when a new trouble arises, turning the ground beneath our feet into hungry quicksand, I wonder whether we made a mistake and should run back to our idyll in the Mediterranean Sea. These thoughts escape my mind when we arrive at Dominic and Elizabeth’s Holland Park mansion, for who should get there at the very same moment but Aunt Agnes and Harold. The latter smiles broadly and greets us with his customary warmth; the former gives me a quick appraisal and a brief embrace, while bestowing a decidedly sunnier hello on my fiancé.

			We are admitted to the gargantuan house by a stony-faced butler, who leads us through the marble hallway, flanked by a madcap assortment of sculptures and paintings, following no particular style or reason apart from serving as overt symbols of remarkable wealth, fortune that does not always imply remarkable taste. Elizabeth once told me the décor is a relic of her late mother-in-law, and Dominic insists on keeping it the way she left it. Though Elizabeth is not a woman to take that which does not please her lying down, I think she has learned to choose her battles wisely in her long marriage to an equally head-strong man.

			Two onyx black figurines of creeping panthers stand guard at the door to the back garden, from where we can hear the din of cheerful chatter carried in on the warm breeze. The butler opens the door for us, holding it as we pass into the sun-drenched garden. The weather gods are smiling down on us, for the blanket of clouds that shielded the sun from view yesterday has parted, and the small expanse of manicured lawn sparkles lush and green under its benevolent rays.

			Elizabeth has outdone herself – or rather her staff has. The garden, by London standards, is large. She has succeeded in fitting a long table and at least twenty chairs into the space and people stand about in small clusters, drinking Pimm’s or lemonade, laughing and chatting.

			“Oh, there you are!” Elizabeth calls out as she notices us, breaking away from a group of guests, whom I recognize as Percy’s parents, Anthony and Helena Devlin and an older woman, jewels glittering around her neck.

			“This looks lovely, Elizabeth!” I greet her, kissing her cheeks. Agnes and Harold know Elizabeth and Dominic well by now and require no formal introduction. They are soon led aside by a couple, the wife of whom Agnes seems to know from bridge evenings.

			“Let us get you something to drink. Can you imagine this weather? I tell you,” Elizabeth says, touching my arm and nodding at Daniel, “first the maids and then the rainstorm yesterday. I was this close,” she holds her thumb and forefinger and inch apart, “to canceling the whole affair.”

			“I am glad you didn’t. You must teach me one day how to be such an excellent host. I may have just enough furniture now to chance inviting guests.”

			“Oh, that is right, you just moved.” She nods and waves over a maid, balancing a tray of crystal glasses. “But that is temporary. You will soon be mistress of the house in Grosvenor. Now that is a place to host a party!”

			“Where is Dominic?” Daniel asks, looking around.

			“Oh, he is in a lather and I sent him to sort out whatever is troubling him before he disturbs our guests. You know him, ever a cantankerous old fool.” Smiling as she says this, Elizabeth softens the impact of her words, but only slightly. I wonder whether she is aware of the company’s troubles. In any case, now is certainly not the time to ask. “He wanted to speak to you. You can go into his office, if you like,” she continues, taking a sip of Pimm’s. “But you mustn’t let him spoil the day, Daniel. Everything will sort itself out one way or the other.”

			“Let us hope so,” Daniel replies, raising his glass. “You don’t mind if I go and find him?” he asks me. I shake my head and follow him with my eyes as he weaves through the groupings of guests, back towards the doors. I hope Dominic won’t dampen his spirits again.

			“You must let me introduce you, though I imagine you have probably met almost everyone. Imogene is over there with Percy Devlin – such a charmer! – and those are his parents, Helena and Anthony and Helena’s mother, Beatrice.” Elizabeth gestures towards the heavily bejeweled woman and lowers her voice. “She lives with them now and apparently is not the easiest houseguest, if Anthony is to be trusted. Then again, I doubt anyone has ever called his company ‘easy’ either.”

			“I know Percy from my childhood,” I say, and her eyes widen.

			“I don’t know what to make of him. Imogene is smitten, as you can see. It takes some wheedling to soften my daughter’s barbed tongue.” Her observation makes me laugh. Indeed, Imogene is a hard nut to crack, though I have had a modicum of success in recent times, she was overtly unenthused when we first met.

			“Percy is a friendly chap, though I have not seen him in many years. I cannot vouch for his virtues.”

			“A handsome, wealthy man living in Monaco these past years probably has few left,” Elizabeth whispers with a giggle. I give her a gentle jab with my elbow, laughing along with her. I would not have suspected she and I would become any sort of friends, but she is an easy woman to get along with and a in possession of a generous sense of humor, which she does not shy from turning on herself.

			“I gather there is some trouble between him and his father, which is hardly a well-kept secret. Look how the elder Devlin frowns at his son.” I nudge Elizabeth, who casts her eyes on the man.

			“Hm . . . headstrong as my Imogene is, I am not convinced I would like her to marry into that family, and perhaps not to such a flighty young man as Percy may well be. He is a bit older than our Johnny, but they are friends. They stayed in touch while Percy was gone.”

			“Will I see Johnny today?” I ask, unwilling to discuss the merits of Percy’s character in much greater detail, for I rather prefer him to Imogene, who can be quite a minx herself. I cannot rightly say who would be worse off should a match between the two become a reality. Then again, this very point may make them the ideal couple.

			“I hope so.” Elizabeth sighs, which tells me more than those three words ever could. Whatever trouble Imogene may come up with, it is her elder brother who causes Elizabeth far greater distress. I have met John Harper – Johnny – on only two occasions. Both were fraught with tension between him and his parents. He has aspirations to become an actor and looks down upon his father, whom he called a “capitalist leech” in a heated exchange, after which Daniel and I made a hasty escape.

			“He doesn’t live at home anymore?” I ask gently, sensing there is more Elizabeth wishes to say, but is warring with herself whether to bring it up on what is meant to be a cheerful occasion.

			Peering into her half empty glass, then out at the groups of people clustering on her elegant lawn in their weekend finery, she finally says, “No, he doesn’t. He tells me he is living at his club, The Athenaeum on Pall Mall. Dominic pays the dues, and after their last fight, he said he would not finance Johnny anymore, so I have not heard whether he plans to stay there. Naturally, I would try to help him, but he won’t take my money.”

			“Oh, dear.” I say, unable to think of anything more useful or soothing. How troublesome children can be! Surely Iona will never be such trouble for her parents? Surely, I never was for Agnes? Or was I? I confess, running off to Crete two years ago and returning, tanned and on the arm of a strange man might, in hindsight, have been rather a cause for alarm. Maybe I have been too hard on her lately. We simply have a talent for rubbing one another entirely the wrong way, have always done, ever since I came into her home when I was merely four. Old habits die hard.

			“A friend of mine said she has seen him swanning about with that actress who is being lauded for her turn as Desdemona these days.”

			“Esme Leonard?” My surprise is considerable, for I have read of the noted Esme Leonard and her antics in the society columns of the papers. If they are to be believed, she is quite a flirt and has been seen out with a number of well-heeled gentlemen.

			“I hope Johnny is careful. A woman like that . . .” she shakes her head, leaving her sentence trailing meaningfully in the air between us. I give her arm a gentle squeeze.

			“You will see, it will all work itself out. Johnny is no fool, simply stubborn, which is not unusual for a man of his youth. Leave him be for a while. Arguing about his lifestyle or lover may only push him to defy you further, simply to exert his sense of independence.”

			“I thought their rebellious phases were over,” Elizabeth says, nodding in Imogene’s direction, a ghost of a smile on her lips.

			“What are adults but children, stretched lengthwise? The spark of rebellion does not die so easily, as you know very well.” I notice Daniel from the corner of my eye, Dominic at his side. “Our men have returned.”

			“Speaking of trouble, look at Dominic’s face. I hope he can pull himself together for a few hours. Maybe it would be better if Johnny didn’t come,” Elizabeth says, frowning and squeezing the delicate glass in her hand with a white-knuckled grasp. Gently, I take it from her, and set in on a tray that Maeve, happening to be floating by in a starched uniform, holds out to me.

			“I will stay close and distract him if the need arises,” I promise. My friend gives me a strained smile, before moving away to speak to her husband.

			“Everything all right?” I whisper to Daniel. He shrugs and forces a smile to his lips.

			“There was a small disruption at one of the yards. Let us speak of it later. Are you enjoying yourself?” I recognize his diversion for what it is and happily play along. Elizabeth’s anxiety about Dominic and Johnny unsettled me. I am eager to slip back into the more carefree role I wore before we arrived.

			Johnny does make an appearance, and on his arm is none other than the siren of the stage herself, Miss Esme Leonard. I must confess, I am rather disappointed. In person, she appears uninspiring, if I dare think such an uncharitable thing of a member of my sex. Indeed, she is sweet enough, though exuding none of the charisma she is known for during her performances. That being said, she is astonishingly pretty, and Johnny is positively beaming as he makes the introduction. Esme smiles charmingly but does not say much. Elizabeth appears conflicted, happy to see her son and uncertain how to behave towards his guest. Dominic ignores them both, stepping aside to talk to Anthony Devlin, whose eyes keep straying to the young actress’ face.

			After a few moments of bland chatter, Elizabeth calls everyone to be seated.

			“Don’t worry, it is going very well,” I assure her, taking my seat between her and Daniel. Percy, his father and mother sit directly opposite us. I had almost forgotten Agnes and Harold were here as well, until I see the latter hold out a chair for the former to gracefully slide into a few seats down. I give my aunt a smile, and she returns it. I have taken all the familial tension around this table to heart and determine to make more of an effort to compromise with my aunt. Dulcie was right when she described Agnes as my mother. She is the only one I truly know as such and seeing the strained look on Percy’s face, the indifference with which Dominic regards his son, I can’t bear to have such an atmosphere clouding the space between us again.

			The first course is a light Waldorf Salad served in a bed of lettuce with plump walnuts sprinkled liberally over the top. Everyone has brought their appetite, and for a few moments, the din of conversation dies down. Here, in the cool shade of a horse chestnut, the heatwave pressing on the city can almost be forgotten.

			“Miss Leonard,” Percy addresses the actress, “I had the pleasure of seeing you perform last week. I must congratulate you. Your Desdemona is quite unforgettable.” He smiles across the table, and while his words may be taken as flirtation by some, I recognize them as a kindness. It must be clear to Miss Leonard she is not welcome by the hosts of this party, and Percy is trying to ease her discomfort. Whatever rascal he was in his youth and may well remain, he was never one to allow ill treatment of others, never one to join in with the bullies. That much, at least, has remained the same. I may recommend him to Elizabeth as a future husband for her daughter after all.

			“Oh, thank you, Mr. Devlin,” the young actress says, smiling demurely, dabbing her full lips with a linen napkin. “It is my favorite part.”

			“Doubtless your career is only in its infancy. You will have your pick of Juliet or Titania, I am convinced.”

			Johnny smiles proudly at his lover, and I wonder why Dominic considers this attachment so appalling. There is a lingering stigma against actors and actresses not belonging in high society. If anything, though, they should be able to put on an act better than the lot of us. Certainly, Miss Leonard’s manners have far exceeded those of several others at the table.

			“Acting is what you intend to devote yourself to as well?” It is Anthony Devlin who speaks now. He has set his knife and fork on his place and stares fixedly at Johnny, who blushes under the attention, then straightens in his seat.

			“It is, sir, yes.”

			“Hmph! Well, doesn’t seem much of a profession for a man – excuse me, Miss Leonard – your father has a business good and ready for you, lad.” Devlin shakes his head, his expression bemused. He turns his attention to his own son, who wears a tight expression. “My son is of the same ilk. He doesn’t even want to be an actor, just an idler! Youth these days. I tell you, in my time you learned the meaning of work and dedication. My father never would have stood for laziness or grandiose plans, and right he was, too. Dominic, I trust you agree with me.”

			Dominic, to his credit, appears markedly uncomfortable faced with his friend’s line of questioning. The conversation has died down and all attention is focused on the two men. I think wildly how to interject, seeing the tension in Elizabeth’s face, but my mind has gone as blank as an empty page.

			Just as Dominic opens his mouth, I hear the blessed voice of dear Harold breaking into the silence.

			“Goodness, this is a delightful salad. The perfect meal in such weather, though I have to tell you, this heat is nothing compared to the boiling temperatures we experienced in Bombay. So hot we couldn’t leave the house without feeling we were being roasted alive. I tell you, after so many years in India, I genuinely welcomed the English winter. Now do tell me, Elizabeth, who landscaped your lovely garden. My own patch is a shameful tangle of weeds at the moment, and they are starting to climb threateningly close to the house!” His cheerful monologue distracts us all and does the trick of easing the tension in the air. Elizabeth looks so relieved, her mouth has stretched into a grateful smile as she dutifully answers Harold. Agnes, too, appears quite proud to be seated next to this amiable man. For my part, I am happy that he shall soon be a part of my family – double wedding, here we come!

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Daniel and I accept Agnes’ invitation to come to Eaton Square for a cup of tea after the luncheon. So I find myself sitting in Agnes’ sun-drenched conservatory opposite my aunt and soon-to-be uncle and with Daniel by my side. None of us truly has any appetite or thirst. We soon abandon the façade of teatime and delve into the true purpose of our gathering, a dissection of the party.

			“Harold, you did very well diving into that awkward conversation. I cannot guess what got into Devlin to speak so bluntly!” I shake my head in disbelief.

			“I felt for poor Elizabeth,” Harold says with a modest shrug. “It was obvious she was terribly uncomfortable. I sense there is some trouble between her husband and their son.” He raises one of his generous brows.

			“Dominic doesn’t like Johnny planning to become an actor, and I do not imagine it helped his situation much to bring along Miss Leonard.”

			“The dear girl, I can’t see what anyone holds against her?”

			“Oh Harold,” Agnes interjects. “You are too good for this world. Do you not realize that a boy like Johnny Harper, with the world at his fingertips, must be wary of a fortune huntress? She may be a success now, but she is still an actress.”

			“Surely that is terribly old-fashioned?” Harold postures, wearing a vaguely bemused expression.

			“You have been away too long. I daresay people in India think differently.” Agnes shrugs meaningfully. “Here, and among our society -”

			“What puzzled me was the way Devlin criticized his own son in front of an audience,” I interrupt, wary of moving onto a path riddled with the ins and outs of society and the vagaries of London etiquette. “Percy has his difficulties with his father, yet it was hardly proper to bring them up in that setting. Percy looked distinctly unhappy.”

			“The man was hardly sober,” Daniel offers by way of explanation. “I was surprised a man of his robust form should be felled by a few glasses of Pimm’s.”

			“I’ve seen those florid expressions before, Daniel,” Harold says. “I shouldn’t be surprised if he had something far stronger than Pimm’s before arriving at the party. He must have been in a foul mood, too, because I overheard his wife trying to pacify him on more than one occasion before we even sat down.”

			“Poor Helena.” Agnes crossed her arms over her chest. “I used to see her more often when Percy was younger and the two of you played together. Even then her marriage was not a happy one. He was away frequently, and then her mother – whom you met at the party – moved in with them after she was widowed.”

			“I have to admit, I hardly noticed Helena or Anthony Devlin when I was little, but I’ve seen them around town since I’ve been back. We were at the same dinner party a few weeks ago, though I did not speak to them.”

			“Anthony knows how to behave in company - usually, that is,” Agnes says. “He has always been determined to climb the social ladder. He is a self-made man.” The way she says it, wrinkling her nose with distaste has me biting my tongue to temper the sting of my retort.

			Instead of accusing her of snobbery, I try for dulcet tones and say, “There is nothing wrong with working hard and making a name for yourself rather than inheriting one.”

			“Yes, yes, my dear, you need not chide me. I only mean, he is absorbed with his own status. I think, in a way, that is why he married Helena. Her father was a brigadier and a baron at that. He had seven children, six of them boys, and Helena was never granted much attention. After the youngest son died of pneumonia and two more in the war, the Brigadier more or less drank himself to death. It is very tragic. I suppose I am trying to say women sometimes marry men who remind them of their fathers, do they not?”

			“And presumably Devlin was generous with his attentions when he courted her, daughter of a baron and all that.”

			“Evie, Agnes! You are far too cynical!” Harold cries, giving Daniel a complicit look. “Perhaps they truly loved one another.”

			“Perhaps,” Agnes raises her eyebrows at me, and for a moment I feel a bond of understanding between us, shared through years of familiarity. I can read her gestures as well as my own. I wish it could always be so easy between us, despite her barbed remarks – not directed at me for once. She seems at ease. Harold has softened her, and Daniel has made me realize that family is more important than I thought. When I observe Briony’s children playing with Uncle Robert and Aunt Louise, I see something I want for my own children in the future. Agnes has learned from her past mistakes, as much as her character permits, and I am trying my best to learn from my own.

			When Daniel and I are at the door, ready to leave, I give myself a push and ask Agnes whether she might like to come around and visit my flat tomorrow. She has never been and now that I have seating to offer, and a maid to help me rustle up a modest tea, I feel ready to host such an exacting guest. Her expression softens for a moment, before she tells me in her usual tones that she thinks her calendar will permit a visit.

			Upon arriving at Daniel’s Grosvenor Square house, we note that Wilkins is nowhere to be found. He is usually so officious, at the door within moments of it being unlocked, taking our hats. Today the house is strangely silent. Daniel has given Mrs. Kline, the cook, a day off, and even the two young maids have made themselves scarce.

			“I told you he was behaving strangely,” I remind Daniel, setting my hat and handbag on the table and taking off my earrings.

			“He might be in the garden. It’s a glorious temperature now the sun has started to set.” I notice, for once, Daniel’s stubbornness defies my own, so I decide to let it pass. Wilkins is his own man, after all, and if Daniel does not mind that he has disappeared, I am certainly not one to judge.

			“Do you think Johnny really wants to be an actor, or is he going in that direction purely to spite his father?”

			Daniel shrugs, sinking onto the sofa beside me. “I haven’t the slightest, although their relationship has been strained for a long time. Dominic never speaks about his family to me. He’s a self-contained sort of chap. I can’t imagine he will invite Devlin over anytime soon after the man made such a public airing of his private matters.” He leans back and closes his eyes for a moment, allowing me to study his elegant profile, the high cheekbones, the slight dimple in his chin and strong lines of his jaw. Just as I reach out to trace them with my finger, he opens his eyes, dark green in the low light and smiles.

			“Harold has asked me about the double wedding.”

			I let out a little groan and drop my head on his shoulder.

			“Yes, apparently it’s Agnes’ idea, as you suspected.”

			“Just when I was starting to think better of her again,” I joke.

			“We can think of ways to evade it. But guess what other news the dear man shared?” I tilt my head upward to see his face. From the mischievous grin on Daniel’s lips, I gather it is a juicy morsel indeed.

			“Do tell!”

			“Harold plans to surprise Agnes with a honeymoon trip to India!”

			“Good heavens, she will have apoplexy!” I sit up, warring emotions of sympathy and glee in my mind. “Poor Agnes, she loathes travel and a journey to India . . .” I frown. “Shall I warn her, do you think?”

			“You can’t! Harold made me promise not to tell anyone.”

			“Very good at keeping promises you are,” I tease, shaking my head and poking him gently in the ribs.

			“You are hardly anyone,” he justifies, flinching from me. The man went to war, traveled alone for years, yet a spot of tickling frightens him to no end!

			“That is true, I am your someone, am I not. Well, poor Agnes and poor Harold. When he tells her his news, he will see a side of her she has thus far been able to conceal.”

			“Where would you like to go on honeymoon? Assuming, of course, Agnes and Harold do not force us to join them on theirs, after the double wedding that seems to be happening in the near future.”

			“I hardly know. There are endless places I have not seen.”

			“Shall it be the Pyramids of Giza? The speakeasies of New York? The cafés of Vienna? Speak, my someone, your wish is my command!”

			“You overwhelm me with choices. It might be easiest to spin the globe and point a finger.”

			“Well, chances are we will land in the ocean, then. No matter, we have some time to decide.” A moment passes, interrupted by Daniel yawning.

			“It has been a long day, hasn’t it? Shall we stay in, listen to something on the radio and ignore the telephone, should it ring?”

			“That sounds like a splendid plan.”

			“I can even make us fried egg and toast for dinner,” I offer.

			“Have you become domesticated, my love?”

			“Tame as a kitten – that and taught this new and invaluable skill by my lovely maid.”

			“Lucky me on both counts!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Reading the society pages of the Daily Mail in my office, I am interrupted by a timid knock.

			“Yes?” I call out, and Maeve opens the door, holding a note in her hands.

			“This arrived for you in the morning before you came in, miss. I am sorry, I forgot to give it to you.” Not meeting my eye, she places it on the desk in front of me.

			I snatch it up before she has even left the room. Despite my fervent hope, it is not an urgent request to solve a crime or at the very least discover whether a husband is being unfaithful. It is simple a short note, signed by Percy, reading:

			Evelyn,

			I must speak with you. Can you meet me at the entrance to Kensington Palace Gardens at 11? It is important.

			Yours,

			Percy

			Though his note possesses a degree of mystery, it is not the sort I crave. Nonetheless, with no other employment to occupy my time, I have little reason to ignore my old friend’s request. Whatever could be so important? Perhaps he wishes to squeeze me for information concerning the young lady he was making eyes at yesterday, Imogene Harper? Well, I will be of little use to him in that realm, the girl is an enigma to me. Glancing at my wristwatch, I note I have nearly forty minutes to transport myself from my flat in St. James to Kensington, on the other side of the park. Naturally, I could take the tram, but my dear Bentley has been sitting idle far too long, so I decide to take it for a spin. I hope the tires haven’t melted away. It really is sweltering today. I almost feel as if I am back in Greece, with added exhaust fumes and fewer donkey carts. I call out goodbye to Maeve and take myself into the bog that is London in a heatwave.

			Even wearing a thin, white cotton shift and straw hat, I opt to stay on the shaded side of the street until I reach the garage where my motor anticipates its mistress. While I wait for the car to be brought out, I am nearly made target of a pigeon’s excrement and a pair of the creatures peck around at my feet. I am tolerant of most living creatures, have had my face licked by a wolfhound and never fussed when my horse gave me the toss straight into the nearest puddle, but I have always felt a true revulsion for these flying rats that are part and parcel of city life. Needless to say, I happily hop into my car when it rolls into the sun, sparkling clean from disuse.

			The rolling thunder of the engine sends the pigeons scattering. With a sense of triumph, I take to the road. The traffic is slow but moving. I roll by Green Park, past Piccadilly and towards Knightsbridge. Heat rises from the road in translucent waves that make me think of the rippling tide of the cool Mediterranean Sea I used to plunge into on a day like today. Maybe there is my answer to Daniel’s question. Maybe our honeymoon should take us back to the place we first met? Then again, not only happy memories are attached to Crete . . .

			I shake my head, concentrating on the road ahead instead of somber reminiscences. Soon I have passed the Royal Albert Hall and decide it is close enough to park the car and proceed for the rest of the way on foot.

			The pavement is crowded with people, some mopping their foreheads. A few men with carts try to sell their wilting produce. Boys are hawking papers on the corner, the ink smeared on the edges where perspiring hands hold them. Two women – probably nannies - push prams across the street, moving slowly towards the park. In front of me walks a man in a well-tailored linen suit, jacket slung over his shoulder the shirt sticking to his back. All these men and women make up the texture of the fabric of this city, smooth and rough and in between.

			I spot the entrance to Kensington Palace Gardens from a distance. Across the street stand the villas and mansions of the most ostentatiously wealthy in the city, broad-fronted Georgian and Neoclassical colossi, adorned with elaborate stucco work, tall windows gleaming reflectively in the late morning sun.

			I stand in the shade of an old oak, waiting for Percy. My watch tells me he has five minutes’ grace. So I amuse myself by watching the people going by, into the gardens Queen Victoria enjoyed when she lived at the palace prior to her coronation. Though I have never had the pleasure of entering Buckingham Palace, were I the monarch, I should prefer the less ostentatious Kensington myself. The lush greenery, the elegant sunken garden and the Round Pond beyond Broad Walk to the East.

			Having thought up elaborate stories for the weary looking paperboy and the liveried man pacing back and forth in front of one of the mansions opposite, I peer at my watch once more. Ten minutes late! Where can he be? His note was so insistent, I should have thought he would take it upon himself to arrive at the agreed upon time. Then again, Percy was always a bit of a flighty creature. If something else arose to capture his attention, he may very well have forgotten about me! I determine to wait another ten minutes and then leave. I am a businesswoman now, I hardly have all day to idle about by park gates!

			Somehow, I am not surprised when ten minutes later Percy has yet to appear. Admitting defeat and with some irritation, I take myself back to the car, the paper I bought from the boy on the corner earlier, tucked under my arm. Fortunately, the Bentley is parked in the shade, its interior is cool, the leather soothing against my burning skin.

			Turning on the motor, I hesitate which way to go. Shall I return to St. James, the whole journey wasted, or should I try Percy’s childhood home, which is just down the road in Holland Park? In all honesty, I opt for the latter largely because I can’t face another day sitting at my desk, waiting for the telephone to ring, and when it does, only to find Briony or Agnes on the line looking for a chat instead of a client. Better to be out and about, even if my task is only to locate my errant friend and learn the meaning behind his urgent missive.

			Though I harbored a moment’s concern that, in the sea of opulence, I would be unable to discern which of the houses belonged to the Devlins, I am relieved to recognize the structure upon sight. It is a large square of a building with a quantity of stucco ornamentation bordering on the obscene. As a girl, I thought it delightful, as an adult, I uncharitably think it rather tasteless. When I realize that this would be precisely the way Aunt Agnes might describe the house, I shake the thought firmly out of my head.

			Climbing the stairs to the front door I straighten my dress and right my hat before knocking, suddenly nervous. The Devlins left a sour taste in my mouth after yesterday’s party and I wonder whether it was a mistake coming here, when the door opens.

			“Yes?” asks a tall, slender man with thinning gray hair and a perfectly tailored suit. The butler, I presume.

			“Good day to you. I am Lady Evelyn Carlisle, a friend of Mr. Percy Devlin. I was meant to meet him. He never came, so I was worried. He is not home by any chance?”

			“He was here this morning, but he does not live here at the moment.”

			“Yes, he is staying at Boodle’s, but I will not be admitted to that place.”

			“Indeed.” He regards me curiously, not asking me in.

			“I also came to see Mrs. Devlin,” I tell him bluntly. He can hardly reject me, if I claim to have a meeting with the lady of the house. Maybe she can give me a clue where to find her son. I cannot say why, but I have a nagging worry that something is not right with him. I wish I could telepathically learn whether he has called the flat and left a message with Maeve. Alas, I am a mere mortal.

			“I shall inquire whether Mrs. Devlin will see you,” the butler finally forces himself to say, clenching his jaw as he leads me to a small sitting room, while he goes in search of his mistress.

			It is a dark little room, the walls covered in a forest green fabric with seems to ward off, rather than reflect the sliver of light coming in from the window. There is nothing for my eyes to lock onto, no portraits or books lining the walls, only a few badly executed sketches of hounds at the hunt. A decidedly masculine room, complete with a stiff, unyielding sofa. I get to my feet, wandering around the confined space, when my eyes fall on a small, framed photograph. It depicts a woman in trousers and a broad brimmed hat, a tall man in similar attire standing proudly beside her, a rifle in the crook of his arm, a massive cat – a tiger? – slain at their feet.

			“Ahem . . . Mrs. Devlin will see you,” the butler interrupts my exploration, having returned, silent as a cat, watching me with a disapproving look from the door. I straighten and put on my best impression of a superior Aunt Agnes as I follow him out of the room. Despite the multitude of windows, the interior of the Devlin house is dark with an air of gloom that I can imagine Percy was keen to escape. Portraits of men and women with pinched, censorious expressions on their pale faces line the walls, heavy furniture and cheerless curtains add to the dull atmosphere, though it is cooler in the house than in the sweltering outdoors. Like a morgue, I think morbidly.

			“Lady Carlisle,” the butler announces when we reach a room at the back of the house.

			“Thank you, Davis,” I hear Mrs. Devlin’s voice, before the butler, Mr. Davis, steps aside and allows my entry.

			It is instantly clear that this is Mrs. Devlin’s refuge, for it is a room few men would claim as their own, she has made certain of that. It is lace and frills, a pianoforte, rose colored walls and matching upholstery in floral designs. Mrs. Devlin herself is remarkably unembellished in her plain pale green dress and single string of demure pearls, which she twists around her finger. She looks young – far younger than her age, which must near that of Agnes. Perhaps it is her size or fragility when appearing beside her husband, who overwhelms her in every respect.

			“Evelyn, do come and sit down. How lovely to see you.” The warmth of her words does not quite reach her eyes, which are of the palest blue and lack the delicate feathering of laughter lines which crease even Aunt Agnes’ eyes.

			“I do not wish to intrude upon you, Mrs. Devlin,” I say, naming her such because I regard her still through the eyes of a girl, who would never dare call the mother of her friend by the woman’s Christian name.

			“Not at all. Davis told me you had come to see Percy, but I am afraid you missed him.”

			“He sent me a note that he wanted to speak with me and never came. I was concerned. Since I was in the area, I thought maybe he was here and had simply forgotten.”

			“He came earlier in the morning to speak to his father.” Mrs. Devlin presses her lips together as if she has said more than she wished. It must be obvious that the strained relationship between father and son is hardly a secret after yesterday’s party.

			“Yes.” I nod slowly. “Well, I suppose Percy might have called my flat and left a message why he could not come.”

			“He was in a bit of a state when he left here earlier,” Mrs. Devlin says, a nervous twitch in her left eyebrow. “I hope he is all right? Do you think -”

			“Oh, I am sure he simply forgot. You know Percy,” I interject with an encouraging smile. Goodness, I regret having come. I shouldn’t have said anything. The poor woman is clearly a bundle of nerves.

			“Do you want to call your flat and see whether he was in contact? I worry he has taken off again like last time. I didn’t see him for months after their last big argument.”

			“Well, I could, if you would let me use your telephone.”

			“Yes, yes,” she nods, enlivened into action, getting to her feet. The movement shifts her skirt, and under the sheer fabric of her nylons, I note the outline of a deep purple bruise. She quickly pushes it down. “Maybe he has let you know his whereabouts.” Anxiety etched plainly across her taut features lets me hope such is the case, if only for her sake. “The telephone is in my husband’s office, he uses it the most.” She casts me a sideways glance as she leads me out of the room, which has me suspecting it is in his office because he wishes to control who uses it and when, probably towering over Mrs. Devlin every time she wishes to give a friend a ring.

			The office is located at the other end of the house, a rather long walk through the dim corridor. The door is closed. After a fraction’s hesitation, Mrs. Devlin pushes it open, clearly fighting the urge to knock, even though her husband –

			“Oh! Anthony, I -” she stammers, for the man of the house is not at work where expected, but sitting, his back to us, behind his desk.

			“Pardon us, Mr. Devlin,” I say loudly, hoping to cover the tension in her voice. “We were hoping to use the telephone for a moment.”

			No reply.

			“Anthony?” Mrs. Devlin bites her bottom lip and steps into the room. I wait in the doorway, feeling like an intruder, but thinking, too, that my presence serves as a shield from his temper.

			He doesn’t speak. Mrs. Devlin reaches his desk, places a fragile hand on his shoulder. “Anthony, are you -” she stops abruptly, her mouth falling open in a silent scream. No time for decorum now. I rush into the room and behind the desk, where I confirm that Mrs. Devlin need not worry about her husband’s rebuke, for he is silent as the grave. A small, dark hole like a third eye in his forehead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Mrs. Devin faints straight away, and I, unable to tear my eye from the horrific sight of the bullet wound, am too slow to catch her. Fortunately, her crashing to the floor rouses Davis who is soon standing in the doorway, then, spying the prone form of his mistress rushes forward.

			“What in heaven’s name has happened?” he asks, casting me an angry look while pulling Mrs. Devlin to her feet. “Oh, Mr. Devlin, excuse me,” he says, noticing the figure only now, then straightening, he notices the frozen horror on my face. “What is -” his eyes grow wide as he sees what I do, what poor Mrs. Devlin did.

			“Anthony?” Mrs. Devlin mutters, perched on the chair Mr. Davis has helped her into. “What, what is happening? I thought . . .”

			I step away from the corpse and hurry to the widow.

			“I don’t understand . . . Anthony?” She is ashen faced, wringing her hands in her lap, looking from her husband’s body behind the desk to my face, no hint of recognition in her eyes.

			“Mr. Davis, help Mrs. Devlin up, get her out of this room. I am calling for the police!” I order, and the man is devoted enough to his mistress or shaken enough to put aside his air of disdain and obey.

			Once they are out of the room, I swallow my revulsion and reach for Devlin’s neck. It is a perfunctory action, for I expect to find no pulse and nor do I when I touch his skin. It is cool, though not cold enough that he should have been dead many hours, I suspect. Steadying myself with a few slow breaths, I pick up the telephone, trying to avoid looking at Mr. Devlin as he sits in his chair, so large and broad, all muscle and strength . . . No longer, though. All power has drained out of him.

			Trying to gather my thoughts, I dial for the police. I am connected quickly enough and tell the man on the other end of the line in as firm a voice as I can manage that there has been a suspicious death in Holland Park. I shy away from screaming murder down the line, but he must sense the urgency in my voice, promises to send someone straight away and says I should touch nothing and let no one in until the police arrive.

			The call over, I replace the receiver and step back. The room looks as one expects the home office of a powerful businessman to look. Dark wood paneling, a gargantuan desk littered in a tidy way with papers, notebooks and an elegant fountain pen. Nothing seems out of place, though not having been here before, I am not the right person to ascertain the room’s state. Nonetheless, one has a feeling for such things, and to me it looks as though Devlin was surprised, rather than killed in an altercation or a fit of rage. Then again, the perpetrator could have tidied up the scene after the crime was committed. I force myself to look once more at Devlin. His facial expression tells me little of what he saw and felt at the moment of his death. His eyes are still open, and they stare at me, dark blue and utterly empty.

			I leave the room and move down the hall, back towards the sitting room, where I spoke to Mrs. Devlin earlier. Indeed, it is there I find the woman, resting on the sofa, limp as if her bones have turned to jelly. An older woman sits beside her and it takes me a moment to recognize her as Beatrice, Mrs. Devlin’s mother.

			“Oh, good, I was worried you would be alone,” I say, adding, “The police should arrive soon.”

			The older woman looks up and meets my eyes.

			“He is really dead?” I nod, biting my lip. Her expression hardens for a moment, and she inhales deeply before turning back to her daughter.

			Feeling excess to requirement, I take myself into the hallway, pacing about. Mr. Davis has gathered the downstairs staff in a room off the entryway, and though I do not intrude. I can hear him speak in hushed tones, telling them what has happened. There ensue a few shocked gasps, but no cries of agony, no overt outrage. I suppose he was not a very popular man. Then again, death often softens the sharper contours of a person’s character. Misremembered are the bursts of volatility or streaks of cruelty – generously smoothed into recollections of a fiery temperament.

			When the knock comes at the door. Davis is still busy with his staff, so I hurry to open it only to receive my second surprise of the day.

			“Stanton!”

			“What the devil -”

			“Quick, come inside, no time for this,” I say with all the conviction I can muster, for there he stands, my old friend – or something like it – copper hair gleaming in the sunshine, his height designating him the commanding presence, accompanied by two uniformed men standing in his wake.

			I lead the men down the hall, hoping I am retracing my steps correctly. It is ever such a labyrinth, and my nerves are frayed.

			“Here. He appears to have been shot in the head. It looks as if he was surprised,” I say in a swell of words that tumble forth as the situation takes shape in my mind. A man I saw yesterday, so alive he was almost obscene, dead just steps away from me. Suddenly, I take hold of the doorframe to steady myself, the reality of the moment striking me with force.

			Stanton gives me an assessing look, then strides into the office, his constables following behind. I watch them taking in the scene. One of the constables winces, seeing Devlin’s face. The men make notes, speaking to one another in hushed voices, as if they might disturb the dead.

			“Single shot, entry into the forehead. The blood spatter has soaked into the high chair back.” Stanton stoops down to get a closer look. The men look around a bit more, and I, too, from my spot in the doorframe, let my eyes wander around the expanse of the room. Stanton has pulled open the curtains, revealing a closed window, making the space a little less gloomy if no more cheerful. In spite of this examination, I discover nothing that tells me more about what came to pass here. After a little while, Stanton picks up the telephone and calls for a hearse to be brought to transport the victim to the morgue. I shudder at the words and the image of cold sterility and silence they elicit.

			“Who found him?” Stanton asks, stepping out of the room and leading me by the elbow a little out of earshot of his colleagues.

			“His wife and I. The butler joined us a moment later. I came to visit a friend, Mr. Devlin’s son.” I shake my head, bewildered by the turn this day has taken.

			“You seem to make a habit of grim encounters,” Stanton mutters, then bites his lip. “I am sorry, you must be shocked. Terrible business.”

			“Yes, very.” I hesitate, assuming now is not the right time for a catch up, but unable to let the unspoken words hang between us. “I didn’t know you were in the city. Iona only told me a few days ago that Thom wrote of your move. Been transferred to the Met, have you? Congratulations.”

			“Thank you. Yes, it all happened rather suddenly. Now is as good a time as any to make the move. School is out for the summer, so Thom has time to get settled.”

			“He has always had great ambitions for you.” I smile, remembering the first time we met, when Thom told me he wanted his father to work for Scotland Yard and that he aspired to follow the same path.

			“Ah, yes.” Stanton nods, a faint smile on his lips, too. Then he shakes his head once again, his expression growing instantly serious. “Unfortunately, now is not the time to chat. I need to speak to Mrs. Devlin and everyone else in the house. You don’t have any suspicions? Didn’t see anyone leaving when you arrived or anything like that?”

			Once more I hesitate, and he recognizes my pause as a sign of wavering rather than contemplation, for he asks, “What is it?”

			“You must not jump to any conclusions, Lucas, but it does appear Percy, Devlin’s son and my old friend, visited his father this morning. The two have a fraught relationship, still Percy is the antithesis of a violent man. I doubt he even knows how to shoot.”

			“A boy growing up in a house such as this one, probably another pile in the country, knows how to shoot, Evelyn,” Stanton reminds me wryly.

			“I suppose so, yes, but if you knew him, you would understand what I mean.”

			“How well acquainted are you with him?” His eyes narrow as he watches me.

			“We were childhood friends. I lost touch with him in recent years ,and he has been living on the continent for some time. Now his father wants – wanted – him to join the family business.” A thought comes to me. “You don’t think Devlin was deathly ill and wanted his son to take over. And then he decided to take his own life?”

			“There is no indication it was suicide,” Stanton tells me, frowning slightly. “As for some terrible illness, it can be easily discovered when we speak to his physician.”

			“I suppose it is a bit unlikely. I saw the man yesterday and he was the embodiment of vigor.”

			“You did not like him?”

			“Do you suspect me now?” Stanton just raises his eyebrows meaningfully, and I sigh and continue. “No, I did not, though I feel wrong saying so, his body growing cold in the next room.”

			“Would you say he was generally not a well-liked man?”

			“I have not actually met anyone who speaks fondly of him, then again, I have hardly made it a habit of talking about the man.”

			“You are acting strangely evasive, Evelyn. Is there something you are keeping from me?”

			“How can you suggest such a thing!” I reply, affronted, though admittedly also neglecting to tell him that I am a newly minted detective who happens to have stumbled upon what may be her agency’s first case . . .

			“Oh, all right, I haven’t the time for a debate now anyway. I need to speak with Mrs. Devlin and the staff. You may go home, but let me take down your address. We will need to talk again.” I give him the address of the flat, and he raises an eyebrow. “I thought Daniel lived in Grosvenor Square?”

			“We are not married yet, Lucas, and until that time comes, I live on my own. I am a decorous lady, after all.”

			“Hm . . . yes, well. Thank you.” He gives me a curt nod and strides off down the hall, leaving me to stand uselessly in his wake. I glance around, contemplating whether now might be the best time for some preliminary snooping, then decide against it. I shouldn’t act more suspicious than I already am, besides, now that reality is settling in, I would prefer to escape this house of tragedy.

			Despite the comparative heat outside, I take a few deep gulps of air, glad to be out of the Devlin house, yet unsure what to do next. It is hardly an ordinary day, and yet I am removed from the situation, not a friend or family member of the deceased. No, but a friend of his son, or so I thought. Where the devil is Percy? I know Stanton suspects him, which may be my fault – though he would have learned soon enough when Percy came to visit. That being so, I cannot truly think him guilty. He does not seem the sort to resort to violence. Killing one’s own father, no matter how loathed he may be, is a step so far that I cannot fathom Percy making the leap. Still, I need to discover where he is, need to speak with him before the police do. Perhaps he returned to Boodle’s to cool down from the heated exchange? They will not admit me, but I do have a colleague who fits the bill – possessing the one specification to allow entry to the club – masculinity.

			I glance at my watch. It is well past one, two hours past the time I was meant to see Percy. Walking in the direction of my car, I feel a renewed sense of purpose. Devlin’s death sends a shudder through my body, but if I concentrate on a task, I can try to expel the violent image from my mind. At least I must try. For a fraction of a moment when I found the body, I wondered whether stepping into this profession was a mistake. I have seen more than my fair share of death. What if, one day, I will be so used to it the confrontation with it will no longer move me? The reality that people are willing to kill one another will become just another fact, not a bottomless tragedy?

			By the time I reach my car, I have managed to convince myself it can never happen. No one who has ached over a loss the way I have could grow cold in the face of others’ suffering.

			Climbing into the car, I take a few breaths before turning on the engine. I am surprised to feel capable of driving, not too distraught to concentrate. Hugh is working on the project of painting Harold’s house in Eaton Square before he sells up and moves in with Agnes. Initially, he was hesitant about accepting the work, always so wary of anything akin to charity, but finally he relented and has been busy the past few days. I just hope he can be found there now.

			I focus on the road, hardly noticing the elegant homes passing by in a blur of brick and stucco, nor the lush green trees or gardens which caught my eye on the drive to Holland Park. Spying the serpent of traffic up ahead, I turn almost mechanically onto Earls Court Road and then left onto Cromwell Road, past the British Museum of Natural History and the Victoria and Albert Museum. The drive, which is not long in ordinary circumstances, seems endless today, people constantly stepping into my path, or other motorcars slowing abruptly for no apparent reason, tugging painfully at my nerves.

			What if Percy is not at Boodle’s? I hardly know him well enough anymore to guess where else he prefers to spend his days. Was I hasty in assuring Stanton of his innocence? No, I mustn’t think that way. Surely my instincts about him cannot be so very wrong. Nonetheless, a niggle of doubt stays with me until I am finally parked in front of Harold’s house, where I push it firmly to the back of my mind. I need to find him first, then I can decide what to think.

			I hurry up the steps and knock on the door. From inside I hear the sound of hammering and smell the unmistakable odor of paint. The door is opened not by a servant, but instead by a man in overalls, a half-smoked cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. Harold is living mostly in his club at the moment, so I don’t expect to find him here, which will save me time on today’s occasion.

			“I am looking for Hugh Lawrence, is he here?” I ask, abandoning all pretext. The man regards me with a bemused expression on his unshaven face and indicates a room at the end of the hallway, where I can hear the sound of faint singing. I thank him and hurry along. Hugh is on a ladder when I enter, a paintbrush in his hands as he carefully works on the edge where wall meets crown molding. I don’t want to startle him, so I call out in a shouted whisper, “Hugh!”

			He is not one easily thrown off balance and glances casually down. “Evelyn?”

			“Come down, I need to tell you something!” Hugh must sense the urgency in my voice, my very presence here, for he wastes no time and climbs down the ladder in a few graceful movements. I lead him to the side, avoiding the eye of one of the other painters, who casts us a curious glance.

			“You are being quite mysterious,” Hugh observes. Then, eyes widening, he asks, “Do we have a case?”

			I let out a breath I feel I have been holding the whole drive over and say, “I think we might, Hugh.” Explaining what has happened in hushed tones, I note his growing interest. Hugh has never been dismissive of my plans nor my intuition, and at this moment I am grateful that I do not have to persuade him. He is fully on board, if slightly wary of stepping on the toes of the police.

			“That has never bothered you in the past.”

			“True enough,” Hugh concedes with a shrug.

			“You have to go to Boodle’s and claim you are meeting Percy. Since he is living there at the moment it is the only place I can think to look for him.”

			“Are you truly convinced of his innocence?”

			“As far as it is possible, considering that I have not seen nor heard from him in ten years.” I sigh and shake my head, pushing a strand of errant hair behind my ear. “He was a good chap when I knew him. Never a bully, even if he liked to play games and tease, he was never cruel. I cannot imagine him murdering his father like that and leaving him for his mother to find. It was awful, Hugh, just awful. The poor woman. How would she cope, if her only child was arrested and charged for the crime?”

			Hugh watches me a moment longer, then, with a sharp nod, sets aside his painter’s cap. “Let me tell the boss I have to go.”

			“Harold will understand, I am sure,” I encourage.

			“If he does not, I will just have to accept it since I am otherwise employed now.” With a tiny smile on his lips, he leads the way out of the house.

			Boodle’s is a little further afield near my own flat in St. James. It is one of the oldest gentlemen’s clubs in the city, founded over one-hundred-fifty years ago. There are many of its type in the city, places for the men to escape their women and their homes for a smoke and a drink, to debate politics or the arts. For a fee, members may even take rooms at the clubs, more intimate than a hotel, yet more private than staying with family or friends. Some staunchly cater to aristocracy, others to military men and others still to authors and explorers. As their name implies, they do not accept women members, nor do many admit them. Percy’s club, Boodle’s, is one of the most prominent in the city. Traditional and conservative, it is not easy to be accepted as a member unless one is nominated or otherwise sponsored by a current member. As a non-member myself, and unfamiliar with anyone else who visits this club with frequency, I do not know much of the inner workings of such a place apart from what is gained through accounts of fiction, such as Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband. I have heard, however, Sir Winston Churchill, our Chancellor of the Exchequer, is a member.

			In any case, once Hugh and I arrive in front of the imposing building, I send him on his way, unable to provide much in the way of advice or instruction. My fingers tingle with frustration that I cannot undertake this task on my own, and I grip the idle wheel tightly. I wish I could have stayed to listen to what Stanton asks Mrs. Devlin and the staff? Percy’s mother clearly feared her husband. Does that preclude her having loved him as well? Was he always overbearing and harsh, or was there ever a tenderness between them? Agnes suggested he married her for her title, for her family’s reputation. A part of me can’t help but wonder whether he didn’t fall a little in love with her fragile beauty, her shy smile. In my experience with murder, neither the victim nor the criminal was all bad or all good. More often than not, the crime itself was the tragic effect of some strange passion – hatred or misguided love – fueled by rash or extreme feeling. How did Devlin provoke such intense emotion if people did not care, one way or the other? Murder by shooting does not generally require particular closeness to the victim. Did the killer step near, feel the heat of his body, see the fear in his eyes, the sweat dotting his brow? No, they could keep their fingers clean. I know little about firearms, but from the precise bullet wound, I would venture to guess it was not inflicted by a shotgun. Added to that, a shotgun blast is mighty loud. Anyone who has been shooting in the country knows as much. I recall the small Beretta Briony’s father keeps near his bedside. An easily concealed weapon is far more likely to be the likely culprit. I suppose I must leave it to the police to come to a more accurate conclusion. I wonder whether Stanton is still at the Devlin’s. Probably. They must have a sizable staff to run such a house, and it will take a while to get through speaking to them all. It might buy us time to locate Percy.

			I lean over the steering wheel and peer up at Boodle’s. There is some movement in the large front window, but the glare of the sunlight is so bright I cannot make anything out. Where is Hugh? How long has he been inside? I feel as though ants are crawling beneath my skin. Just as I am about to climb out of the car and barge in there myself, Hugh appears at the front door. He is alone.

			“You didn’t find him?” I ask, while Hugh climbs back into the passenger seat.

			“No, well, yes. He isn’t at Boodle’s, but I think I know where to find him.” Hugh looks down at his hands, then back up at me. “When I asked around, a chap who works there and was willing to be bribed told me Percy was at Boodle’s about fifteen minutes ago, but asked for a cab to take him to The Athenaeum.”

			“The club where Johnny Harper is staying!”

			“And right nearby. I say we leave the car and walk. You look pale as a ghost. A bit of movement will do you good”

			“Maybe you are right. I think it is all catching up to me.”

			“Come on,” Hugh beckons.

			The Athenaeum is nearly around the corner. Hugh and I turn left at St. James Palace onto the busy stretch of Pall Mall. The heat of the day and the bright sunlight feel good on my skin, bringing the blood to my cheeks, making me feel alive, though my stomach turns at the thought that Devlin shall never feel this way again.

			Naturally, The Athenaeum, too, admits no ladies, so it is again up to my dear associate to dash inside and attempt to locate our errant man, or at the very least find Johnny Harper so he can tell us of Percy’s other haunts.

			This time, leaning against a letter box in the sun. I need not wait for long. Hugh reappears at the door within a few minutes. I breathe a sigh of relief to see Percy and Johnny on his heels. Percy looks bemused, but not stricken. He must not know yet what has happened. How would he, unless he had pulled the trigger himself, or Johnny has been giving him acting lessons.

			“Evie – forgive me. I let you down. That note, well -” Percy begins, guilt clouding his features. Is it guilt for leaving me to wait, or for something more sinister? Who are you, Percy Devlin? Suddenly, confronted with him and his shifting expressions, I am no longer entirely sure. He may not have killed his father, but was I a fool to believe I still know him?

			I swallow the lump in my throat, a result of my warring emotions and say, “Percy, there is something I must tell you.”

			“That sounds serious, old chap,” Johnny observes, clapping his friend on the shoulder.

			“Indeed, it does. Am I to receive a hiding for forsaking our meeting when it was I who asked for it? If so, I shall accept whatever you throw my way. My sincerest apologies. I got distracted and then . . . I confess, it slipped my mind.”

			“No, it is nothing like that.” I bite my lip. How can I say what must be said? I cast a fleeting look at Hugh, but he cannot rescue me now. I step forward and take Percy by the arm.

			“Let us go and sit down. Look, we can find a bench in Waterloo Gardens across the road.”

			“All right. If you insist.” I cross the street with Percy, noting from the corner of my eye Hugh holding Johnny back, whispering something which silences the young man.

			Once we are seated, I can no longer avoid the words which rest so heavily on my tongue.

			“Percy, there is no easy way to tell you, and perhaps I am the wrong person to do it, but I am afraid there has been a terrible tragedy. It is your father.” I watch his face, which betrays little apart from confusion.

			“What is it?” he asks, lines creasing his forehead.

			“He was killed, Percy. I am so very sorry!” I reach for his hand and he allows me to take it. “It must have happened shortly after you were there.”

			“I . . . don’t understand,” he mutters and shakes his head. “How do you know?”

			“I came to find you at home when you didn’t arrive at our meeting.”

			“Good God, you found him.” He stares at me with wide, unblinking eyes.

			“No, well, yes. Your mother saw him first.”

			“No!” Percy closes his eyes, wearing an expression of anguish before he drops his face into his hands.

			“I am truly sorry, Percy,” I repeat helplessly. “I didn’t want you to hear from the police. They’ll be looking for you, because you were in the house this morning.”

			Percy looks up, his face pale apart from two spots of color on his cheekbones.

			“They think I did this?”

			“No, but you have to understand, they don’t know you. They want to question everyone related to your father and in who was in the vicinity. When I left, they were preparing to speak to the butler and the rest of the staff.”

			“Was grandmother home? I don’t want Mother to be alone.”

			“She was,” I soothe. “I think you should go, too. The longer you wait, the stranger the police may think you are acting.”

			“I can’t believe this has happened, Evie, I can’t believe it.” Percy shakes his head, then straightens and meets my eyes. “You don’t think I did it, do you? You don’t think I could have killed my own father?”

			“No,” I reply without hesitation, though I wonder why he hasn’t asked how his father was murdered. It may be shock. I make a habit of over-interpreting the smallest of things.

			“Good,” he mutters, more to himself than to me, nodding as he gets to his feet, running a hand through his hair and making it stand at strange angles from his head.

			“I will drive you. Come.”

			When we return to the car, Johnny and Hugh make a somber waiting party, leaning against the Bentley. Johnny gives his friend’s arm a little squeeze and we all climb in and set off for Holland Park. The drive passes in near silence. None of us joins Percy when he disembarks in front of his family home a few minutes later.

			“Look,” Hugh gestures out the window. “There are still police cars and the hearse.”

			“You think Devlin’s body is still inside?” Johnny asks, grimacing.

			“The time between the police’s arrival and us finding Percy has only been little more than an hour,” I say. “Police procedure tends to be slow, especially when you have quite such a large house. I imagine they will be searching it top to bottom, looking at the servants’ quarters as well.”

			“He was rather unpopular,” Johnny says with an apologetic shrug. “You saw yourself how he antagonized Percy and even me yesterday. I can’t imagine he was terribly kind to his servants, or his wife, for that matter.”

			“That does little in the way of narrowing the list of suspects,” I reply with a sigh and maneuver back into traffic. “Let us return to St. James, to the flat. We can have a proper conversation there and make some notes. Johnny, shall I drop you at your club?”

			“Would you mind? It feels awfully callous, but I have an audition to play Tybalt in the afternoon. I have to get in all the practice I can.”

			“No, quite all right. There is nothing you can do for Percy right now anyway.”

			“He didn’t like the old man, but you know Percy, he’s completely harmless.”

			While I agree, I have known of other people I would have described with much the same words and they turned out to be capable of the most unexpected deeds. Pushed past one’s brink, I suppose anyone can snap.

			My flat is silent. Hugh and I walk into the office and I close the door behind us.

			“I realize Percy is your friend, but now the police are involved, do you really think we can make this our case? We haven’t been formally hired, have we?” Hugh sinks onto the chair in front of my desk and rests his elbows on the surface, clasping his hands and peering at me over the steeple.

			“Let us ignore the technicalities for a moment. If Percy is innocent – goodness, I shouldn’t say ‘if’ – still, assuming he is a slight variable -”

			“Which we must assume,” Hugh acknowledges.

			“Yes, but say he is blameless. He will need someone to help him find the truth, to defend his innocence, if need be.”

			“Wouldn’t the police or a lawyer be his obvious choices?”

			“A lawyer doesn’t investigate, and the police don’t know him or his family the way I do. Nor do they have the same access to the sort of society with which the Devlins mixed.”

			“You could investigate the upstairs and I the downstairs,” Hugh agrees, and I can see he is warming to the idea. He tends to be suspicious initially, when anyone proposes anything intriguing, having been disappointed on far too many occasions in the past. By now, I think he does trust me, and I trust him, too.

			“Let us make a list of all the people who live in the Devlin household. I am afraid the task will be up to you. Practice has made you far less conspicuous than I am. Try to gain the staff’s confidence. In the meantime, I will try to learn what the police have discovered already. The inspector happens to be a friend of mine.” The words slip easily from my tongue. In hindsight I wonder whether they are true. In Oxford, where violent crime is so rare, Stanton was generous with information regarding the case. But here in London, in a new job where he must prove himself, will he be as tolerant with my investigating, or dismiss it as meddling and tell me to keep away? Devlin’s murder is bound to cause quite a stir, the death of a prominent and wealthy London businessman. Stanton may have to fight tooth and nail to even remain on the case. I do not want to cause him any trouble. All the same, I cannot abandon what appears to be the first case of the Carlisle Detective Agency, and more importantly, an investigation into the murder of a man I saw alive twenty-four hours ago. A man whose face, marred by a hole in his forehead, is burned into my memory.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			I receive Stanton’s phone call as I am about to leave the flat. It is six and I feel wrung out, the weight of today’s events only now settling on my weary shoulders. I could stay, of course, sleep here in my own four walls, but I want to see Daniel.

			“How was your day after I left?” I ask Stanton, settling back into my chair, resting an elbow on the table.

			“Long. I didn’t realize quite so many people work in stately houses, added to that are delivery men and the family themselves.” I hear his weariness through the line and guess he has made no real progress on the case.

			“Did you speak to Percy?”

			“Yes,” a pause, “he said you found him and told him. Evelyn, you should have left it up to me. I should have seen his reaction. You are not an outsider. You can’t judge him objectively.”

			“I am sorry. I don’t want to get under your feet, but knowing him a little better might be an advantage, Lucas.”

			“He is your friend, you are obviously biased.”

			“For what it is worth, I have not seen him in a decade. We are not close, but I know his history a little. He is the first to admit his relationship with his father has always been strained. For a long time, so was mine with Agnes. Tense familial relations are hardly rare, nor do they make one a likely candidate for murder. If you ask around, you will learn that Devlin was generally not a well-liked man. I could tell even his wife was afraid of him.”

			“Maybe so. For now, we haven’t arrested anyone. The butler made an interesting remark, he -” Stanton breaks off, censoring himself.

			“Oh, go on. I will find out by tomorrow anyway.” I hear a sigh on the other end of the line.

			“I suppose you are right. Do not expect this case will be the way it was in Oxford, do you hear?”

			“Aye, aye. Now tell me.”

			“Apparently the butler found the front door ajar sometime after Percy Devlin left the house.”

			“So, anyone might have come in unnoticed?”

			“If that is even possible with the number of maids and the butler himself about. No one claims to have seen or heard anything suspicious.”

			“Surely they would have said, if they had noticed anything.”

			“They were nervous, the lot of them. Naturally, it could well be related to what just happened in their household, but it is also possible they are hiding something. Maybe someone is being protected? Devlin was not the best liked man.”

			“Nor have I ever heard of anyone having real problems with him. His reputation is that of a hard man, not a crook. Then again, whatever goes on behind closed doors often remains there. What will happen now?”

			“I need to verify a number of alibis. Percy Devlin’s included. I also want to question some of his employees at the company, managers and the like, discover whether Devlin had any enemies in his professional life.” He pauses and a moment passes before he adds, “I hear you have become a detective.”

			“Are you worried about the competition?”

			Another beat of silence.

			“This is murder, Evelyn, I am worried about you.” His words, though not unreasonable, take me by surprise, the way they are spoken in a voice both tired and gentle.

			“I will be careful, Lucas. Besides, I am not working alone.”

			“See that you are.” He clears his throat. “I have to go.”

			The call ends and I sink into my chair, contemplating our conversation. I push the tender note in his voice aside and focus on the facts. The staff, as predicted, is a good place to begin our investigation, as well as asking around Devlin’s company to gather what people thought of him. Death does, on occasion, serve to glorify the deceased, iron out his flaws. No one likes to speak ill of the dead. Hugh and I must plan carefully how to proceed. One thing seems clear, however, the scene of the crime was too tidy for it to have been a slap-dash effort. No robbery gone awry. This was done by someone with a cool head. Now all we need to know is who in Devlin’s circle possesses such a temperament and a motive for murder.

			“He’s dead?” Daniel’s eyes grow wide, as I tell him my news. We are seated in his library where I found him upon arriving at the house.

			“I am afraid so, yes. He was shot, Daniel.” I cannot help but wince, remembering the neat hole in his forehead.

			“Unbelievable.” He shakes his head. Then, meeting my gaze, a look of comprehension washes across his features. “You found him, didn’t you?” I nod. “Oh, Evie.” Daniel sighs and wraps his arms around me. I lean my head against his shoulder, comforted by the solidity of him, the protective wall he tries to create around me. Have I been callous, distracting myself with the investigation instead of considering the reality before my very eyes of a man having been cruelly murdered in his home?

			“Are you all right?” He pulls back, inspecting me, seeing no physical signs of harm, his shoulders sag a little. “Tell me what happened.” And so I do, sparing few details as I am certain he wants me to.

			Coming to the end of my narrative, I hesitate, then conclude, “Do you remember Inspector Stanton from Oxford?”

			“From the Longfellow case?” Daniel asks, mentioning the name of my former tutor, found murdered, incidentally also in his office.

			“The one, yes. Well, it so happens he was transferred to the Met.”

			“He is on the case?”

			“Yes, at least for now. I imagine there will be quite a bit of fuss made about a wealthy businessman killed in his home in Holland Park. I am not convinced whether Stanton will be able to hang onto the case.”

			“Have you seen him?” Daniel tries to keep his expression even, but I can tell the mention of Lucas Stanton has unsettled him.

			“Just briefly.” I do not mention the phone call before I left my flat and inwardly chastise myself for the omission. I have done nothing wrong in befriending the police inspector.

			“Hm . . . well, I suppose he is competent enough.” He shrugs with badly acted nonchalance.

			“He is,” I agree more firmly than I intended. Why is Daniel acting this way? He cannot envy Stanton our brief friendship, not when I am wearing his ring on my finger, when I am risking my reputation to come to his house instead of staying in my flat. Daniel understands this, too, still his features have clouded with unspoken thoughts.

			“Why does it bother you that I should know and like Stanton? You never mind when I spend hours at my flat in Hugh’s company, or even with Percy? Why does the thought of Stanton unsettle you?”

			“It doesn’t unsettle me,” he says in a tone telling me the opposite is true. “I have never even met the man, have only heard you speak of him in glowing tones. What am I meant to think?”

			“You are meant to trust me, Daniel!”

			“I do, Evie. Have I not proven that much? But I know what it is like to be in love with you, and the way you have spoken of Lucas Stanton, I think he and I have something in common.” Daniel shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Evie. I’m sorry. You had a terrible day. I shouldn’t -”

			“Oh, it’s all right. I just want to get some sleep. I am meeting Hugh early tomorrow to discuss how to go on.” I get to my feet, suddenly weary to the bone.

			Later, when I am lying awake, staring at the lines in the coffered ceiling, I hear Daniel come into the room, feel the mattress shift as he lies down. The room is cast in a soft blue, the light of a waning moon filtering through the window, an occasional warm breeze makes the gauzy curtains billow like a dancing spirit.

			“It doesn’t matter, you know, what Stanton may think of me,” I whisper, hesitant to bring his name into this space, yet unable to keep the words inside any longer. Turning a little, I see that he is facing me, inches away.

			“Doesn’t it?”

			“Not when I am precisely where I want to be.” Reaching out, I take his hands in mine. “But you realize I will never be the sort of wife who accepts her husband forbidding a friendship.”

			“Nor would I want you to be,” he says, and I sense the smile on his face, rather than see it.

			“Then we are of one mind.” I smile, too, relieved the matter, for now at least, is settled. Daniel knows he has been silly. Nonetheless, I am aware that Stanton is a sore subject for him. We have to compromise one way or the other, but for tonight, we are friends again as he pulls me closer and I rest my head on his chest, feeling safer in the knowledge that he is next to me when nightmares inevitably come to haunt me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			It is strange to climb the same steps to the Devlin family home I did less than twenty-four hours ago, for today the atmosphere in the house will be somber, even less welcoming than before. When I called Percy’s club, I was told he was here and when I rang him, he asked me to come. Hugh has gone to Devlin’s offices in the city, to hang about and listen to hear whether anyone there wants to share a little gossip about their late employer.

			Davis, the butler, opens the door for me, and without yesterday’s disgruntled acceptance leads me down the hall into the same rose and floral room where I met Mrs. Devlin the day before. Percy is standing near the window, his back to me, silhouetted in the bright sunlight streaming through peach-tinted curtains, which cast the room in a warm glow. He turns when he hears me enter and raises his chin a little, forcing a look of defiance onto his face.

			“Evie, thank you for coming.”

			“How are you?” I ask, sitting down as he gestures to the sofa. Percy remains on his feet a few moments longer, shuffling about until he sinks into an armchair opposite. He rubs his face with one hand and swallows. From this close, I notice his unshaven chin and the circles beneath his eyes appear more pronounced, smudges of coal. And has he always been so slender? He looks so like his mother and so very unlike his father.

			“I don’t know, Evie,” he says with a deep sigh, shaking his head and pressing his lips into a thin line.

			“And your mother? Is she coping? Shall I contact Agnes or Elisabeth, do you think? They will probably hear soon enough as it is.”

			“You didn’t read the paper this morning?”

			“It’s already in the paper? How on earth -”

			“Oh, it hardly matters. Maybe someone noticed the police, the stretcher, the fact he hasn’t been in his office in two days – the latter is probably the most suspicious. Needless to say, the vultures are circling with baskets from Fortnum’s and bunches of lilies.”

			“Oh, Percy, I am sorry. Then again, it couldn’t remain a secret.”

			“Elizabeth is coming around later. At least she is a friend to Mother, not just a gossip.”

			“Have the police been in touch again? Has there been any development?”

			“Nothing yet. Father’s business partner told me to take the counsel of a solicitor if worse comes to worst. Fortunately,” Percy lets out a mirthless laugh, “he could suggest a number of worthy men. Father has never been one to shy away from hiring legal counsel, whether he is the cause of trouble or not.”

			I notice he is speaking of Mr. Devlin in the present. Even if they had a terrible relationship, no one could have guessed it would end this way, that neither side would have the time to mend fences.

			Percy seems to read my mind, for in a choked voice he says, “The last time we spoke, we quarreled. I accused him of being a tyrant and he told me I was a wastrel, a cad. Neither of us ever really knew the other. Now we won’t ever have a chance. He might have softened, or I might have hardened, or we might have agreed to let the other be as he was. As it is, he died believing I thought the very worst of him and making me believe he thought the same of me.”

			It is strange to hear Percy speak so candidly. As cheerful and open as he may seem, he is not one to easily admit to any hurt beneath the surface. His prior complaints about his father were not unusual. Many young men clash with their fathers. Family is, more often than not, a complex entity as experience has taught me.

			“When people are facing death, they say their whole lives flash before their eyes, have you heard of that?” I nod. “Do you think he saw himself as he really was? The mistakes he made?” Percy eyes me intensely for a moment, then breaks his stare and shrugs. “Maybe he didn’t realize he was about to die. At least he didn’t suffer long.”

			“It was very quick, I am sure,” I agree, though I am uncertain how much comfort he can truly gain from this point.

			“You are probably wondering why we argued yesterday, why I came here. It was so pointless, easily avoided. I just couldn’t help myself from taking a bite of his bait. I wanted to confront him about the way he acted at the party. I wanted to tell him he was a bully – and I did. If only I had stayed away, or stayed longer, arrived later . . . Maybe I could have prevented it.”

			“Maybe, but you can never know that, Percy. It is likely nothing you did or didn’t do would have changed a thing.”

			Percy looks up, a line creasing his brow. “Do you believe in fate, Evie? That father was destined in some way to come to this end?”

			“I don’t think I do. Perhaps some events are unavoidably in one’s path, but it is not impossible to veer into another direction, don’t you agree?”

			“Possibly.” He leans back in his chair. “Have you ever read the fable about Death in Tehran?” I understand immediately why he mentions the story. It tells the tale of a man in Persia who meets Death. He is so frightened, he runs to his master, a powerful ruler, and begs him to let him have his fastest horse so that he might outrun Death and flee to Tehran. The master complies, for the man is a loyal and well-trusted servant. When he returns to his palace, the ruler, too, encounters Death and asks why he threatened his servant. Death replies that he did not threaten the man, he simply expressed surprise to see him there, when he was expecting to find him in Tehran that very night. The story teaches something of the inevitability of death, but I do not know whether I agree with the concept of such firm, unbending predestination. Especially not in the case of murder, where wickedness and emotion are at play. Nothing is quite as unpredictable as the tempest of being human.

			“Why did you want to see me yesterday, Percy?” I ask, turning the conversation back to a matter we can both grasp more tightly than the phantom that is fate.

			Percy straightens a little in his seat, blinking a few times, his thoughts clearly elsewhere. “I . . . I wanted to hire you.”

			“Oh?” It is my turn to straighten and lean forward, my curiosity well and truly roused.

			“Well, it doesn’t really matter anymore.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because the person I wanted you to investigate is dead.”

			“Your father? Why -”

			“Please, just leave it, Evie. It’s pointless now anyway,” he interrupts, waving the question away with a tired gesture. Still, I notice the spots of color that have suddenly brightened his cheekbones. Clearly the matter is delicate, but if he thinks I am so easily fobbed off he does not know Evelyn Carlisle at all!

			“Are you in trouble?”

			My question is answered with a sigh and slumped shoulders.

			“Percy, I must be frank with you. Naturally, I do not think you have anything to do with your father’s death, but I can assure you, I am probably in the minority. If you wanted to see me yesterday to tell me something important, out with it!”

			“I wanted to hire you,” he repeats, crossing his arms over his chest.

			“Yes, you said, but why?”

			“I thought you might be quite good at this detecting business since you have always poked your nose where it didn’t belong, since we were children.” A sly grin has spread across his lips and his expression softens a little.

			“I will take that as a compliment, given the circumstances, shall I? Why did you want to hire me? Has it to do with your father?” If my curiosity needed any stirring, the job has been done, and I lean forward in my seat, elbows on my knees, quite unlike Agnes taught me.

			“Yes. As I said, it hardly matters now, but -” he glances behind me to be certain the door is closed before continuing, “I thought father was having an affair. I wanted you to find out.”

			“An affair? Why did you think so?” As the words leave my mouth, I must admit to myself that the notion is not entirely surprising. Indeed, it is hardly uncommon for powerful men with time for leisure to slip into infidelity. Most of the time, women must simply accept it. Poor women cannot afford to leave their unfaithful husbands, wealthy ones cannot stand to bear the shame of a broken marriage. That being so, a few years ago, a bill was passed allowing for adultery on the part of either spouse to serve as acceptable cause for divorce. Since she has no young children anymore, Mrs. Devlin would not be forced to leave them behind, should she part with her husband.

			“Is your mother aware you were going to hire me? Does she know anything about this?” I think of the delicate woman, whose distress appeared so genuine when she found her husband dead yesterday.

			“No . . . I realize how this looks, Evie.”

			“It looks as if she had motive to kill him. People have become murderers for less of a reason than adultery.”

			“Don’t be absurd! She had nothing to do with this. It was me who thought he was having an affair. I thought, if Mother was presented with proof, she could be convinced to leave him. I could have taken her away with me.” It strikes me as highly unlikely that the woman I met yesterday would have acted so definitively even when shown evidence. In all likelihood, she would have chosen to stay with her faithless husband but felt so ashamed that her relationship with Percy would have deteriorated. The messenger is never a popular figure.

			“Did you tell your father yesterday that you wanted to leave again?”

			Percy nods. “I hadn’t intended to, but he has – had – a way of riling me to the point I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I said I was leaving, and his company could rot for all I cared.” I sense there is more he isn’t telling me. From the way his jaw has set, however, I realize it is all I am getting at the moment.

			“Why did you suspect him of adultery?”

			“I -”

			A sound at the door interrupts, and I turn around.

			“Grandmother!” Percy jumps up and hurries toward the older woman. “Is everything all right?”

			“As much as it can be. Do stop fussing! Goodness, you might think it is the first tragedy our family has suffered.” Beatrice Grant, Percy’s maternal grandmother, pushes him aside and moves into the room. I get to my feet.

			“Mrs. Grant, I apologize for this intrusion. I best be on my way. Please let me know if there is anything I can do.”

			She takes me in shrewdly with sharp blue eyes, different from her daughter’s brown ones, even if they share so many other features. Mrs. Grant resembles her daughter in many physical ways, but her manner could not be more different. She raises her chin a little and says, “You are Agnes’ niece, are you not?”

			“I am, indeed. We met at the Harper’s party the day before yesterday.

			“I remember.” She makes a dismissive gesture with a gloved hand. “I am not that old yet, my dear girl.”

			“My apologies,” I say, hardly able to suppress a smile. I can see why this formidable woman makes even Agnes uncomfortable. She lived in India, I believe, remembering the small photograph with the young woman and the slain tiger I noticed when I came yesterday. I wait for her to say more, but when she remains silent, I take my leave.

			Wandering down the street, my mind is spinning with what Percy has told me. Upon reaching the park, I stand in line with a crowd of children and buy myself a cornet of strawberry ice cream, which I take to one of the unoccupied benches in the shade to mull over what I have learned. Ice cream is an excellent aid in channeling one’s thoughts. While I lick away at my melting treat, neat as a cat, I think of Mrs. Devlin, who reminds me of a feline in her quiet, delicate way.

			Was Percy being completely forthright when he told me of his reason to employ my agency? Why involve a friend, someone he doesn’t truly know possesses any competence in the area of detecting if the matter was important to him? Naturally, I would have handled the investigation with utmost discretion, but Percy has not interacted with me since I was an adolescent. I might have become the greatest of gossips in the intervening years. How would he have known I wouldn’t go whispering his suspicion in everyone’s ear?

			Then again, that may have been his intention from the start. If I had been discreet and learned something valuable, all the better, but if I had spread the word that Devlin was betraying his marriage vows, Percy might have reasoned his mother would be forced into action. No one likes people whispering loudly behind one’s back. I wonder whether her reaction to her husband’s death was sincere. She seems such a timid creature, cowed, perhaps, by many years of marriage to a man unwilling to accept any defiance to his nature. Mrs. Devlin is of the same generation as Agnes, a time where women were bred to obey – not that such breeding took root in my aunt’s manner. Something for which to admire her. I cannot imagine Aunt Agnes ever accepting Uncle Brenden or now Harold’s ill treatment of her. They would be faced with her wrath or at least her frank indignation, which is nearly as fierce. It is difficult, however, to judge the way a person copes with a difficult situation, and I must reserve my verdict for a time when I am better equipped to make it.

			I wish Percy’s grandmother had not interrupted us before Percy could tell me what roused his suspicion against his late father. Perhaps the man had behaved similarly in the past, and Percy assumed he would not likely have transformed with time. A leopard doesn’t change his spots and all that.

			Then there is the question of Percy’s own innocence. Whatever his explanation, he was at the house before his father died, and though one cannot say certainly whether the murder happened while Percy was still at home or an hour later. Stanton will not let this ambiguity rest without full examination. Percy should seek the counsel of a lawyer, as well as hiring Hugh and me to prove his innocence.

			Crunching down the last of my cornet, I resolve to settle the latter matter as soon as possible. If Percy employs us, Stanton will have less of a reason to warn me off the case. Which leads me to another problem. Will he be at Iona’s birthday party on Saturday? I let out a little, self-indulgent sigh and get to my feet, brushing crumbs off my skirt and heading down the path, dry gravel crunching beneath my feet.

			Naturally, Daniel will be there, too, and Iona has mentioned that Thom, Stanton’s son, is invited. The men would doubtless be perfectly civil, but I will be on my guard the whole time, thinking, What if one dislikes the other? What if they quarrel? As senseless as the latter question is. Neither Daniel nor Stanton are remotely the sort who jump to fisticuffs at a simple provocation. Really, I am being silly, I tell myself. And still, there is a small knot in my stomach at the prospect of their meeting. I glance at my watch. It is too early to expect Hugh back at the office. Perhaps I could drop by Briony’s house in Belgravia and have a little chat. She will, reasonably, be appalled that I have stumbled upon another murder, but I could hardly keep it secret from her. Besides, she knows Percy as well as I do. Maybe there is more she can tell me besides the guest list to her eldest daughter’s birthday party.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Evie, that cannot be normal,” Briony observes, shaking her head, curls bouncing on her shoulders.

			“I hardly planned it,” I say in my defense after I have illustrated the events of the past two days. Briony, not being a reader of the papers, did not hear of Devlin’s murder. I cast a wary glance at Elsa’s crib. The child seems to be dozing happily, which is for the best, as I would not like to discuss the darker aspects of the world with her innocent blue eyes on me.

			“And Stanton the leading detective, goodness!” Another shake of the head. I cannot tell whether it signifies bewilderment or disapproval.

			“Another element that is entirely out of my control, dear cousin.”

			“I gather as much, but what does Daniel say?”

			“Oh, he is predictably a bit miffed. Of course, there is no reason to be.” I sigh, a sound lost in the rustle of the cherry tree above us. We sit in Briony’s garden, a tea set on the wrought iron table in front of us, the occasional mewling sound or stretched arm coming from Elsa’s bassinette next to Briony. The other children are out with their nanny, and the house is strangely quiet, almost too much so, this enclave of peace in the metropolis of London.

			“Has Percy actually hired you to investigate?”

			“He will,” I say with more conviction than I feel.

			“Hm . . . I haven’t seen him in an age. Is he much changed? I can’t imagine him taking over his father’s business.”

			“I do not think he intends to.”

			“So that motive falls by the wayside,” Briony observes.

			“He stands to inherit a tremendous sum. His father threatened to cut him off, if Percy didn’t join the business.”

			“A man like Percy could have married some wealthy heiress in Monaco, if he didn’t want to be dependent on his papa.”

			“True, in fact, he might do so in any case. He was making eyes at Imogene Harper at the garden party.”

			“That should have pleased his father. I heard he was always interested in a good deal, though it is a crude way of speaking about marriage. I can’t imagine Jeffrey ever becoming a proponent of Iona coupling up. Goodness, the men who come courting her will have a hard time of it.” Briony grins.

			“Poor Jeffrey, three daughters to watch over!”

			“Do you know, I think Iona took quite a fancy to Percy when we ran into him.”

			“Taste is acquired, isn’t it? She will soon learn.”

			“Do not be so hard on the man,” I insist.

			“Ah, yes, I should view anyone my eldest daughter admires with a little more generosity, shouldn’t I?”

			“I don’t think you need to worry yourself on that account. Tell me, were you more closely acquainted with Anthony Devlin? I can hardly remember him from when we were children.”

			“I confess, neither can I. Mother is fairly close to his widow. You can ask her about it at Iona’s party.”

			“Speaking of which, will Stanton come? I heard Iona invited Thom . . .”

			“And you are wondering whether you need to warn Daniel?”

			“Not warn so much as prepare,” I correct her, but Briony knows me better than anyone, and I can tell she is seeing straight past my placid mask.

			“He might attend for a bit. I doubt he will stay long. It’s for the children, after all.”

			“Right, I just wanted to be certain,” I say as nonchalantly as I can, adding a little shrug for good measure.

			“My dear, you are not destined for the stage. That is all I will say.” Which leads me to tell my cousin about the encounter with Johnny Harper’s new love, the actress Esme Leonard. It is pleasant to chat, gossiping a little with someone whose company always eases my nerves, makes me feel I need not pretend. How rare it is to find someone who is so willing to accept another as they are, fully and completely, asking only that the same be done for them in return. How lonely would I be without my best friend here in this big city? Having grown up the way I did, there was never a shortage of balls or parties, social gatherings and endless lists of acquaintances. Yet what are acquaintances when dark clouds gather in one’s mind; what are they when one struggles to find one’s footing? Nothing more than strangers with familiar faces. People ask, “How do you do?”, but the fewest of them want an honest answer, and even fewer are those to whom I would wish to speak with candor.

			It is thus that I feel lighter when I leave Briony’s house. The air is thick and clouds above have begun to mass together, blocking out all but a sunny haze. There is a spring in my step as I make my way towards the flat in St. James. It may be too early for Hugh to have returned with any news, but I want to make notes of the, admittedly paltry, fund of information I have thus far been able to gather.

			The flat smells of freshly baked bread. If I could bottle a fragrance that speaks of comfort, it is this one. Maeve is proving to be quite an asset. I tell her as much when I find her in the kitchen, clearing away the last scraps of dough from the counter, a streak of flour on her cheek.

			“It’s my mam’s soda bread,” she tells me, a hint of a smile on her lips.

			“Is she in Ireland?”

			“No, miss,” Maeve bites her bottom lip, then adds, “she died a few years ago. That’s why I came to England. I didn’t have anyone at home anymore.”

			“I am truly sorry, Maeve,” I say. Then, taking a deep breath of the fragrant air, I add, “I am an orphan, too.” Somehow the exchange of sad truths seems fair, though I would not ordinarily confide mine so easily, common knowledge though it is.

			Maeve nods and adds her own condolence, before busying herself once more with tidying up. She doesn’t meet my eye. Maybe she prefers to keep the boundary between employer and employee as it is? Maybe I am naïve to think a friendship of sorts is a reasonable expectation, simply because I had such a relationship with my maid when living with Agnes. Then again, maybe I was too young to understand that I would always be the one who held her employment in my hands. We were, in truth, always on an unequal footing, much as I tried to ignore it. Can there be true friendship between people when one is dependent on the other? In my office, sitting behind the large desk, I wonder whether Milly ever risked honesty when it might have caused offense? Did she ever, as Briony would, tell me I had behaved wrongly? Not that I can recall. The greatest challenge she ever offered was to tell me she thought purple wasn’t my color. Was I blind to this discrepancy, or did I think friendship is always quite so passive? Growing up in the tight enclave of Belgravia and Kensington, with sojourns to Paris, Scotland, or weeks in Agnes’ country house, I moved in a very specific group of society. None of my acquaintances spoke of friendships with their maids, valets or grooms, though they were often as much a part of our lives as siblings or parents – or in my case aunts or cousins. In hindsight, it seems wrong to have moved through life like this. I never mistreated a servant, but the very concept of their position suggests subordination. At the same time, Maeve or any of the other servants in my family’s employ could have been much worse off without their jobs. And even though they probably did not expect friendship, nor does Maeve now I suspect, I have decided I cannot live with someone as closely as I do now without at least a measure of it. How to win her around? She is, perhaps, four or five years my junior. We might have at least some things in common, might we not?

			I push the thought aside while I busy myself making a list of the people who may, in some way, be connected to Devlin. It is a long list. Frustrated, I sink back into my chair, eyeing the overcrowded sheet of paper as if it were taunting me with the impossible task it proposes. How to weed out everyone who is innocent? And these are only the people I know to be connected to Devlin. What of all the others he has met in the course of his professional life? Surely, he was not the sort to balk at offending someone or the other, not when he treated even his son so rudely in public. I hope Hugh has been more successful. I will call Percy in a little while, try to squeeze some more information out of him and convince him he should employ the Carlisle Detective Agency to look after his interests. Part of me wants to call Stanton, but I refrain. He is probably too busy to have a chat anyway, and I have a feeling he is not going to be as forthcoming in terms of including me in the case as he did previously. This consideration makes me wonder whether there are more parallels between the two cases than the location where the body was found. Arthur Longfellow was killed because of his treatment of young women, abusing them and tossing them aside, all the while maintaining the façade of a jovial Oxford don. Devlin put on no such airs, but did he share some of the other man’s dubious proclivities? It could be linked to Percy’s suspicion of his father’s infidelity. Something to look into, I think, tapping my pencil against my bottom lip.

			Scrutinizing the list, I include a few names from Elizabeth and Dominic’s party the day before Devlin’s murder. I want to ask whether Elizabeth can supply me with a full roster of her staff as well. Her staff. A thought comes to me. How could I have forgotten? Maeve was working at the party! Maeve, who had the day off on Sunday when Devlin was killed. A chill runs through me, but I push my suspicion aside. I can hardly suspect everyone. Besides, Maeve was only working the party because I asked her to. Nonetheless, she seems a quiet, observant sort of girl. Maybe she noticed something no one else did.

			I get to my feet and return to the kitchen, where a beautiful round loaf rests on the counter. Maeve is sitting at the table, polishing silver, which is so new it truly cannot require this treatment.

			“Maeve,” I begin, and she raises her head at the sound of my voice. “Oh, pardon me, I didn’t mean to startle you.” I smile and slide into the chair opposite hers. “I told you about Mr. Devlin’s death, but we haven’t had a chance to talk any further about it. You met him at the Harper’s party, do you remember?” I watch her with what I hope is an encouraging smile. She sets down her polishing cloth, hesitating a moment before raising her eyes to meet mine.

			“I think I saw him, miss. There were many guests at the party. I spoke mostly with the cook and the other servers.”

			“I see. You did not notice anything . . . strange? You strike me as an observant person, Maeve. The truth is, Devlin was killed, and as you know, my colleague Mr. Lawrence and I have a detective agency.”

			“Are you trying to solve the case, miss?” Her eyes grow, if possible, even wider. She looks so young just now, young but not naïve. I wonder what else those eyes have seen. What truly made this young Irish woman leave home for a different country with no great prospects or friends to welcome her? Yet another case to solve, if she will allow it.

			“Yes, but you needn’t worry. We will not involve you at all,” I reply, trying to set her at ease, then realizing how hypocritical my words are, given my previous query. Maeve seems to come to the same conclusion, which has the unexpected effect of drawing a small smile to her lips.

			“I didn’t notice anything suspicious. I am sorry I can’t help more. It did seem that he was not in the best mood. He was quite short when the other maid, Eileen, almost dropped a tray when he bumped into her. Made it look as if she was the clumsy one. His wife didn’t say anything, but I think she was embarrassed by his reaction. Eileen didn’t think it was important. Just said that’s how it is in this line of work. You’re paid to be there until you’re not.” Maeve hesitates, but I do not jump in to deny her claims. Sad though they are, I doubt they are far from the truth. Certainly, even Agnes who always treats her staff well, could be dismissive and on occasion, not even recall a maid’s name. I want to reassure Maeve this is not that sort of household. Before I can, she says, “I am sorry. I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

			“You mistook my silence for admonishment, Maeve. I quite agree with you. He was not the kindest of men. I did not know him well, but his manner at the party told me as much.”

			I leave Maeve without a word questioning her whereabouts on Sunday. It was shameful to even make the connection, and I would have effectively ruined the chance of a friendship between us, had I made the insinuation. Maeve is a clever girl, and she would have seen though my friendly inquiry into how she spent her day off, recognizing the leap my mind made if I spoke of the murder on just that day. No, what she did on Sunday or where she went is her business. I am quite certain a maid with no connections or experience would have been hard-pressed to get her hands on a small and portable weapon, snuck into the Devlin house unseen, shot the owner and snuck out again, silent and invisible as a ghost. This conclusion leads me to another, whoever killed Devlin knew he would be there instead of the office, where he seemed usually to be that time of day, even on the weekend – unless he made an excuse to go to the office, planning to see his mistress instead!

			The wheels are churning in my mind, and I can hardly wait for Hugh’s arrival, so I might unburden myself!

			As it happens, I am still waiting for Hugh an hour later, thinking if he doesn’t arrive soon, I will try calling Stanton to discover whether he is at the station and able to talk. As the thought crosses my mind and I am composing a way to approach the matter, the telephone rings. The sound is so loud, it tears me harshly out of my musings and I almost wonder whether I willed it into happening. Thank goodness I don’t answer the phone assuming it is Stanton, for who should be on the other end of the line but Daniel!

			“Evie?” Daniel asks, sounding breathless.

			“Yes, it’s me. Everything -”

			“Wilkins has been arrested.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Though Daniel puts up a protest when I tell him I want to come to the police station with him, he must realize he has no chance in persuading me. We meet in front of the station where Wilkins is being held, a large, nondescript building with a scratched blue plaque on the door. Daniel is pale, his features tense, jaw clenched as he holds the door for me.

			He was brief on the telephone, but told me all that he knew, which was very little indeed. Only that the police came to his house and arrested Wilkins on charges of murder. One of the maids witnessed the event and told Mrs. Kline, the cook, who, after staving off hysterics, called Daniel at his office. Which brings us to the present moment.

			“Should you call a solicitor?” I ask in a whisper, as we are told to wait. We sit on hard-backed chairs, so worn I am likely to get a splinter through the fabric of my skirt, even if that is the last of my worries. The hall itself is spare, though the windows – albeit fronted with a set of bars like a prison – are large enough to illuminate the gloomy interior a little, which still does little to temper the intimidating atmosphere.

			“I have. Although he isn’t well versed in criminal law. I am acquainted with him through dealings with the company.” Daniel shrugs helplessly. “He was the only one who came to mind.” I nod, placing a hand on his and giving it a little squeeze. Daniel is fond of Wilkins and, to his credit, does not for a moment consider his butler guilty of the crime he stands accused of. I am not quite as trusting, yet I refrain from saying so, sensing Daniel’s distress. He took Wilkins on as a butler in a similar way I did Maeve. We felt an affinity with them and wanted to give them an opportunity. I hope Daniel’s trust was not betrayed. It would come as a great shock to learn a man whom he took into his home, viewed as a friend of sorts, could be capable of violence. That being so, Wilkins is a former soldier. Daniel cannot know exactly what he has done in his past life. Just as I do not know precisely what Daniel or Hugh did during the war, I imagine it was not knitting hats and writing poems. But the circumstance of war is very different from that of civilian life.

			A few minutes later, the door opens once more and a small, bespectacled man in a rumpled linen suit steps into the room. Daniel gets to his feet and beckons him over to us, holding out his hand.

			“Mr. Bowen, thank you for coming so quickly.”

			Bowen shakes Daniel’s hand, giving me a nod in greeting after we are introduced.

			“Come, sit, what can we do?” Daniel asks urgently. Bowen pushes his specs up higher on the bridge of his nose.

			“I need to know what happened first. You said he is being accused of murder. Whose? Why would anyone assume he did it? Are there witnesses?” He offers a little smile. “You know criminal law is not my specialty, but I will try my best. I can always contact a colleague, if the matter can’t be resolved.” Bowen’s approach is more optimistic than ours, and it serves to calm Daniel and me by a fraction. The solicitor goes to speak to the man behind the desk and is soon led through a set of doors, presumably to meet with the prisoner.

			“Do you think he will be released?” I ask and Daniel shrugs, taking a deep breath.

			“Why would they arrest him, if they had no proof of any kind?”

			“You don’t think he is guilty, do you?”

			“No,” Daniel replies. The conviction behind his words is not as absolute as it was a little earlier. Sitting in a police station for a while can have that effect.

			“What do you actually know about him? You told me to leave him be, when I thought he was behaving strangely last week. Now, though, you must admit, it might have been noteworthy after all.”

			“Maybe,” he acknowledges. “In all honesty, I don’t know much more than you do. That is . . . we have spoken of the past quite a bit. I may not have hired him, had he and I not shared a bond over the war and our experiences. That said, I have been wracking my mind to remember anything significant he told me of the present, of his life on his days off, and I can think of nothing.” Daniel meets my eyes. “Does that make me a fool? Letting someone into my house about whom I only know that he used to be a solider like me, and that he was down on his luck, seemed loyal and a good man. I have misjudged a character before.” He is thinking of his old, late friend Caspar Ballantine whose death, somewhat morbidly, brought us together, and whose proclivities, when exposed, were a great disappointment to Daniel.

			“I suspected Maeve of involvement in Devlin’s murder. Just for a fraction of a moment, but nevertheless,” I confess, trying to ease his conscience.

			“Why would you think anything of the sort?” he asks, narrowing his eyes in consternation. I explain, and his expression softens. “Now that you are in the business of detection, we should all be on our very best behavior.”

			“My mind went too far. I was so focused on collecting names of people who had been acquainted with Devlin, that it came to me just how coincidental it was that Maeve entered my life at the point when Percy and his family re-entered it as well. And then for her to have Sunday off, the day of the murder, having specially requested it. At the same time, I cannot allow myself to be one of those employers who thinks they have earned the right to know everything they want about their staff simply because they pay their wages.“ I shrug.

			“I can follow that line of thought, though I am glad to hear that you’ve dismissed your suspicions against her. You could not possibly live with someone you suspected of such a crime.”

			“Which brings us back to Wilkins.”

			It takes another forty minutes for Bowen to emerge from the doors through which he disappeared. Wilkins does not follow in his wake. Daniel and I get to our feet. The solicitor looks a bit more rumpled than before, yet his expression is firmer.

			“Let us go somewhere we can talk,” he suggests. Since it does not appear as though waiting for Wilkins will do any of us much good at the moment, we follow the solicitor outside. We find a quiet little café tucked into a side street and settle at a window table. Bowen begins to explain once our cups of tea have been delivered by a listless server and we have the space to ourselves once more.

			“He will not be released on bail.” Bowen begins, dashing our hopes. “The police think he is too much of a flight risk.”

			“They haven’t even set bail? I would pay it!” Daniel exclaims.

			“What exactly happened?” I ask, trying to keep calm.

			Bowen takes a sip, seemingly unperturbed in the face of our distress. “He is being held on charges of murder. Apparently, he killed his brother-in-law.” He glances from Daniel to me to gauge whether we are aware of past troubles between the men. Our expressions must show suitable astonishment, for he continues. “Apparently, the man, Mr. Terry West, was a drunk and had significant debts. Mrs. West was very worried, and Mr. Wilkins tried to pay off some of the debts earlier this week. Yesterday, he learned that Mr. West had gambled away his house as well. There was an altercation between the two men, witnessed by several people on the street. Mrs. West went to stay with Mrs. Truitt, a neighbor, while her husband calmed down. This morning Mr. West’s body was discovered by Mr. Truitt, who went around to see if Mrs. West could return home. It appears -” Bowen frowns and clears his throat, “it appears he was strangled.”

			“I did not know he often saw his sister, let alone that she lived in London,” Daniel observes, unable to conceal the disappointment in his voice.

			“I imagine Mr. Wilkins wished to separate his private and work lives. It was my impression that his brother-in-law had been the source of considerable trouble in the past. He may have wanted to spare you the connection.”

			“Possibly. Why did the police decide an argument between the two men meant Wilkins was responsible for Mr. West’s death? There must be some evidence, surely, to make such a claim, to deny him bail.”

			“Yes.” Bowen draws out the syllable and rests his elbows on the table, forming a steeple with his hands. “When the two fought, Mr. Wilkins was heard shouting that Mr. West was a dead man. It seems that is all the evidence the police have decided they require at the moment. The murder occurred in Whitechapel, you know.” Bowen raises his bushy eyebrows meaningfully when he mentions one of the darker neighborhoods of the city. Daniel and I understand his insinuation. A murder that occurred in an area rife with crime and poverty is not high on the list of priorities for the police.

			“The only reason Mr. Wilkins is held here is because he was arrested at your home, Mr. Harper. I cannot guarantee he won’t be moved to a real prison while he awaits trial.”

			“It can’t be as straightforward as that.” Daniel shakes his head angrily. “What does he say for himself? Surely he has some manner of defense?”

			“Yes,” another drawn out word. “But frankly, he does not make a very strong argument apart from denying his involvement.” Bowen removes his specs and peers at us with watery blue eyes. “I think he is holding back because he is trying to protect someone.”

			Daniel and I look at each other. There is only one person he may wish to protect in this affair, his sister.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“I am not taking you to Whitechapel!” Daniel protests before we are even out of hearing range from the solicitor, and before I have even had a chance to suggest such a course of action. It is vaguely unsettling how well he knows me…

			“But you can’t go on your own! Besides, Mrs. West is bound to prefer speaking with a woman than a strange man.”

			“She might know my name, at least,” Daniel counters, beckoning a cab. Even frustrated by my obstinacy, he does not forget to hold the door for me, which I can’t help but grudgingly appreciate.

			“I am a detective now, Daniel, maybe -”

			“You can’t go around making cases for yourself, Evie.”

			“I didn’t kill him, did I?”

			Daniel closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, which often signifies the tipping of the scales, the end of his willingness to argue.

			“Evie, I understand your desire to open this agency, and I support your endeavor. But do you have to investigate murder? Does it have to be the darkest crime, the one people are most desperate to hide? If you find out the guilty party, they could be sentenced to death. I understand you have been involved in solving such cases in the past, but making it official . . . well, can you imagine how you will feel? And that isn’t even taking into account the unnecessary danger you are launching yourself into. If West had debts, he probably made some enemies. We can’t know who these people are, but they may have killed the man. Do not get yourself involved in something so foreign to you. It is like trying to find a house in a new city with no map and endless winding alleys. You could get lost. You could get hurt. Listen to me for once, all right?” This is more than Daniel tends to say in one rush, so I do listen. I can’t deny the truth in his words, reluctant though I am to admit it. Yet I also cannot entirely abandon the notion of taking part in clearing Wilkins’ name.

			“I understand,” I say quietly, placing a hand on Daniel’s arm

			“But?”

			“You heard Bowen. The police aren’t going to throw themselves into solving this murder nearly as much as they are into Devlin’s. What if no one tries to prove Wilkins is innocent? What if they simply accept the meagre evidence they have and leave him to rot in prison for the rest of his life, or worse? You know it is a possibility. Think of it. If Percy had been arrested, he would have lawyers on his side, police doing a full investigation, servants and friends and family all taken into account. In this case, they see a man in debt, a man wishing to protect his sister from the shame and hard-ship that might be a consequence, and they decide it is enough. It isn’t right, Daniel. The quality of justice should not depend on wealth and standing.”

			“I was under the impression you thought so highly of policemen?”

			Recognizing his meaning, I wonder when the right time might be to tell him Stanton may be at Iona’s party this weekend.

			“It is the system, not the individuals I blame.”

			“You should have been a politician,” Daniel observes, a wry grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Still, don’t think you have changed my mind.” I open my mouth to protest, but he continues, “However, I share your concern. So if he is willing, I will take Hugh along. He can tell you all about it later. Does that strike you as a fair compromise?”

			I want to argue, but Daniel looks so exhausted, I can’t find a reason to add to his distress. He still needs to explain everything to his staff, a task I do not envy him. I wonder what they think. I wonder whether news of an arrest at Daniel Harper’s house has spread, or whether Daniel’s cook and maids are too loyal to gossip. We go to my flat, because I am expecting Hugh. Daniel can just as easily tell him about Wilkins’ arrest there as at his own home. Besides, I am inclined to show off the flat.

			We run into Dulcie in the foyer. She is carrying her little dog again and eyes Daniel with blatant curiosity. I make the introduction, and she tells us both we must come visit her soon.

			Upon entering the flat, Maeve is at the ready, taking our hats in place of a butler. She is certainly proving her worth. I feel another stab of guilt for my earlier tangle with suspicion against the woman. “Has Mr. Lawrence arrived?”

			“Yes, miss. He is in the office. Shall I bring tea?” She looks from me to Daniel and back again, confused perhaps at the number of gentlemen I bring to this place.

			“Tea would be good, yes. By the way, you have not properly met, this is Mr. Harper, my fiancé. He was at his cousin’s party, where you worked on Saturday.”

			“Good to meet you, sir.”

			“And you.”

			Hugh gets to his feet as we enter, then slumps a little seeing it is only us. I think Maeve makes him a little nervous. He isn’t used to the company of women.

			“Hugh, good that you are here, we have such a lot to tell you!”

			I let Daniel begin, because the shock of finding his butler and friend being arrested is too fresh to ignore. We settle around my desk and are only interrupted when Maeve brings a tray of tea and biscuits, nearly tripping and being steadied by none other than our own Hugh Lawrence. Undoubtedly, Daniel will later tell me I am being silly, thinking of drawing a heart in the air between Hugh and Maeve, but my intuition can’t be that faulty, can it? Then again, speaking of murder would not generally put anyone in the mind for romance. Maybe Hugh is just awkward. Though even he would be challenged to deny that the young Irish woman is certainly not a burden on the eyes.

			“Hm . . . you haven’t spoken to Wilkins yourself?” Hugh asks Daniel, turning my mind back to the problem at hand.

			“I had no opportunity to do so. Failing that, I hope to speak to his sister.”

			“Naturally, I think I should join Daniel,” I throw in. “What sort of woman, shocked and traumatized from the murder of her husband and the arrest of her brother, would be quick to go in for a chat with a strange man?”

			“And I believe taking Evie along could be dangerous,” Daniel interjects, raising his eyebrows at Hugh, as if this conveys a meaning I somehow fail to grasp. I cross my arms over my chest, preparing myself for Hugh to fall into step with his friend.

			“Actually, Evelyn might be right, Daniel. You don’t know Whitechapel any better than she does, and while I agree she should not go on her own, I don’t think Mrs. West will be inclined to speak to either you or me.”

			Daniel’s eyes are wide as he listens to his friend’s betrayal, while I try to suppress a triumphant grin. I knew I made the right choice in Hugh as my partner!

			“I could do a spot of investigating, but really taking Evie along might be more useful. The poor woman must be out of her mind.”

			“We can tell her you have hired a solicitor, Daniel,” I say, tempering his bewilderment.

			“Hm . . .”

			“Now that’s settled, let me tell you about what I have learned in connection to the Devlin murder,” I begin.

			“You sound altogether too familiar with that word these days, Evie,” Daniel observes, shaking his head.

			“Hardly by choice, Daniel,” I counter, then turn to Hugh and explain what I learned from Percy.

			“I can’t say it would come as a great surprise if Devlin is confirmed as an adulterer,” Hugh notes.

			“Nor, I confess, can I.”

			“If that were so, wouldn’t you suspect his wife?” Daniel asks.

			“She and her mother were apparently out for a walk much of the morning. The police will try to find people who might have seen them. In any case, both claim they were not at home when Percy came and left, and they did not know Mr. Devlin was still in the house either. Dubious though it sounds, he supposedly went to the office even on a Sunday!”

			“That is not so unusual,” says Daniel. “Dominic does it, too, sometimes. I am not sure whether to get away from home or to get actual work done, though.”

			“I suspect Devlin did not spend his whole day there. Maybe he had a mistress or maybe he went to his club. It should be possible to find answers to both questions. I wish Percy had told me why and when his suspicions arose.”

			“Do you really think he wanted you to find out the truth so that his mother would leave Devlin?” Hugh wonders.

			“I am not sure. Although I believe Percy is innocent in the murder, I do not think he has been entirely forthright. There is more he hasn’t said, and I am determined to squeeze it out of him.”

			“I almost pity the man,” Daniel observes with a smile.

			“He doesn’t know what he has done, drawing Evelyn’s attention,” Hugh agrees.

			“Oh, haha, you two. You will eat your words when I solve the case!”

			Daniel sighs. “In all likelihood, you are right.” He gets to his feet. “I have to go home and do a bit of explaining myself. Will I see you later?” I nod and Hugh shakes his head, which makes me laugh.

			“Go on, we can plan our excursion to the jungles of Whitechapel over dinner.”

			“I will ask Mrs. Kline to create something special to soften your obstinate will.”

			After Daniel leaves, Hugh tells me what he learned from some of the maids in the Devlin employ. He bribed one if the household’s deliverymen and made it into the kitchen, where two kitchen maids were at work. They were shy in his company, but Hugh is able to adapt to his environs. Soon they were answering his seemingly by-the-by questions without qualms.

			“Everyone wants to be listened to. When you make people understand that you are willing to do so, that what they have to say is interesting, they tend to warm quickly.”

			“What did they say?”

			“I told them I had heard of Devlin’s death, but didn’t indicate I knew it was murder. They couldn’t leave that fact hanging in the room for long before they corrected my understanding. I convinced them with a show of dismay, and they were quite sweet and offered me a cup of tea. Lucky for me, the cook was out at the market. I got the impression she would have shunted me out of there in no time. The girls were fairly new staff and more willing to engage in some gossip, no family loyalties to speak of as yet.

			“I asked whether they had any guesses why someone would murder Devlin. I insinuated that it could have been a robbery gone wrong, the Devlin house being such a grand one at that.”

			“If Devlin’s murderer had wanted to steal something, they only had to wait until the next day when he was sure to be out of the house, unless they knew that he tended to be out even during the day on Sunday.”

			“I do not think it was a robbery. You yourself said everything was very tidy, and the likelihood of an ordinary thief having a loaded gun on hand and the cool head to shoot the master of the house – and very accurately at that – strikes me as unlikely.” Hugh shakes his head and leans forward. “No, I do believe he was the intended target.”

			“Did the maids have any suspicions? What did they say about him?”

			“This is where it got interesting. They gave me the strong impression that they were frightened.”

			“Which seems likely, since he made a similar impression on most people he encountered,” I observe.

			“True, but he is dead. Why would they still be afraid of him? No, I think there is something happening in that house, something with that family, which isn’t right, even with the patriarch gone. One of the girls, Ann, hinted she was keen to get her references and find work elsewhere.”

			“Hm . . .” I sigh, resting my chin on my clasped hands. “It doesn’t bring us much further, does it, knowing that the Devlins are an odd lot?”

			“Suppose the staff saw something – someone – and they are keeping it to themselves? Who but their employers would they be protecting? If Devlin was cruel, they may all have sympathized with his wife. Maybe they would have understood had she snapped and decided to rid herself of her oppressor.”

			“I follow your logic, have thought as much myself, but supposedly she was out of the house the whole morning. Added to that, I saw her reaction, she seemed utterly shocked.”

			“She may simply be a good actress? Or she regretted what she did when faced with it again. Sometimes people act in ways they themselves do not truly understand until they see their actions through a lens that shows the outside world’s perspective.”

			“I am not convinced. There was something very calculated about the scene, Hugh. Mrs. Devlin doesn’t strike me as the sort capable of such duplicity.”

			“Percy telling you of Devlin’s suspected adultery could hint at a different story altogether,” Hugh counters. “She might have learned of a mistress and it broke the last barrier of her sanity.”

			“I have to speak to Percy. I must learn more about his suspicions. He was reluctant to explain why he had initially wanted to hire me, perhaps because he worried about the conclusion I would come to, suspecting his mother.”

			“Tomorrow I plan to visit Devlin’s office, hang around for a while, maybe run into some of his workers. I was there around lunchtime and noticed a number of men came out of the building and went to a small eatery across the street. I will be there tomorrow.”

			“While Daniel and I troll the streets of Whitechapel.” I can’t hide a grin. Hugh smiles, too, but shakes his head.

			“You mind yourself, Evelyn. You may have done some traveling, seen things you haven’t before, but you have no notion what true poverty, true hopelessness looks like.” His eyes grow momentarily distant, as if he is suddenly somewhere else. I wonder what he sees? So much about Hugh still remains a mystery to me. Will it always be so? He is not the sort of man one might force into confidence. If ever he wishes to unburden himself, it must come at a time of his choosing.

			“We will be careful, Hugh,” I reassure him in a gentle voice. “We only want to talk to the widow, to tell her someone is on her brother’s side.”

			“You assume that is what she wishes to hear. What if she hates Wilkins, thinking him guilty of killing her husband? Just because he was bad with money, doesn’t mean she did not love him.” As logical as Hugh’s words are, I am astounded that I have not thought that way before. I suppose I foolishly assumed familial loyalty rose above all else. Blood is thicker than water, after all. But maybe Hugh is right. Wilkins kept very private about his sister. It is distinctly possible that he does not share a close bond with her, and in helping her husband pay his debts, was simply doing what he considered his duty. Dutiful is certainly a fitting word to describe the man.

			Hugh and I part, agreeing to meet here tomorrow at the same time. I watch him walk down the empty street, a lone figure, inconspicuous, and yet, if one cares to know him, full of the strangest mysteries. As I walk the short stretch through the boggy evening air to Daniel’s house, noting with a vague eye, the people passing by, I wonder about all the lives I brush past without ever absorbing a fiber of who the person is. In a place like London, so teeming and bustling with energy, there is often a sense of anonymity, of being an ant on an ant hill. And yet each of us has a story to tell, worries and joys. What matters to one may be irrelevant to the other. What holds one back, may propel another forward. With this constant dance, this push and pull of humanity, is it any wonder when someone trips and shatters the balance of our small world?

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The heatwave breaks that night and I lie awake in bed, watching flashes of lightning illuminate the night sky beyond the window, as thunder rumbles in the distance. I tiptoe over to the window and open it, then nestle into an armchair, listening to the rain as it slaps the pavement, washing away the dense heat that rested like a cloak on the city this past week. If only a summer storm could cleanse the tension resting between our shoulders, too, or sweep clear the dark corners of our minds.

			I look across the room, where Daniel sleeps, a sliver of light showing the rise and fall of his chest. Seeing him so peaceful, lost in slumber, I feel a swell of affection for him, this man who collided with me at a time when I so desperately sought something new; excitement, adventure, both of us on a hopeless quest to outrun the ghosts of our past. For so long I was absorbed with the loss of my parents, the chasm I noticed – and probably perpetuated – between Agnes and myself, just as Daniel could think only of his parents, both gone, his brothers lost in a war that left him the sole survivor of his family. How wondrous that two people with our backgrounds could help each other cope with them? We live in a time still deeply scarred by the Great War. Most people have a tragic story, and yet we experience our own unique agony. In spite of this, we can and must try to understand the pain of those around us if we wish to make the best of the world we live in.

			I shiver as a rush of cool air blows through the gap in the window. With a deep breath, I tiptoe back to bed. Tomorrow is bound to bring with it certain challenges, and a tremor of apprehension runs through me when I recall Hugh’s warning. It is not danger I fear so much as being confronted with a world essentially at my doorstep, that is so unlike any I have ever seen in terms of need. Hopefully, the Victorian novels have it wrong, or times have changed. There is less unemployment in the city, even if it has spread to other parts of the country. From my sheltered perch, it is nearly impossible to see the London that is sometimes outlined so darkly in the papers; the London of tenement houses, slum-like conditions, child labor and dirty water. I am afraid of tomorrow, and still my stubborn nature will not allow me to bow out. I need to reconcile the images in my mind with reality, hoping the former is worse than the latter.

			A pleasant breeze tousles my hair as Daniel and I step outside in the morning. The storm has banished the cloying heat, and the sky is blue and the air fresh – well, as fresh as it ever is in a city nicknamed the Old Smoke! We will take a bus to Whitechapel, for even I am not so green as to think the Bentley would not draw plenty of unwanted attention. I enjoy the rocking of the bus, the bustle of people with newspapers clutched under their arms, biting onto a steaming roll from a street vendor. When Daniel called in to the office to say he may not be in today, Dominic told him a wrecking crew – the mass of reporters and photographers, hungry to get a big story – are trolling the street in front of the Devlin’s house. Indeed, I saw an article in The Daily Mail postulating about the reasons behind the murder, painting Percy the likely perpetrator. I must talk to him once we return from our morning errand and convince him to hire Hugh and me officially to clear his name.

			People climb on and off as we move east. The buildings grow a little taller, a little more tightly clustered together as we go. I look out of the window and see vendors at the street corners hawking newspapers, pasties or fruit and vegetables. In that way, it is no different from the area from which we just came. Well, if it weren’t for the growing number of men dressed in ragged trousers and lumpy hats, or the scrawny children weaving about, holding out their caps and being pushed aside like bothersome animals.

			The eastern part of London has long been known as a stark contrast to the parts which I know best in the West and South. Whitechapel, in particular, has an eerie ring for its association with the gruesome murders committed by Jack the Ripper. While this fearsome time has passed, the area is still regarded as one of the darker parts of the capital. For a while, it was prosperous, but in the past two centuries, growth in population has increased crime and poverty. In recent years – and perhaps as a result of the Ripper murders – Whitechapel has come to the attention of reformers, and attempts are being made to better the circumstances of those living here. Even certain literary luminaries such as Jack London and George Bernard Shaw or anarchists like the late Vladimir Lenin have been drawn to the area, bringing attention to the large gap between extreme wealth in one part of the city and the dire poverty in this, another part. Nonetheless, social progress is sluggish, and it remains one of the more troubled areas in the city.

			The bus ride takes longer than taking London’s Underground would have, but Daniel insisted on this mode of transportation, so here we are pottering along. When we finally arrive near the address Mr. Bowen produced for Mrs. West, I am glad to disembark, my insides have been rattled enough as the bus tottered over rutted roads, constantly breaking and sighing before rumbling onward again.

			We find ourselves outside, moving down Leman Street towards the house Daniel has marked on his map as the place the Wests used to reside. I hope we will find Wilkins’ sister there. Seeing the dirty puddles in the uneven road, the line of men in worn clothes with hollow eyes lining up outside the Salvation Army for their ration of a few slices of bread, while others sleep in a huddle of ragged clothes in doorways, I do not know whether I could convince Daniel to take me along a second time. A little boy with dark rings beneath his eyes and a missing front tooth smiles at me and holds out his cap. I hand over a crown, and the boy’s eyes go wide as he mumbles a “thank you, miss,” and scampers off so quickly as if afraid I might revoke my gift. I follow him with my eyes until he disappears into an alley. What sort of a life will he have? Will he be one of the men lining up in front of the workhouse for a pittance in pay? Will he stand outside the doors of a public house, his hands quivering as he waits for it to unlock its doors? Or will he escape, have a chance to build a safer, happier future for himself? Daniel meets my eyes and gives me a small nod. He knows what I am thinking as he takes my hand and leads me on in determined strides. Several others hold out their caps, their calloused hands, looking out with eyes that have seen more than they should have. When I have handed out my third coin, Daniel pulls me along.

			“I know . . .” he says at my protestations. “But we can’t draw too much attention. Word will spread that there’s a fancy lady handing out crowns and shillings like a vicar hands out blessings. I don’t want anyone thinking you have come with loot and make us prime targets for a robbery. Desperation can push people to do things their minds tell them they should not do. Hungry bellies are motivation neither of us can truly understand.”

			I see the truth in his words, and yet it hurts me to ignore the pleas and move along. Maybe the papers are right, and philanthropists and reformers are doing their best for this place, but it is quite evidently not enough. Suddenly, I feel foolish with my plans for the detective agency, with my superfluous flat and maid and car. Would my efforts not be better directed to doing a different kind of good?

			“I think this is it,” Daniel says, interrupting my thoughts. Amid the taller buildings are a few slim, two-up, two-down type of structures crammed tightly together. Daniel gestures at one of them with a flimsy looking door and a box of wilting geraniums in the downstairs window. It takes a moment for our knock to be answered. Even then, the door opens only a tiny crack, just enough to show the thin face of a woman whose features I recognize instantly in the face of her brother.

			“Mrs. West?” I ask, smiling a little to ease the tension knitting her brows together.

			“We are friends of your brother Adam,” Daniel continues in a gentle voice.

			“You know Adam? He’s been arrested!” She presses her lips together in an expression of anguish.

			“Yes, we know. Mrs. West, may we come inside? We would like to speak with you.” I glance around meaningfully. A few people are casting curious glances at us. I doubt it is a secret that Terry West was found dead here just a day ago. This seems to be the sort of neighborhood where people are familiar with each other’s business . . . then again, so was the one in which I grew up.

			“Who are you?”

			“My name is Daniel Harper, and this is my fiancée, Miss Evelyn Carlisle.” I am relieved he does not mention my title, it would probably serve to set this poor woman even more ill at ease. People tend to think one has a castle and vast holdings of power just because of a short word before one’s name, and it can be pointlessly intimidating.

			“Adam works for you, doesn’t he? He has mentioned your name.” Wilkins’ mention of his employer must have been favorable, for Mrs. West opens the door and steps back to allow us entry.

			The hallway is narrow and dark. She leads us to the kitchen, which faces the back of the house. Perhaps she is afraid someone will try to look in through the curtains in the front-facing room. In any case, I have always felt most at home in kitchens, useless though I am making use of one.

			“Can I . . . would you like a cup of tea?” asks Mrs. West her tired eyes moving between us.

			“That is very good of you, but let me make it,” I suggest gently, the woman looks ready to faint. She puts up no protest and simply tells me where to find the tea and cups, while she slides into one of the four chairs around a small, scuffed table. The kitchen is cozy and not too warm, for the window faces onto a tiny patch of garden and hasn’t had much sunlight yet. I manage to put the kettle on to boil and sort out our tea before sitting down with the others. Mrs. West, now that I can see her properly, looks perhaps ten years my senior, though the weariness etched into her features may be aging her prematurely.

			“We are so sorry for your loss, Mrs. West,” I say, hoping to convey my sympathy. Whoever her husband was, he has left her behind all alone, it seems. Where are friends who would take her in, so she does not have to live where her husband was murdered?

			She sniffles a little and nods, lowering her head to take a sip of tea.

			“Adam speaks well of you,” she finally manages with a strained smile.

			“I only know him to be a good man.”

			“He changed after the war, but so did we all. My Terry, he was in Flanders. When he came back was when the trouble with the gambling and the drinking began. Couldn’t get his footing. Kept having the rug pulled from under him.” She swallows and bites her bottom lip in an effort to stave off her tears.

			“I know,” Daniel says. “It was as though the world had kept moving without us and wouldn’t slow to let us catch up.” He doesn’t add that he did not, at least, have to contend with poverty at such a difficult time. I cannot imagine men like Wilkins and Terry West coming home after witnessing and participating in the horror of war and finding themselves unable to get employment and become the men society demanded them to be.

			“Adam worked here and there. He never drank, that was his advantage. Our pa was a drinker and thrashed us all something wicked. Adam wanted to be different.” The pride she has for her brother is evident in her words and demeanor, a slight straightening of her spine as she speaks of him.

			“You don’t think he is guilty?” I ask carefully.

			“Never!” Mrs. West shakes her head with sudden vehemence. “Whatever he did during the war, my brother is not a violent man. Even if he was, he wouldn’t do that to me. I am the only family he has left, and he mine.” She raises her gaze, looks at us with intensity in her eyes, trying to discern whether we believe her.

			“I thought as much,” Daniel says. “That is why I have hired a solicitor to look out for your brother’s interests.”

			“I can’t pay you, sir.” She looks at her hands, which have nestled around her warm cup of tea.

			“Adam is more than an employee. I consider him a friend,” Daniel says, dismissing any notion of repayment. “To be able to help him, though, we need to learn what truly happened to your husband. Are you able to tell us what you remember, Mrs. West? Or is there a friend, a neighbor maybe, whom we could call to sit with you?”

			“It was my neighbor who found Terry’s body. Mr. Truitt. The police spoke to him, but he was rather shocked himself.”

			“Of course. I am sorry to upset you, but the solicitor told us your husband was strangled. Was he a large man, or do you think a woman could have done it?” I ask, trying to be as moderate as I can, without disregarding the need to learn more.

			“He was about Adam’s size, a bit thinner, maybe. He hadn’t been taking care of himself.” Wilkins is probably shy of six feet, not a giant, but for a woman to have overpowered him, she must have been as tall or taller than he was. Unless he was seated, and she took him by surprise. I suppose it is too early to entirely discount anyone. That being so, I find it very unlikely Mrs. West, all slim five foot nothing of her, could have done the deed. By that gauge, her brother seems the more probable suspect.

			“We were told Adam was arrested because he had an argument with Mr. West. Did you see or hear what happened between them?” Daniel asks.

			“I was there,” Mrs. West admits, sighing as though she might have done something to change where everyone involved ended up, dead, grieving or imprisoned. “Adam was helping Terry pay off his debts. The bailiff was threatening to take the house and my brother wouldn’t let that happen, even if it meant handing over his salary while Terry was out of work. He did it on the condition that Terry must stop gambling and drinking. For a while, Terry was so relieved, he planned to turn over a new leaf. Got in line at the workhouse, came home for supper. But he is – was -” Mrs. West swallows, and I give her an encouraging nod. “He was a proud man, one of his vices, and someone at work heard about Adam paying his debts. They riled him, said he couldn’t take care of his own household.

			“Terry was never a violent man, but when he became angry or upset, he drank. I was half out of my mind with worry when he wasn’t home by ten. By eleven, I knew he had returned to his old ways. When he stumbled in the next morning, Adam was visiting. He was furious Terry had gone back on his word. He dragged him onto the street, tossed a bucket of water at him. Told him to sober up, that he didn’t deserve me. They got loud, shouting and . . . and then Adam said sooner or later Terry would get himself killed.“ She falls silent, biting her bottom lip as though punishing her mouth for having divulged this seemingly damning truth about her brother.

			“People say much they do not mean in the heat of an argument,” I tell her, taking a chance and reaching across the small table, to give her hand a little squeeze. “He was angry, and rightfully so, but that does not prove a thing.”

			“The police have made their decision,” Mrs. West replies, eyes wide. “Terry’s death isn’t a crime they much care to investigate. There’s plenty where that came from in these parts.”

			She is right on both counts. The police seem content they have their man. Terry West is easy to paint an idle drunkard, a man who gambled and couldn’t support his wife. People are so often satisfied to view others by the image they present, rarely wondering why. Terry was not born a wastrel. Maybe he was never an ideal husband, but the war, as Mrs. West says, did its part in shaping him; a war he fought to protect those of us left behind at home. Nine years since the armistice the ghosts, or rather demons of that time still lurk in many shadows, while the world at large has moved on. We humans do not like to dwell on ugliness and tragedy, instead preferring to walk in the sun, crossing the pavement to avoid looking into the eyes of a beggar. It is easier that way sometimes, and yet none of us can possibly predict when we will need the same sort of compassion we may be reluctant to bestow upon others. Whoever Terry was, his death is a tragedy and deserves to be investigated with integrity. Maybe there is something I can do to make at least one life in this place a little better. I must learn what truly happened to Mrs. Maisie West’s husband.

			Mrs. West has little else to tell us, though we learn the name of the man to whom most of Terry’s debt is owed, Reg Hogan. We leave her with our addresses and telephone numbers, telling her we will be in touch as soon as there is any development. I know it is cold comfort and I hate leaving her alone in her grief, but she told us her neighbor will come by later. I hope she was telling the truth. I almost offered a guest room to her, but it would have seemed strange to her at best, insulting at worst, so I bit my tongue.

			As we bid Mrs. West goodbye, hearing her close the door behind us, I observe a movement in the window of a neighboring house, a similar two-up, two-down, though perhaps a little better cared for. The curtains in the window are even trimmed in a little lace, and the door looks as if it has been painted in recent times.

			“Do you think we should speak to the Truitts?” I wonder aloud, nodding at the house. “I am sure someone was standing at the window a moment ago, watching us leave.”

			“Might as well try now we are here.” He glances at his watch. “Maybe they are home for lunch?”

			Taking the decision out of his hands, I walk the three steps separating the front door of one house to that of the other and knock on the door. Daniel sighs and joins me. I hear movement inside, and a moment later the door opens. Mrs. Truitt - if this is her - is more trusting than Mrs. West. Then again, her husband was not murdered in her home mere days ago.

			“Good morning.” I offer a wide smile to the older woman. “Are you Mrs. Truitt?”

			“I am indeed,” she replies, her expression curious, though not suspicious. “And who may you be?”

			“We are friends of Mr. Wilkins, Mrs. West’s brother,” Daniel says by way of introduction. Mrs. Truitt’s eyes take stock of us, wandering down the length of me, taking in my dress and Daniel’s linen suit, both intentionally plain but undeniably of high quality. Her eyes alight on my engagement ring, sapphires and diamonds sparkling in the sunlight. I try not to take notice of her inspection and barge on.

			“We were wondering whether your husband is at home and able to spare a few minutes to speak with us.”

			Mrs. Truitt, apparently having decided we will not rob her upon entry, opens the door a little wider, granting us entry. “You’re in luck, Joe just finished his lunch. He’ll be off again in half an hour.”

			“We don’t want to intrude, we just have a few questions regarding the death of Mr. West.”

			“Terrible business,” Mrs. Truitt says, beckoning us inside. “The man had a bad end coming, and that’s God’s truth, I tell you.” She leads us into the house. It is built exactly like Mrs. West’s next door. A narrow hallway, a kitchen to the back, a small parlor to the front, probably two bedrooms upstairs. Yet where Mrs. West’s house was sparse on décor, the Truitt home is bursting with it. A large, carved wooden cross hangs beside the parlor door, and the room itself is stuffed with trinkets.

			“You wait here, I’ll get my husband,” she instructs us, leaving the door open behind her. I don’t dare speak in case she should overhear, just widen my eyes at Daniel, gesturing meaningfully at the quantity of possessions which have been amassed in this small room. Three rather grim drawings depicting the life of Christ hang over the sofa and another cross over a small desk in the corner. The Truitts, it would seem, are devout folk. Not that such a fact exempts them from suspicion in Terry’s murder case. I shudder at the memory of a certain man of the cloth himself guilty of the most tragic of crimes. Daniel and I met him in France when we searched for his lost brother, finding Hugh instead.

			Mr. Truitt resembles his wife in her stout posture and dark eyes, but where her looks are inquisitive to the point of nosiness, his curiosity is filled with concern, his voice surprisingly soft for a robust looking man.

			“My wife says you have come about Terry?” He holds out a hand, beckoning us to sit on the sofa, while he takes the chair from the desk and his wife settles on the only other chair.

			“We spoke to Mrs. West. She told us you found the body,” Daniel explains. “I am a friend of her brother, trying to learn what truly happened. I do not believe for a moment it was Mr. Wilkins who killed his brother-in-law.”

			“Has Adam been arrested?” Mr. Truitt’s eyes narrow.

			“He has, indeed,” Daniel confirms.

			A quick look passes between the couple. It does not last long enough for me to glean anything from it. It is possible, of course, they are simply taken aback. I wonder how well they know Wilkins. They use his given name, so they may be well acquainted.

			“Surely he will be released once his innocence is proven. He must have an alibi. Was he at work?” Mr. Truitt’s voice has grown agitated and he leans forward slightly.

			“We hope so, yes. The police do not appear terribly committed to throwing much energy into the investigation. They feel confident Adam had the best motive to do his brother-in-law harm.” Daniel hesitates, then adds, “His creditor, Mr. Hogan, could be connected to the case.”

			“I warned Terry to stay away from Hogan,” Mr. Truitt sighs and shakes his head, his brow creasing. “I warned him about his gambling and drinking as well, to no avail.”

			“The man, may he rest in peace, was a vessel for vice,” Mrs. Truitt adds, mirroring her husband’s gestures. Her quick censure makes me take a dislike to the woman. She cannot be a truly good friend to Mrs. West, if she is willing to disparage her recently murdered husband to strangers without proof of any credentials for Daniel and me, claiming to be investigating the murder. Her husband may echo my thoughts, for he casts her a disapproving look, causing her to frown and cross her arms over her ample chest.

			“I wonder . . . Do you mind telling us what happened that day? We did not want to press Mrs. West too much. She is understandably very distressed.” I offer our hosts a small smile, hoping to convey that we are not here for morbid gossip.

			Mr. Truitt glances at the clock on the opposite wall. “I don’t have long. I am the curate to Rector Wallis at St. Botolph’s.” Which explains the rather heavy-handed religious ornamentation, though I thought idolatry was not considered the done thing in C of E parishes.

			“Of course, we understand. Still, it would be quite helpful to have your account of the situation. We want to help Mr. Wilkins as quickly as possible. I am sure Rector Wallis would support your efforts.”

			“Yes, well, I imagine so . . .” Mr. Truitt nods unconvinced. “Mr. West – Terry – and his brother-in-law had quite a spat the day before Terry died. I gather it concerned the former falling back into his old ways.”

			“Poor Mrs. West, what a mortifying scene!” His wife chimes in, barely concealing her glee.

			“Mrs. West couldn’t stay in their house, so we took her in for the night. I went to his house the next day to see how he was, whether he had come to his senses. He was not a violent man, but I didn’t want to send poor Mrs. West back, if he was still in a temper. I knew him before the war.” Mr. Truitt smiles sadly. “He was not always the man you are hearing of now. It saddens me that he should be remembered as a drunk and a failure. It is not a kind world we live in.”

			“Some people don’t deserve your pity, dear,” Mrs. Truitt says disapprovingly, her head tilted up.

			“Terry does,” her husband says, his voice surprisingly firm.

			“So you went to his house,” Daniel prompts him. “Did you see anything amiss? Did it look as if someone had forced entry?”

			Mr. Truitt shakes his head. “No.” He inhales and swallows. “No, it looked entirely ordinary. I found Terry in the parlor. He had closed the curtains. I thought, from the outside, it was because his head had been pounding, but -” he stops himself. “Well, I don’t know. He was dead, I realized that as soon as I saw him.”

			“Was he on the floor? What position did you find him in? Did it look as though there had been a struggle?” The questions pour out of me as my mind conjures up the gruesome scene.

			“He . . . no, I mean . . .” Mr. Truitt glances at his folded hands, which rest in his lap. “It was shocking. I just found him there. It didn’t look like there had been a struggle. No, no probably not.” He shakes his head, though I am not convinced he is telling the truth for some reason. I don’t suspect him, for he is the first apart from Mrs. West to have spoken with some warmth about Terry, and yet there is something he is keeping from us. Before I can ask, he gets to his feet.

			“I am sorry, I truly must be going now.” It is obvious we will get no more from him today, but something tells me I have not seen the last of the Truitts. Although I would have liked to ask him more, to know the precise condition in which he found West and what he did then, I can’t deny feeling relieved to be outside on the pavement again, the sun on my face and blood pumping in my veins, aware of my own vitality. There was something sapping my energy in both houses, in this neighborhood. I wonder whether the people who live here always feel it as acutely as I, or whether they are used to it, accepting it as normality, nothing less, nothing more.

			Whatever the answer, I know for myself I will no sooner forget the unconcealed deprivation I saw here today than I will the bullet hole in Devlin’s head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Back on the bus – another few crowns poorer – we feel able to speak again. It is not too crowded around noon, and so we find a private spot.

			“What did you think?” asks Daniel, leaning against the window, a troubled expression in his face as he holds onto a handrail, jostled by sudden motion.

			“Of what? Whitechapel, Mrs. West, Wilkins, the Truitts?” I throw my hands in the air in frustration.

			“Let us begin with Mrs. West,” Daniel says evenly, and I sigh.

			“I do not believe her to be guilty, if that is what you mean.”

			“Nor do I. I think the likely suspect is this Mr. Hogan, the creditor, if we want to generously call him that.”

			“The police should come to a similar conclusion,” I observe, thinking of calling Stanton to find out if he can access any information about this case, though it is possible it is out of his jurisdiction.

			“How does one approach such a man as Hogan given the circumstances, without making him instantly suspect we are accusing him of murder?”

			“I wonder whether we could speak to Wilkins first, or you might, at least. If he is the one who has been dealing with Hogan, he could tell us more about him, including whether he believes him to have murdered Terry. If Wilkins was paying off his brother-in-law’s debts, would Hogan not prefer to keep both Terry and Wilkins out of trouble to get his money back? There is no advantage now with Terry dead and Wilkins in prison, for it is abjectly clear that Mrs. West has no hidden cache with which to repay him.”

			“I will call Mr. Bowen when I get home and ask him to set up a meeting as soon as possible. I want to visit Wilkins in any case, to tell him we are on his side.”

			A few moments pass when neither of us speaks, the only sounds the rattle and groan of the bus. Slowly we roll through streets which grow more familiar to me, the grit of Whitechapel exchanged for river views and street vendors of nearby Blackfriars.

			“I had a strange feeling at the Truitts,” I finally say, when the bus stops and a few passengers shuffle to the door.

			“I agree,” Daniel raises his voice above the sound of moving people.

			“Mr. Truitt could have been disturbed by what he saw, who wouldn’t be? But it felt as if there was something he was not telling us.”

			“Maybe he did not feel able to speak freely in front of his wife,” Daniel muses.

			“She certainly seemed to have made up her mind on the matter quite firmly. I hope she is kind to Mrs. West and not constantly reminding her what a lout her husband was.”

			“I wish I could have offered her a room, but she would not have accepted it, I think.”

			“No, the only way we can help her now is by helping her brother. And for what it’s worth, I come away from there even more convinced of Wilkins’ innocence. If he and his sister are as dear to each other as she implied, he would not have murdered a husband she cared for, despite his faults, and left him at home for her to discover. She could even have been accused of the murder herself. No,” I shake my head decisively, “he would not have risked that outcome.”

			“I agree. Well, once I’ve spoken to him, hopefully we will know what to do next. I would like to avoid the dubious Mr. Hogan, but if needs must, I will find him and learn the truth somehow.”

			“The police may plan to do the same thing. It is possible we underestimate their efforts.”

			Daniel gives me an uncertain look. “I doubt that very much, since they haven’t even allowed Wilkins out on bail. They must have decided he is their man, and why continue to investigate if you have a perfect suspect locked up nice and tidy. Besides, I venture to guess, if this Mr. Hogan is as crooked as people insinuate, one or the other policeman could be in his pocket.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that,” I say, sighing as I lean against the window. We have passed Charing Cross and rumble onto The Mall, the broad stretch that runs all the way to Buckingham Palace. When we arrive at St. James Park, we disembark. Daniel leaves me at my flat, eager to go to the office – Dominic is still anxious about the business – and to call Mr. Bowen and set up a time to speak with Wilkins.

			I am relieved to have a few hours to myself to think about what I saw and heard today. It is surreal to step into the plush entry of the building – an elegant white Georgian – nodding to Mr. Flynn behind his desk, climbing the elegantly curved marble stairway to my floor. What a stark contrast to the world I witnessed on my short sojourn to Whitechapel, and what have I done to earn it, to deserve this abundance of privilege? I feel heavy with disconcerting thoughts and guilt when I open the door to my flat. They are pushed aside, however, when Maeve, wearing a nervous look, hurries out of the kitchen towards me.

			“Miss, you have a visitor!” From her wide-eyed expression, I can guess fairly easily who is waiting in my sitting room. There aren’t many people in my acquaintance who have such an effect on everyone they encounter.

			“Let me guess -”

			“Evelyn!” Aunt Agnes interrupts, stepping into the hallway. “I thought I heard your voice. I’ve been waiting nearly an hour!”

			I give Maeve a quick apologetic nod, and she melts away, while I accept my aunt’s kiss.

			“Did we have an arrangement to meet?” I ask. Arguing about wedding plans, or the flat or Daniel are the last subjects on which I want to expend energy at the moment. My mind is still awhirl with recent events. Devlin’s murder, Wilkin’s arrest, hungry-eyed children. I take a deep breath and lead her back to the sitting room. Maeve, perhaps on Agnes’ instruction, has set up a tray of tea and biscuits, making me realize I am parched. I pour myself a cup, then slide into a chair opposite Agnes.

			“What can I do for you?” I ask, trying not to show how unwelcome her intrusion is to me right now.

			“You need not speak to me as if I were one of your dubious clients.” Agnes wrinkles her nose in distaste. I lack the vigor to argue the point. “I thought it only right that I see the place in which you are living at the moment. You did ask me to come,” she reminds me, her chin tilted up, as is her way.

			“And?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “What is your verdict? Will it do?”

			Agnes glances around, as though she hasn’t inspected every corner and cranny in my absence. I can just picture her, judging the simple décor, the modern seascapes and framed sketches on the walls, not an ancestral portrait in sight; a stark contrast to her own home, the one in which I grew up.

			“Well, it is interesting,” she replies diplomatically, even managing a little smile, which slips when her eyes alight on me once more. “Where have you been all morning? I thought you were running your little business from this place? I would be more concerned that you are inviting strangers into your home. Since you are not even here to welcome them, and your maid is entirely helpless, I suppose I need not worry.”

			I take a deep breath and straighten in my seat. This is not a conversation I wish to have today of all days.

			“What I do and where I go is my business,” I say, perhaps more sharply than intended, for while she does not flinch, her expression tightens almost imperceptibly.

			“Am I not allowed to be concerned for my dau -” she stops herself before continuing, “my niece?” A part of me wants to soften, to tell her everything. Another, more stubborn part cannot allow such intimacy. The latter wins in the end.

			“I am trying to help Percy. Have you seen his mother?” I ask, turning the conversation to the agency’s other case, or at least what I consider to be its case, since I still have not been able to reach Percy to badger him into formally employing us.

			“Poor Helena, she is distraught, as you can imagine,” Agnes says with a deep sigh. “I am glad her mother is with her. The staff seems loyal, that is something at least. Can you imagine them going about, spreading gossip when the papers are already doing a fine enough job of it?” She shakes her head, disapproval tugging at the corners of her mouth.

			“I read that Percy is suspected of playing a part in the crime.”

			“Preposterous. He never had a hint of backbone, there is no way he would go and shoot his father, even if the man was an oaf.”

			“I seem to be hearing a lot of that lately. Did you know him well?” I ask.

			“No, not very. To be honest, I preferred to avoid his sort of company.”

			“How did he and Helena Devlin meet? I saw a photo in the house of a young woman and a tiger. Did she live in India?”

			“That must have been a photograph of her mother. Beatrice was born in India and met her husband, Brigadier Grant there, too. Harold told me he ran into the Brigadier on the odd occasion, but he has been dead some ten years. I doubt he killed Devlin.”

			“Did you ever hear whispers of Mr. Devlin being unfaithful to his wife?” I ask, chancing her disapproval at such matters being mentioned between civilized people. To my surprise, she hardly bats an eyelash.

			“Of course, one hears rumors of such goings-on quite regularly. Frankly, I would not be surprised if people were whispering the same about Harold, or Daniel, for that matter. Idle minds tend to enjoy baseless speculation.”

			“So you do not suppose Devlin guilty?” I ask, pushing aside outrage at the prospect of people spreading nasty rumors about Daniel.

			“I can hardly say. He is nothing like Harold or Daniel, so he may well have strayed. Honestly, Evelyn, do you imagine his mistress murdered him? If there was such a woman, surely he funded her. What reason would she have had to murder her financier?”

			“Maybe he threatened to leave? I can think of a number of motives.”

			“Perhaps your mind is less pure than mine,” Agnes says, though she grins, reminding me my aunt is not quite as staid as I sometimes like to imagine her to be.

			“I can’t imagine Anthony Devlin attracting some sweet young thing. He seemed the type to enjoy instilling fear, mistaking it for respect. The way he addressed his son at the Harper’s party was a testament to that, and the way his wife seemed to whimper in his wake. Was she always so meek?”

			“When you marry at the age of nine-teen, there isn’t much time for an adult identity to form, my dear girl. You needn’t go about condemning women for adapting to the time they live in and their spouses. You yourself are nearing spinsterhood if you don’t marry that man of yours soon.” Her reply is sharp as a slap, taking me by surprise. She married young, too, but I don’t for a moment believe she conformed to Uncle Brendan’s will. I suppose she thinks I am attacking her generation of women, their way of life by singling out Mrs. Devlin.

			“I am not condemning anyone,” I say as gently but firmly as I can. “I feel sorry that she clearly lived in fear of the man to whom she was married, that is all. She may have been pushed too far and done something to free herself!”

			“Well, if she did, I do not blame her!” Agnes announces defiantly. I am still uncertain why she is reacting with such vehemence. “That son of hers was never home, her mother until last year was living in the country and the servants were surely loyal to their master. Helena never came to our bridge evenings or dinner parties, only ever in the company of her husband. I may be old-fashioned in your mind, Evelyn, but even I believe that is not the sort of life one ought to be living.”

			I cannot help but be moved by Agnes’ words. Perhaps I forgot that she was on her own for nearly a decade, and even when Brendan was still alive, he was often gone, first traveling for business, then busy with the war efforts in London, while we hunkered down in the countryside. In Agnes’ life, the absence of a husband has been as profound as the presence of one in Helena Devlin’s life. It made Agnes resilient, independent - traits I grudgingly admire in her. Maybe her sudden intensity on the subject of the Devlin’s marriage is related to her ill-concealed anxiety about her own upcoming nuptials? How strange it will be for her to share a home with another man after Uncle Brendan and after years alone. Does it frighten my formidable aunt? I wish I felt able to ask, wish our relationship was close enough to friendship to allow deeper confidences, but I fear she will push my questions aside, dismiss me with a wave of her bejeweled hand and step away again. That is how we move in our strange dance, two steps forward one back and round and round, circling each other until, once in a while, we collide. Moments of openness are rare for us, and I treasure them as much as I sometimes fear them. For so long my aunt and I have been at odds with one another, it is difficult to imagine we will one day be able to consider one another true friends. After we say goodbye, I feel dissatisfied with both her and myself, I have to think again of Dulcie’s words, reminding me that I am as close to a daughter as Agnes will ever have, and she as close to a mother for me. But the bond between mothers and daughters is notoriously complex. No one knows a daughter better than her mother, and for that reason the relationship can be as fraught as it is precious.

			Shortly after Agnes has left, Maeve knocks on my door with a tray of toasted bread, a hunk of cheese and a bowl of cherries. Lost in thought, I hadn’t realized it is nearly two and I haven’t eaten since breakfast.

			“I am sorry it’s nothing more, miss. I wasn’t sure if you were going to eat in, so I didn’t cook.”

			“This is perfect, Maeve, you do take good care of me. Thank you! And I am sorry if my aunt was stern earlier. I think she is a bit upset with me.” I smile and Maeve returns it. “Have you eaten, or would you join me?”

			“I’m fine, miss, thank you.” She looks uncertain, as if there is more she wishes to say but can’t bring herself to do it.

			“Are you sure?” I straighten a little in my seat and beckon her forward. “If something is bothering you, you can tell me. Are you unhappy here? It is lonely work, but I don’t see much cause to hire anyone else, or are you overwhelmed?” I have little concept, I am ashamed to admit, what goes into running a household.

			“No, miss. I . . . it isn’t that.” She presses her lips into a pale line, her hands clasped in front of her.

			“Maeve?” I push aside the tray of food. “Come, sit down.”

			She hesitates, then sits stiffly in one of the upholstered chairs across from me.

			“I noticed something at the Harper’s party, miss. I . . . I didn’t want to mention it at first. It could have been nothing, and I am not a gossip.” She meets my eyes.

			“I wouldn’t take you for one. Now tell me, what did you see?” I try very

			hard to keep my voice calm, batting down the excitement welling up inside me at the prospect of learning something of value. Did she notice Devlin arguing about business, did she overhear some devious dealings?

			“I overheard him and the actress.”

			“Esme Leonard?”

			“Yes, her,” Maeve agrees, nodding. “I wasn’t trying to listen in, but I heard him tell her she moved quickly, and . . . he used some rather ugly language to describe her.” Two spots of color brighten Maeve’s pale face.

			“Did you have the impression he was previously acquainted with her?”

			“I don’t think the party was the first time they met, if that’s what you mean, miss.”

			“Indeed,” I say slowly, the news and its possible implications sinking in. Esme Leonard has been in the papers for her rise in the theater scene for a few months now, and she is undeniably a beauty. That being so, a young actress, even one of her recent renown, is not rich by any means and unable to sustain the glamorous lifestyle one associates with a starlet of the day. I was not surprised to see her on Johnny Harper’s arm. He is, after all, the heir to Dominic Harper and a highly eligible bachelor. I wonder if she is the one who first attracted him to the stage, or whether they met in those circles. In any case, the union seems to be a fairly new one. Did Miss Leonard seek the support of another man previously? From the way Devlin disparaged the acting profession publicly, one could think he held a special sort of grudge against it, which would seem plausible if his mistress dropped him for a younger fellow. No man of Devlin’s sense of self-worth would have taken such a development lightly, especially not if it was paraded in front of him so openly. Miss Leonard may even have known he would be at the party and chose to show off, aware he could not expose her without exposing himself.

			“I had almost forgotten, but then I saw her name in the paper this morning and remembered.”

			“It was good of you to tell me. If you remember anything else, do let me know. It could be very important in the solving of the case.”

			“I will.” She appears relieved, though an air of uncertainty remains. Maybe she is homesick or lonely. I wonder how to find some people for her with whom she can socialize. Maybe Dulcie has a maid of a similar age. Naturally, I would be happy to take her to the pictures myself, or show her around the city a bit, but I do not believe that is what she wants. She seems to slink away most of the time I am in the flat. I will let her be for now and think of some way to cheer her up later.

			When Maeve leaves, I nibble at the provisions she brought, while contemplating the growing list of suspects. There is Percy, unfortunately, which makes me remember I need to speak with him again, to learn what roused his – now likely confirmed – suspicions about his late father’s adultery, as well as to receive his official agreement to hire us to solve the case. In all honesty, the monetary side of this business matters little to me at this point, but Percy, unlike poor Wilkins, is a client who can pay. Hugh would be reluctant to receive recompense from me, if I was receiving none from our client.

			Finishing up the rest of the cheese and bread, I wipe my hands and make the call, deciding to telephone the Devlin’s house instead of Percy’s club. The polished voice of the butler, Mr. Davis, rings down the line and I ask to be connected to Percy. I can tell Mr. Davis would like to ask what business I have with the new master of the house, but he is an ace professional and asks only for my name, his tone softening slightly as he recognizes it was I who was there when the body was found.

			“One moment, please, Lady Carlisle,” he says. A short while later, Percy’s voice fills my ear.

			“Evelyn, is that you?”

			“Yes, I am making some progress on the case. Percy, you do want to hire the agency, don’t you?” I hear Percy chuckle.

			“Yes, my detective friend, I do.” He sounds brighter than the last few times we met, and I wonder whether the absence of his hard-faced father is the reason for this transformation.

			“I hope you don’t laugh when the police come to interview you, Percy,” I admonish him. “Surely you have read the papers. They are writing you did it.”

			“I know,” he says, sighing deeply. “But you believe me, don’t you? I didn’t kill my father. If I wanted to, I would hardly have left him for Mother to find. She is still in a state. I am only glad Grandmother is here to help calm her, and most of the servants have been with the family an age, especially old Davis. They are very loyal.”

			“Something to be grateful for. Have you spoken with the police? Is Inspector Stanton still on the case?”

			“That man is a nuisance!” Percy groans. “He’s been here bombarding us with questions, closing off Father’s study. His people have even been interviewing our neighbors. Naturally, I would not care one way or the other what he does, as long as he leaves me and my family out of it, but Mother is so worried people will think less of her.” Percy sounds weary suddenly, making me forgive his harsh words concerning Stanton’s methods.

			“Why would they? If the police do their job well, she will soon be relieved to learn who killed her husband.” Unless that is precisely what she fears will happen. If Mrs. Devlin, she of the flimsy alibi, killed her adulterous and likely abusive husband, she would certainly be anxious to keep the police at arm’s length. Or she is innocent – which I initially believed, given her reaction – and fears Percy is guilty and wishes to protect him. Both had motive, yet why would she act now? According to Agnes, she has always been more or less oppressed by her husband. I can follow the newspaper’s logic that Percy, who only recently arrived back in the city, is a more likely candidate. He is the sole heir and stands to inherit a fortune. With his father gone, he can continue to indulge in the lifestyle to which he is accustomed without having to join the man’s business, leaving the management up to more experienced overseers. Which raises the question of Devlin’s will . . .

			“Evelyn, are you still there?”

			“Oh, yes, sorry, just thinking.” I hesitate, the information Maeve provided moments ago fresh in my mind. Should I share with him what I was told? “Percy, do you remember when I came to see you, and you mentioned planning to hire me to learn about your father’s possible infidelity.”

			“How could I forget,” he answers wryly, and I can picture the expression on his face, a rolling of the eyes.

			“What made you suspect him? You never told me.”

			A heavy sigh tinged with boredom this time. “It hardly matters now. I doubt Mother could be any more shocked than she already is.”

			“Of course it matters! If you suspected, the police will, too. And if they do, you can guess how long it will take them to conclude that his wife had good reason to be angry with him.” Now it is my turn to roll my eyes. Truly, Percy can be surprisingly unimaginative sometimes.

			“I suppose that is true,” he says slowly, as if the meaning of my words is slow to sink in. “You don’t really believe they would arrest her, do you? Anyone who saw her would realize she is devastated.”

			“It could be an act. The police do not know your family, they only know what can be seen and learned after the crime has been committed.” I do not add that, even knowing their family, my mind has wandered down those dark paths on more than one occasion, painting the grieving widow with a pistol in her hand.

			“My suspicion regarding came from the fact that I saw Father coming out of a hotel in the West End about a week ago. I was in the area to look at a new gallery. When he ran into me, he got very red in the face and claimed to be returning from a meeting with a foreman of one of his factories.”

			“You didn’t believe him?”

			“Not a moment. A foreman would come to father. He would never stoop so low as to meet anyone he deemed inferior on their turf. I see no legitimate reason for him having been in that neighborhood.”

			“Hm . . . It does sound quite telling.” The West End is London’s theater district. I wonder whether a certain Miss Leonard is treading the boards in that area. I must discover at which playhouse she is currently working. Still, I hesitate to tell Percy. He is friends with Johnny Harper, who is, after all, Miss Leonard’s latest conquest. I do not want Dominic and Elizabeth’s son to be humiliated, should all of this be made public. Then again, maybe Percy is just the one to break the news to his friend. There is nothing speaking against Johnny and Miss Leonard remaining attached. I simply wonder whether he is willing to be dragged into a murder investigation should the police get wind of his relationship with her . . . which they will, I think, for my conscience will force me to tell Stanton what I know. Elizabeth and Dominic would never stand for the relationship to continue, if the actress has proven to rely upon the goodwill – if one may charitably call it such – of yet another man. Dominic might even disown his son, should Johnny choose to trust Esme Leonard. Maybe the best thing would be to speak to her myself. Yes, I decide, nodding to myself. I will seek her out tomorrow. That way I can tell Stanton everything at Iona’s party this weekend and give Miss Leonard an opportunity to explain herself to Johnny.

			I end the call with Percy, telling him I would like to meet him again tomorrow evening to discuss developments. He agrees, seeming to humor me, but I believe I detected a hint of relief in his voice, too; relief that someone is willing to take a share of the burden from his shoulders.

			Closing my eyes for a moment, I contemplate how to proceed. The case of Anthony Devlin mingles in my mind with the case of Mr. West. Both men are dead. Both ruffled more than a few feathers. Yet thinking of poor Wilkins alone in prison, while the police swarm around Holland Park to seek justice for Devlin, I cannot help but marvel at the contrast, the imbalance of mercy, and the value that society places on the life of a rich man and the life of a poor man.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			The list of suspects I was working on before calling Percy has grown. I set down my pen and look at the sheet of paper. There is Percy himself, for even being his friend, I would not be a detective worth her salt if I discounted him entirely (though since he is also our current employer, I think I would do well to keep my suspicions safely tucked away in the confines of my mind).

			I have also marked down Helena Devlin, Beatrice Grant her mother, and household staff. I hope to know more about them in the near future. If what Percy says is true and they are very loyal, it may be difficult to learn anything particularly telling by a formal interview. I wonder, though, if the maids would be more willing to speak with someone nearer their age and occupation. Perhaps Maeve could help the detective agency in more capacities than one . . .

			Beneath those names, I have written Esme Leonard – for she is undeniably a possible suspect, considering her likely connection to the deceased. Then there is Johnny Harper. If he suspected the existence of Miss Leonard’s prior suitor, he may have been jealous. That being said, I know Johnny a little now, and he has never exhibited the slightest hint of a violent temper in my presence. But gentler men have been found to commit the most heinous of crimes, so I cannot entirely discount him. Goodness, I mustn’t let anyone but Hugh see this list, or I might have someone after my own neck!

			I make a vague note about Devlin’s employees, hoping to flesh it out once Hugh gets back with new information. It seems Devlin was generally disliked, but apart from having a bad temper at home, I have never heard that he mistreated his workers, nor any other whiff of scandal.

			We are all more than who we appear to be. Even Devlin could not have been purely a bad man, overbearing towards his wife and son, adulterous, a liar. He must have had weaknesses, fears, regrets. Maybe some trauma added to his already domineering nature, to heighten it and make him act tyrannical at times. I cannot remember whether he joined the war efforts. He would have been around Uncle Brendan’s age at the time, perhaps forty or so. I remember how ancient my friend’s parents and my aunts and uncles seemed to me when I was an adolescent, but they were only around fifteen years older than I am now, and time is a clever thief. It will seem like the flicker of a candle’s flame before I am bemoaning the gray in my hair, I have little doubt.

			I turn to my list for the second murder. I know even less of Terry than I do of Anthony Devlin, and it frustrates me to see merely a handful of names beneath his own. I included the Truitts, for it was the husband who found West’s body and seemed to be concealing information. Possibly he was simply uncomfortable speaking with us. Then there is Mr. Hogan, the moneylender, who, at the moment, looks the likeliest, if the most unsavory, suspect. Sadly, I must include Adam Wilkins as well, more pro forma than due to actual suspicion. I genuinely believe in his innocence, still I would be a fool to ignore the fact that he is currently imprisoned for the crime. Hopefully Daniel will be able to speak with him. I wish I could do so myself but think it more likely that he will speak freely with Daniel, who is his friend and employer, than the woman who flits in and out of the Grosvenor Square house and has branded herself a detective.

			The flat is quiet. Maeve is quiet as a mouse. The silence suddenly feels thick, almost oppressive, as though any moment it will be pierced by something unwelcome, a shriek, a cry, a dropped piece of crockery shattering against kitchen tiles. I turn on the radio to let the speaker’s voice fill the air. A heavy summer storm in Lancaster. Flooded streets, an overturned lorry, an injured driver. Lucky man, the announcer says, came away with a broken arm and a few scrapes.

			I walk over to the window and crouch down on the sill, peering through the curtain down at the street below. A few people pass by, men in trilby hats, a group of nannies pushing prams, their laughter floating up to my window, followed by the wail of an infant, feeling left out of the fun. Lives colliding momentarily, perhaps never touching upon one another again. How strange to feel so close to some of our fellow humans it almost aches at times, and yet so entirely separate from the majority of them. Some people, probably better ones than me, claim the heart has no capacity for love, for compassion, but I can understand those who cannot allow themselves to feel for every ill they encounter. The lorry driver with his broken arm will have vanished from my mind by tomorrow, while the troubles of Mrs. West, hardly better known to me, will likely blossom. My compassion may be taken from a deep well, but my strength to distribute it comes from a shallower vessel.

			My mind takes a turn away from the leafy lanes of St. James and wanders down the streets of Whitechapel. I see the face of the little boy who held out his cap to me as clearly as if he were standing beside me, and yet I know giving him that coin is probably all I will ever do for him. I know neither his name, nor his address, and even if I did, what would I do? And what of the many others? What of the men standing in front of the workhouse, holes in their shoes, sunken cheekbones despite many being near my own age? Some are veterans of the war, I am sure, a few trousers hanging emptily where only a stump remains, some bearing tell-tale scars from the gas, others missing an eye, an ear. The poor were not the only ones who fought, of course, but unlike men such as Daniel, they had no fortune to return to. Still, I am convinced Daniel would happily trade all his riches to have had the chance to come home to his family instead. For Terry it must have been much as it is for the men lining up outside the workhouse or the Salvation Army. He may have been hampered by a sense of misplaced pride, or of shame, and sought to gamble for profit instead. Then, unable to cope with highs or lows, he drank away whatever he got, in celebration or in defeat. I can only imagine how wearying life must have been – and still is – for Wilkins’ sister, living with the constant fear of losing every penny, their home, yet unable to stop her husband from trying his luck again and again. In that respect, she had the perfect motive to do away with this source of constant grief in her life. Nonetheless, she appears physically unable to have committed such a devious act unless someone helped her. I take a breath of warm summer air drifting in from the open window and sink into a stuffed armchair beside it. Where to begin to understand?

			Added to that, I must find the perfect birthday present for Iona by this weekend. It may seem a small problem comparatively, but the girl – young lady! - happens to be one of the people whose pleasure overrides most other priorities in my life. I close my eyes for a moment. Iona’s maternal grandparents are gifting her a pony on their estate in the country, and while she will be thrilled and her siblings envious, I need not think in terms of size or value to delight her. Iona Farnham is a nearly-thirteen-year-old with the mind of a female librarian several decades her senior. Frilly dresses and sparkly gems will not impress. She likes books and entertainments of the sort typically reserved for those more mature in age. What could be –

			“Evelyn?”

			I open my eyes to find Hugh standing in the doorway, a bemused smile on his face, arms crossed over his chest.

			“How long have you been standing there?” I ask warily, straightening in my seat, smoothing a crease out of my skirt.

			“Not long enough for you to feel embarrassed,” he replies, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him.

			“Have you learned anything new?” I ask, itching to hear and to tell him about the likely development in the Devlin case, as well as Daniel’s and my experience in Whitechapel. Hugh sinks into the chair opposite mine.

			“You first, I can see you’re fit to burst.” True, still I feel slightly disappointed. If Hugh wants me to go first, he hasn’t solved the mystery. I tell him of the developments in the Devlin murder. He knows about Terry’s death, or course, but since his errand today was to learn more about Percy’s late father, I think it best to begin there.

			“If Maeve overheard correctly, Devlin was quite bitter about being dropped,” Hugh observes, scratching his chin. “It also implies that she was the one who ended their relationship – if we can call it that.”

			“He might have happily carried on with her indefinitely. I wonder whether meeting Johnny made her believe he was more likely to marry her than Devlin was to leave his wife and offer her the life with which he was presumably tempting her.”

			“Or maybe she is genuinely in love with Johnny Harper?” Hugh suggests, raising an eyebrow at me.

			“Aren’t you the secret romantic?” I say with a grin. “Of course, it could be sincere, though I would feel more charitable towards our Miss Leonard if Johnny were not the only son of the rather well-heeled Elizabeth and Dominic Harper of Holland Park.”

			“Aren’t you the cynic,” he replies with a wink.

			“We shall see. What have you learned today? I trust you haven’t kept me waiting because you were busy playing checkers.”

			“No checkers for me, more’s the pity. I went to Devlin’s offices by the river today. Not the most prestigious address, but the building was well kept. I debated whether to go inside, ask to see the manager, claim to be an inspector, but for that I would need some sort of warrant. Besides, it is not a factory, so there would be little reason for an inspector to poke about. I would only have alarmed them, and they might have called the police.”

			“I should tell you that Percy has hired us officially. I will ask him to sign a contract tomorrow,” I interrupt. “At least that should give us greater authority than those simply eager to satisfy their morbid curiosity and the newspapers.”

			“Are they not one and the same?” Hugh asks. He tends to think badly of anyone making a story or entertainment out of others’ misfortune, which is very worthy of him, but perhaps not quite fair. Where would we be without the papers telling us the news of the world, even if the odd salacious detail falls onto the page?

			“Tell me what happened at the office,” I prompt, unwilling to delve into a discussion about the morality of the press and its consumers – particularly as I count myself among them.

			“I decided to wait until noon, since I noticed a number of men came out of the office yesterday to have lunch across the street at a cheap little café. I must have drunk six cups of tea,” he says, blowing out his cheeks.

			“Poor you, such sacrifice, but do go on.”

			“When lunch time arrived, I tried to keep my eye on a few of the men who came out of the building. A number of other office workers had the same idea, and I didn’t want to waste time speaking with someone not connected to the business. I wore this suit and brought a copy of the paper to fit in, and it worked. The café is small, everyone sits where they can. One of the chaps I had my eye on sat across from me. I noticed him right away, sort of the runt of the litter. Not to be cruel, but the others came out in groups, while he trailed behind. I know the sort, would call myself such, so don’t mistake my observation for malice.

			“His name is Chauncey Bloom, and he is a clerk at the Devlin office, has been some ten years. I pretended to read the paper, though at that point I’d been through it about three times, and said something like, ‘Say, did you hear about this murder?’ Chauncey, fortunately for me, was a guileless sort. I think he was so glad someone was speaking with him, he volunteered that indeed, he had heard because he worked for the deceased.”

			“I rather feel for poor Chauncey.”

			“Yes, and I did not like to use him, but as I said he seemed happy enough to chat. He lives with his uncle, both bachelors and I gather he is a bit lonely. I might take him for a pint another day.” Though the circumstances are less than ideal, I have not seen Hugh so animated and energized since he returned from Scotland. He is invigorated by having a purpose. For that alone, opening the agency is a worthwhile pursuit.

			“Dear me, compared to him, you seem positively sociable! Now tell me, what did he have to say about his former employer? Or is he the sort not to speak ill of the dead?”

			“He struck me as the sort of fellow unable to tell a lie. If he did, I would have noticed. I have played cards with many men, and none had so blatant a tell as Chauncey Bloom. I didn’t have to do much pretending, just played the nosy chap I am and asked him about Devlin. To my surprise, he sounded genuinely upset by his passing, said he was a fair employer and he’d never had a harsh word from him. I asked whether Devlin was generally perceived as such. Chauncey said he thought so, at least no one who didn’t deserve a talking to received one. Devlin also kept himself separate from his employees much of the time. Didn’t join them on their lunch breaks, never asked about home or family. I gather Chauncey didn’t mind, because the most active part of his life takes place at work. The many others who have families and more eventful private lives may have been disappointed he took so little interest.

			“I can’t imagine he would have spared more care for the people working in his factories, either. I plan to take the train to one before the week is over. Maybe Percy can get us a list, so I might find the one closest. Or he may be aware if there was trouble at any of the factories recently that could have led someone to take a strong dislike to Devlin. A strike, maybe, or fighting, or a spate of serious accidents.”

			“I will ask him tomorrow.”

			“All right, I was planning to go back to find out more, but maybe I should head to the West End and try to learn a little about Miss Leonard, what do you think?” Hugh asks.

			“Yes, that is a good plan. I want to speak with the lady, too, but it may be good to be armed with some facts about her before I do. I will meet Percy and see if, given the fact that we are employed by him, the servant’s tongues will loosen a little further. Let us write down what we have discovered so we have a record.”

			Hugh nods, stands to go to his desk, then pauses mid-motion before sinking back into his seat. “I am sorry, I almost forgot. How did it go with you and Wilkins’ sister today?”

			“Oh, Hugh,” I sigh, rubbing my temples as images of the place and the widow flood my mind.

			“I did warn you,” he says with an understanding smile.

			“It is the children I cannot get out of my head, more than anything. What will become of them? How will they dig themselves out of such a place? Will they even have an education? How can they make their way in the world? I am afraid for that generation, who may never know a life that is not always just a few coins away from the poor house and going to bed hungry.” I blink away the tears filling my eyes. “I felt so ashamed, Hugh, to witness the divide between that area and this one. What have I done to deserve living such a life of privilege and ease, when others work their fingers to the bone and have not a fraction of this?” I gesture around helplessly.

			“Good fortune does not make you a bad or unworthy recipient, Evelyn,” Hugh says sagely, his voice as gentle as his expression.

			“As we walked the streets to the West’s house, I felt a fool for opening our detective agency, for thinking it is my worthy contribution to the world. Do you think it can be?” Meeting his eyes, I add, “I am glad for Percy’s commission, but I want the agency to give attention to those who cannot pay so handsomely, or sometimes not at all. We both know the attention of the police is not equally divided between the two cases.”

			“I agree. You know I have never been motivated by financial gain. But you must keep in mind, the world is filled with injustice. Yet letting an innocent man spend his life in prison because the police are busy with other work and will not grant his case proper investigation is certainly an injustice I hope we can prevent.” He looks at his lap, takes a breath before raising his eyes once more to meet mine. “You and Daniel pulled me out of the mire.” I open my mouth, but he continues before I can speak. “No, wait, let me say this. I am very aware of the debt I owe you both, and I am determined to repay it in any way I can.” He exhales slowly, rubs the bridge of his nose, a hint of color creeping into his cheeks.

			“Hugh,” I begin, uncertain how to put my thoughts into words to spare him further embarrassment, but then I remember who he is, what I know of him and he of me, and I realize I can simply be honest. “You owe me nothing but friendship, and that is final.”

			“You will always have it.”

			I nod and manage a smile. “Then we are in agreement.”

			“Partners?”

			“Indeed,” I say, my smile widening. Partners.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			After Hugh has gone, I turn my attention back to the case of Terry West’s death. There are too many open questions. Why kill him? What was the motive? A creditor should not kill the man who owes him money, even though Mr. Hogan, on the surface, does appear the most plausible suspect. Still, dead men pay no debts. Who had access to the house? I must speak to the Truitts and Mrs. West again. Although both indicated that the murder appeared a robbery gone wrong. I would like to have a better look at the house. I noticed a door onto a back alley leading off the kitchen, another possible point of entry. Since West was probably inebriated near the time of his death, he may have forgotten to lock one of the doors, making it easy for his assailant to gain access to the house. Perhaps another neighbor noticed something untoward. I want to learn more about Terry, more than his shaken widow was able to say and the Truitts were willing to confess. Wilkins may be our best source. I hope Daniel will be able to wrangle a meeting. He called shortly after Hugh left, and I caught him up on the recent developments concerning Anthony Devlin and Esme Leonard. It is nearly six now, close to dinnertime at the household of Dominic, Elizabeth and Imogene Harper. All the same, I would be terribly curious to hear what Elizabeth thinks of Esme Leonard and how much she knows about the woman. Perhaps I can give her a quick ring later in the evening. There is another number I have been itching to call much of the day and thinking it my reward for having waited this long, I pick up the receiver.

			“Lucas Stanton,” comes the familiar voice after I ask to be connected.

			“Lucas, hello, Evelyn here. Do you have a moment?”

			“Evelyn?” I envision him glancing at his clock, surprised how the day has slipped by, thinking he should get home soon to his son. Which other cases is he working on? Is his superior putting pressure on him to make an arrest in the Devlin murder? He must feel anxious to prove himself among hardened Metropolitan policemen.

			“How are you settling in?” I ask.

			“Well enough, given the circumstances,” he replies a little gruffly.

			“And Thom? I expect to see him at Iona’s birthday party this weekend.”

			“He is looking forward to it,” Stanton says, his tone lightening a fraction. “During the week, he spends his days with a cousin of mine. She doesn’t have children, so he gets bored. I daresay he is even looking forward to the start of the new school year.”

			“I am sure Iona will be happy to see him. She’s a London girl now and can show him around.”

			“Yes . . . Evelyn, you did not call to chat about Thom and Iona, though it is a welcome change from the talk I hear all day of crime and punishment.”

			“You are a consummate detective, Lucas, and have guessed my intentions,” I tease. “Have there been any developments in the Devlin case? I may have some of my own, if you are willing to trade.”

			“That is not how this works, Evelyn! I am with the police, you are a private citizen, you must tell me what you know without expecting the same from me.”

			“I am a private investigator!” I correct him, affronted.

			“Be that as it may,” he says, likely through gritted teeth, “if you have learned anything about this case that could bring us closer to the murderer, you have a duty to tell me.”

			“So you are not close to finding him, or her,” I observe. His lack of evident progress is clearly setting his teeth on edge.

			“I am not discussing the case over the telephone.”

			“If you have half an hour, I can spare the time to meet you.” I sense hesitation on his end. After a moment, he agrees. Thinking it tedious to explain yet another gentleman caller at my flat to Dulcie or Mr. Flynn or even Maeve, I suggest a café on Mount Street, not far from here. Stanton says he can be there in a quarter of an hour. Daniel is meeting some businesspeople for dinner, so he is not expecting me. Bidding Maeve a pleasant evening, I set off. She has grown used to my sporadic stays at the flat, and I hope she takes advantage of the unsupervised hours to put her feet up and listen to the wireless or some such peaceful treat. There is a melancholy about her, which I cannot yet understand but hope will dissipate with time. I run into Dulcie’s butler in front of the house, her tiny dog on a rose-colored lead, the man taking the creature for an evening walk.

			“Lady Carlisle,” he says, forcing me to search my mind for his own name. Fortunately, before I can embarrass us both, he continues, “Mrs. Hazlett would like to invite you and your fiancé for tea sometime this week, if that suits.”

			“How kind of her. Yes, that would be very welcome. I shall inform him that his presence is requested.” We part ways. I am already looking forward to the distraction of Dulcie Hazlett’s company. It will also give me a chance to see whether she has a maid around Maeve’s age, whom she may befriend to ward off loneliness in this foreign city. I do not even know where in Ireland she comes from, the enigma.

			Stanton arrives shortly after I do, finding me seated at one of the tables near the window. It is a small place, well-known among locals for its excellent pies and prices far more reasonable than otherwise found in the vicinity of Park Lane. Stanton looks even taller than I remembered. The last time I saw him was in the high-ceilinged, cavernous Devlin house, which may have influenced my perception.

			“Here I am,” he says, sitting down across from me, setting his hat on the unused chair.

			“You look tired,” I observe, noticing a moment too late that my words may have come out rather blunt. But they do represent the truth. He is paler than usual, though some freckles have emerged, dusting his cheekbones. His face, in the dim dining room, appears more angular than before.

			“I am tired, thank you ever so much for noticing.” To my relief, he smiles as he speaks. We order our slices of pie, and when the waiter with his less than pristine apron and pencil tucked behind one ear turns to other customers, begin to talk, both at once.

			“What have you -”

			“Did you know -”

			“I apologize, please, ladies first,” he says, resting his hands on the table.

			“I will say what I know, and though I am aware you do not owe me the same courtesy,” I raise a meaningful brow, “I think it would be best for all involved if you did so as well. What does it matter who solves the case, as long as it is solved? You will be the one making the arrest, so your superior should be happy, and I will have solved my first case as a detective.”

			Stanton takes a deep breath and exhales in a huff of frustration. “You should have been a politician or a solicitor, not a detective, with your skills of getting your way. All right, let me hear what you have to say, and I might be persuaded to share a few tidbits of my own, might being the key word.”

			Taking in his weary countenance, I decide not to push further, at least not until he has eaten something and a little color has returned to his face. So I begin to tell him about the conversation I had with Maeve. By the time I get to the connection between Esme Leonard and Anthony Devlin and her more recent attachment to Johnny Harper, our pies have arrived along with a jug of squash.

			“We are trying to go through Devlin’s accounts. It will take some time, though. He was a very wealthy man. I doubt his expenditures on Miss Leonard’s part made a dent, certainly not enough to be noticeable. Besides, in my experience men with mistresses keep their wives away from the account used to pay said lady.”

			“I do not think such intricate research is needed. I intend simply to ask Miss Leonard,” I say with a shrug. “That is to say, I will tell her I know she was connected to Devlin. If she is as clever as I consider her to be, and innocent too, she will realize that it will look better for her to be honest than for the truth to come out later, making her secrecy seem a sign of guilt.”

			“Maybe so, though I cannot in good conscience endorse such a blunt inquisition. What if she is guilty? Imagine she wants to be with Johnny Harper. She may genuinely care for him. Whatever her reason, she wanted to be rid of Devlin. If what Maeve overheard is accurate, it would suggest the feeling was not mutual and Devlin was angry having been tossed aside for a younger man. What if he threatened to expose her somehow, thinking he would spoil her chances -”

			“A sort of ‘if I can’t have you, he can’t either’ situation,” I interject.

			Stanton nods. “What if he became so overbearing, she saw no other way but to get rid of her problem entirely?”

			“Possible, certainly, though there are some practical questions such a theory would propose. I think the servants know more than they are letting on, and I see no reason why they would protect Miss Leonard, if they thought she was connected to the crime.”

			“They seem very loyal to Devlin’s widow, maybe they think they are protecting her by staying silent. If they assume Miss Leonard killed Devlin, they may consider the pain it would cause their mistress to have such a scandal made public.”

			“Maybe . . . I also wonder about the weapon. Do you know the make of the gun which was used?”

			“A Beretta, likely, given the bullet.”

			“A small weapon,” I say with a nod, for this had been my suspicion. “The firing may not have been loud enough to arouse a great deal of suspicion, which explains why the servants or even Mrs. Devlin, or Mrs. Grant did not react.”

			“We found a cushion with a hole shot through it stuffed into one of the drawers, which significantly silenced the blast.”

			“Clever,” I acknowledge, impressed with the degree of dastardly precision involved in the crime. Is Miss Leonard, an actress, truly capable of such? And how would she have procured the weapon?

			“In any case, we will certainly test her alibi. Before you told me about her, we had no reason at all to consider her a suspect.”

			“Ah, well, you are quite welcome.” I am unable to hide a satisfied smile.

			“The question remains, how to explain the source of this information?”

			“If you are as honorable as I take you to be, you shall simply say a trusted private investigator gave you the tip.”

			“So I shall.” He takes the last bite of his pie and drinks his lukewarm squash.

			“I hope you have not forgotten our bargain,” I remind him, thinking it only fair since I have provided a hearty morsel, not including a fine dinner.

			Stanton sighs and pushes his plate aside. “Thankfully, I cannot offer anything quite so specific.” He shrugs, unable to hide a sly grin.

			“You tricked me!”

			“Not at all,” he soothes. “You guessed we haven’t come very far in the investigation, which is true. So many people are attached, in some way or another, to the family. There are ten people working in the house alone! Five maids, a cook, a housekeeper, the butler, a valet, a gardener.” Stanton shakes his head. “Then there are the vast numbers of employees and acquaintances. Naturally, we do not suspect them all, but it has been a challenge to say the least to compel anyone to be forthcoming. Policemen are not the most respected people, it seems. It was different in Oxford. People knew me, liked me, I daresay. In London I am constantly met with suspicion. I could half be convinced I am guilty myself!” He pinches the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes for a second. When he opens them again, his voice has returned to its usual calm tones. “Sorry. I do not want to complain. I am glad for the promotion.” He lets out a little laugh and meets my eyes. “Apart from my colleagues, I rarely have the opportunity for adult conversation these days between the time of dropping Thom at my cousin’s and picking him up in the evening.”

			“Why don’t you come to dinner this weekend? Iona’s birthday is on Saturday, but Sunday, perhaps? You could meet Daniel finally, and Hugh, my partner in crime. I may even coax Briony and her husband away from the brood for an evening. What do you say?” The suggestion has slipped past my tongue so easily in the face of his frustration, but now the words are out, I wonder whether I should have asked Daniel first? But then he has been in a bit of a strop about Stanton since I met the detective in Oxford. It may be good for the two of them to get better acquainted.

			“I do not want to intrude upon your weekend,” Stanton says, though I can see the glint of curiosity in his hazel eyes.

			“I like to spend my weekends with friends,” I reply.

			“All right, then. Thank you.” I ignore the miniscule shift in his expression, from pleasure to something else.

			“Good. Now you still owe me at least a small nugget of information. Do not think for a moment I have forgotten. My eye is always on the target.” Stanton laughs, which softens his features once more.

			“And here I thought you were being a chum. All right, you have earned yourself that much. Let me think.”

			“So the staff has not been useful, what of Mrs. Devlin herself? What has she said about her husband? Her alibi must be quite flimsy.”

			“It is, but so are many. If I went by useless alibis, I would have to arrest everyone in the house. Besides, I have not had the chance to speak with Mrs. Devlin at all. Her mother, quite a formidable creature, insists the woman is too unwell to speak and if I tried to bother her, she would tell the police commissioner who is a dear friend of hers.”

			“Goodness!”

			“Indeed,” he agrees. “At least I was able to speak to Mrs. Grant for a short while. She appears to possess quite a robust constitution, despite her seniority.”

			“Agnes, my aunt, mentioned that Beatrice Grant only moved in with her daughter recently. How long has she been in Holland Park?”

			“Two months. Her husband died years ago. She continued to live in her house in Surrey. But she suffered a fall recently, I believe, hence the cane. Mrs. Devlin thought it best for her mother to move in with them. Can’t say they are lacking for space,” he observes. I have noted in the past that Stanton has a bit of a fixation with the ways of the incredibly wealthy, not in the sense that he begrudges them their riches, but rather marveling at the ways in which they use them. His family was once quite well-heeled, too, but his father was terrible with the finances and invested badly. When Stanton was a boy, they were unable even to send him to university and he became a policeman instead. He is close to his mother, yet relations between him and his father seem frosty. The elder Stanton is an academic, apparently disinterested in nearly everything anchored in the real world outside the pages of his philosophy texts.

			“She met her husband in India, I understand.”

			“Did she? I heard he was a fierce character, a brigadier.”

			“Yes, my aunt told me. I should ask her to the dinner as well, she will know more society gossip than I ever could, though she would phrase it differently, I can assure you. Her fiancé worked in India much of his life. Harold is a commander. When he retired, he found himself a commanding woman.”

			“Are you much alike then?” he asks, a grin on his face.

			“I will have you know that we are quite remarkably different!” I exclaim, affronted. Lucky for Stanton, the waiter arrives to take our plates. By the time he has gone, my temper has cooled.

			“When we met and you were studying at St. Hugh’s in Oxford, I thought you would become a professor, or a scholar, and here you are tossing aside your degree to play detective, Evelyn. Are you certain that is what you want?”

			“Education does not have to apply exclusively to scholarly work. One can learn much of real life through the study of the ancients. Think of Plato’s observations of spirituality and dialogue, which can easily be found in our everyday existence in the present world. Why the very concept of logic, the bread and butter of detection, is borrowed from Aristotle!”

			“You sound like my father. Well, if he were ever so animated about anything,” Stanton observes with a smile.

			“Perhaps you underestimate him,” I suggest. “If you expect so little, maybe he thinks you are not willing to accept more.”

			“That is an example of flawed logic, Evelyn,” he replies. Though his tone is light, I know him well enough to understand that the subject rests heavy on his mind. Perhaps now is not the time to add burden to that weight.

			“You probably have to pick up Thom soon, but answer me one last question. Have you learned anything about Devlin’s work? Whether he was a popular employer? Hugh has found nothing to the contrary, still your official authority may grant you greater insight into his work relationships.”

			“It sounds as though he was respected, if not exactly liked by his employees. The London office manager I spoke to gave me the sense that he appreciated Devlin, while they were nothing close to friends.”

			“He kept his work and home lives very separate. I wonder whether there was a reason for it, or simply the way he preferred to operate.”

			“I can’t see why it would matter, unless he also had an affair with his secretary, which is unlikely, because it is a man. Given Devlin’s other noted interests, I doubt he was that way inclined.”

			“No, I suppose not. What of the factories he owned outside the city? Hugh asked me to learn their locations from Percy, so he can visit one, but you might as well tell me now.”

			“Might I indeed?”

			“You have given me nothing at all of value, so yes, I think it only reasonable.”

			“Fine.” He shakes his head and scratches his chin, contemplating a moment. “There are four and all doing quite well.”

			“He was in the textile business, though, is that not a declining industry?”

			“For certain materials, yes, because of imports from India and other Asian countries. However, he did not work in luxury materials, and did well enough. There is one outside Manchester, one in Liverpool, Lancaster and the one outside London. The Lancaster mill is the largest with four-hundred employees.”

			“Goodness, that is a lot. Business must be doing well, if he is able to keep such a number employed. Hugh must visit the one nearest, I think.”

			“I have asked for help from the local constabulary in the other cities to pay the factories a visit. I doubt much will come of it.”

			When we part, Stanton makes his way to the nearest Underground Station, Victoria, while I walk towards Grosvenor Square. Perhaps Daniel will be back from his evening entertainment, and I can gently introduce the plan to host a dinner with Stanton as a guest. As I walk, I think about what he told me, which frankly amounted to not very much at all. The most interesting part of our conversation concerned Mrs. Devlin and her mother. I must ask Percy about them tomorrow. Is Mrs. Devlin truly unable to speak to anyone about what happened? Surely, upset as she must be, she should be very keen to do whatever possible to aid in the investigation. After all, whoever killed her husband did so in the home in which she still resides. If I were her, the first thing I would do was to speak to the police and the second to find myself a hotel. The police must suspect her, too, despite Stanton’s reservations. She seems a likely suspect given her husband’s adultery and ill-treatment of her. I wonder whether Percy regrets taking me into his confidence. He may have hired the agency to prove his innocence, but not to implicate his mother.

			It is still light outside, the sky the palest whisper of blue. The sun is beginning its descent, casting a gentle glow over the parade of houses to the west. People stroll past, leisurely, not hurrying home, enjoying the pleasant evening air, cooled slightly after the sticky heat of the day. A few pigeons peck at the pavement in front of an empty bench, finding crumbs of a hastily eaten pie or pastry. They barely scatter at my approach, so used to the human creatures with whom they share the city. Above, black streaks in the velvet blue sky, a murder of crows circles, cawing, before settling on a rooftop, eyeing the land below with shrewd, beady eyes. Somehow, they make me uneasy, and I quicken my step as if the company of these ever-present animals is a harbinger of something ominous, as though enough of such has not already come to pass. When I reach Daniel’s house, I am happy to see the warm glow of the electric lights burning in the front room. I have not had an opportunity to speak to the two maids and cook Daniel employs about Wilkins’ arrest. Perhaps now is my chance. It is strange not to be greeted at the door by Wilkins when I enter, but one of the maids, the elder hurries to take my hat.

			“Thank you, Jane. Is Mr. Harper still out?”

			“Yes, miss. Are you hungry? Shall I ask Mrs. Kline to prepare you something?” She seems harried, making an effort to be a suitable representative of Wilkins in his absence and overwhelmed by the task. Jane and her sister, Franny, have worked here for some months now, and I am fond of them and their soft giggles when they think no one can hear, their kind attention. They come from a village in Kent, where Daniel has a country house. He knows their parents, so agreed to take them on.

			“No, I am quite full. Tell me, are the others in the kitchen? I should like to speak to all of you.”

			“Yes, miss . . . is it about Mr. Wilkins?” she asks, touching a hand to her mouth.

			“I am trying to help him, as is Mr. Harper, and would like to ask you all a few questions, if you do not mind.”

			“No, miss, we don’t mind,” Jane assures me, speaking for the others as we walk down to the kitchen. “I cannot believe Mr. Wilkins would harm a fly, never!” She shakes her head. “He is always kind to us, and I know from friends of mine, maids in other houses, that is not always the case. Some of the butlers seem a true fright, bossing everyone about as if they are the lord and master.”

			“Dreadful. Well, I assure you, Mr. Harper and I would not tolerate a butler mistreating the others in this house for a moment.”

			“I know, miss, Franny and I are happy to work here.” She offers me a smile, and I return it, glad the maid speaks to me like a person, looking me in the eye, instead of at my feet. These are modern times, after all. Perhaps Maeve could meet the Whitstock sisters. They are certainly a spirited pair of young ladies. She might enjoy their company. Perhaps I could give the three of them tickets to the pictures, or some such activity to enjoy together . . .

			The kitchen is an area I have thus far mostly avoided, simply because Mrs. Kline, the brilliant cook, even now standing in front of a raised table, kneading a ball of dough, renders my presence there entirely surplus to requirement. Franny, Jane’s younger sister sits at one end of the long wooden table where the members of staff eat, sipping from a bowl of soup in front of her.

			She lowers her spoon and jumps to her feet when she notices me.

			“Sit, sit, Franny, please. Enjoy your soup before it grows cold. Hello, Mrs. Kline. Please forgive my intrusion. I wonder whether you can spare me a moment?”

			Mrs. Kline, a stout woman, with thick graying hair tied back in a low bun, face red from the effort of pummeling the dough, straightens and wipes her red hands on her apron. “This’ll be about poor Mr. Wilkins,” she observes, nodding.

			“I am afraid so, yes.”

			“Any news?” Mrs. Kline asks while she places the dough almost lovingly into a bowl, draping a cloth over it and coming around the table.

			“Some small developments, nothing that has led to his release, I am sad to say.” We sit down at the long table, Franny jumping up again to offer tea, which is refused all around. Everyone is eager to hear what I know, while I am anxious to learn what they do.

			“Wilkins - Mr. Wilkins – is still under arrest. He has been moved to a prison now. Mr. Harper plans to arrange a visit with him tomorrow to learn what can be done and how to help him. None of us believe he is guilty. Unless you are aware of anything that could be important?” I look around, but Jane and Franny are such guileless young women, their faces would betray them, if they attempted to hide anything. Mrs. Kline is another matter. Her expression is a spectacle of warring emotions – loyalty to Wilkins and a desire to help. In the end, I suppose both amount to the same thing and she nods, more to herself than to me. She gives the maids a quick sideways glance, and I immediately take her meaning.

			“Jane, Franny, I think that is all for now. I will tell you when I learn anything new. We must hope Mr. Wilkins will be proven innocent very soon and come home. You have had a difficult day, worrying about him, I am sure. Why don’t you take yourselves off and put your feet up?” Though they must realize I am fobbing them off, they do not need to be told twice that they have the evening to do as they please. With slapdash curtsies, they excuse themselves and leave the kitchen. Mrs. Kline and I wait to hear the sound of their footsteps disappear up the stairs before resuming our conversation.

			“Mrs. Kline,” I prompt her gently. “Is there something you wish to tell me?”

			She frowns at her hands, which rest folded on the counter, before raising her eyes to meet mine across the table. “I don’t know whether this is of any use to Mr. Wilkins or to you. I know you’ve started being a detective.” A hint of a smile touches her generous mouth. “Mr. Harper is quite proud to have such an enterprising fiancée.”

			“Is that so?” I ask, smiling, too.

			“Yes, well, it can be difficult for men to admit certain things. Which brings me to Mr. Wilkins. I don’t suppose you were aware where he came from, or about his sister and brother-in-law?”

			“No, he never said anything, not even to Mr. Harper.”

			“Mr. Harper shouldn’t be upset,” Mrs. Kline says, sensing Daniel’s hurt feelings at not being considered a worthy confidante.

			“I understand wishing to start afresh, wishing people to see you as you are, not as you were,” I say, thinking this applies to others far beyond poor Wilkins. Our pasts are a part of us, but they can weigh us down, brand us in a way we do not wish others to see for fear that they will make up their minds and view us perpetually as one element of ourselves, not the sum of our parts.

			“That’s Mr. Wilkins,” Mrs. Kline agrees. “When we started to work together, he kept himself to himself, very quiet sort of chap. Now me, I’m a sociable sort of woman. I like a bit of a chinwag over a cuppa, so I am glad we got Jane and Franny in, but Mr. Wilkins took a while to warm to me. Probably six- or seven-months past, I noticed one of the silver candleholders was missing. At this point we had different maids coming and going, so I thought one of them had nicked it. But then a week later, two more were missing, and a silver serving tray, too, even though I was certain I had put them back into their cupboard! I was worried, thought I was going batty, mislaying things myself, so I told Mr. Wilkins. I was worried I’d lose my job, if I was losing my mind and said as much to him. When he heard me out, frightened I was going mad, his expression changed, and I knew it was him. The guilt was written across his face.” Mrs. Kline shakes her head, kneading her hands. “I always could read people well, and I knew that it was him. He confessed as much, said he wouldn’t allow me to think I was going mad, and that he meant to get everything back. His sister’s husband was desperate, had serious debts and the creditor was a dangerous sort. Mr. Wilkins had nothing close to the money they needed to pay him off, so he pawned whatever he thought he could without it being noticed.”

			“He stole these things and sold them,” I summarize, surprised, though not shocked. “It might also explain why I saw him rushing off a few days ago. Maybe he was selling something again or trying to get it back. If that were the case and possibly his alibi, he may not have mentioned it to his solicitor out of shame.” Of course, theft is not acceptable, but neither does it warrant such extreme punishment. I must tell Daniel, it may help Wilkins’ case. There will be time to consider what to do about his stealing later.

			“In the beginning, when we started working together, I suspected his posh accent was put on, you know.” Mrs. Kline’s lips stretch into a faint smile. “Occasionally, he would slip into another way of speaking, rougher round the edges, and I’d wonder where he came from, what his story was. Sounded a bit East End to me. One day, when Mr. Harper was out of town, we were in the kitchen, having a bit of tidy up. He helped me sometimes. I think he feels restless when he has nothing to do. In any case, we started talking.” Mrs. Kline pauses, clearly hesitant to share more of Wilkins’ confidences, but in light of recent events, plain speaking is more important than privacy.

			“Mrs. Kline?” I prompt her gently, moved by her obvious loyalty to the household butler.

			“Oh, I suppose it hardly matters now. He was born in the workhouse, our Mr. Wilkins. Doomed from the start some might say. He fought tooth and nail to be where he is now – well, not at this moment,” she corrects herself with a sigh.

			“He would not risk it all,” I complete her thought. Her logic is flawed, of course. There are no guarantees in human behavior, that much I have learned, but I have never known Wilkins as a man who acts without thought. Then again, hearing all that I am tonight, I am realizing that perhaps I never knew the real Adam Wilkins at all.

			“No, I can’t imagine he would risk it. Did you know his mother had to indicate he was a workhouse baby on his birth certificate? A few years after his birth the practice was abolished. There is disgrace attached to being a workhouse baby, coming from such low origins, though it is hardly the fault of the child, or the mother. He told me all of this. I confess, I hadn’t much of a clue. I lived in the country much of my life. Workhouses were not a part of village life.”

			“I suppose some would let that past define them, accepting they are what society tells them,” I note sadly.

			“Not our Mr. Wilkins,” Mrs. Kline says, squaring her shoulders as if readying to defend him from a physical onslaught. I cannot blame her. What do I know of the workhouse, of a life of such abject poverty even scraps could be considered valuable, even rags worth fighting over? I have only read stories of the people who grew up in such places rife with fear, poverty and illness. Mrs. West, Wilkins’ sister, is a few years younger at a guess. Perhaps her parents made it out of those terrible conditions before she was born. Or was her birth, too, considered shameful? Has it something to do with the murder of her husband?

			“I think the family did not stay in the workhouse more than a year after Mr. Wilkins’ birth, because he said he has no memory of the place. His father found a job as a factory worker for a time, and they moved from one tenement to another during his youth.”

			“He must have been in his early twenties by the time the war began. I wonder what he did before then?”

			“Probably worked odd jobs to help out at home. I daresay he thought going off to be a soldier sounded properly splendid at first. It offered an escape from the drudgery of his life thus far.”

			“And then he realized the truth,” I observe sadly.

			“Like so many of our boys.” We sit together in silence for a few minutes, allowing our words to settle. When I leave Mrs. Kline to the comfort of her kitchen, I feel closer to her and, in a way, to Wilkins, too. In the past, I carried with me such self-pity for the loss of my parents and the strained relationship between Agnes and myself. Hearing of the life-or-death troubles Wilkins and his family endured, them and so many others, I cannot help but feel chastened. I will never stop mourning my parents, but even when they died, there was a gaggle of relations eager to help, to offer me a home, to clothe and feed, to educate me. There is all manner of suffering in this world, and our own always seems the most dire, but Mrs. Kline and the visit to Whitechapel reminded me today that I have allowed myself to be blind far too long.

			Daniel comes home late, and I am sitting in my favorite chair by the window, the sky dark, not a star in sight, though the moon glows bold and full even through the London haze. A book rests in my lap, open to the same page my eyes have been scanning over and over the past twenty minutes without taking in a hint of meaning. After the conversation with Mrs. Kline, I thought I really should be reading Dickens, not Wodehouse, but I could not bring myself to take in the plight of Oliver or Tiny Tim or Pip tonight, their faces to be replaced by those of the hungry-eyed boy from Whitechapel, or of Wilkins, tired and gray in prison.

			“How was your evening?” I ask, not getting up, though I lift my face to accept his kiss.

			“Tiresome, to be honest. Dominic was in a foul mood, so it was up to me to charm the others. Frankly, after the day we’ve had, I did not quite feel up to the task. I was only too glad to leave them to their cigars in the end.” Daniel settles onto the sofa opposite and loosens his collar before leaning into the cushions at his back. “What did you do the rest of the day? Could you get Whitechapel out of your head?”

			“Hardly, and I amassed quite a bit more to cram into it today.”

			“Oh? Something that could help Wilkins?”

			“Possibly.” I set aside my book. Although Wilkins would probably prefer Daniel knowing of his past rather than me, I feel a twinge of conscience letting his secret slip. My account of what Mrs. Kline told me does not leave Daniel unmoved. A veil of melancholy has dropped before his eyes.

			“I suppose I should not be surprised. I knew he was not exactly born into the aristocracy, though he has trained himself to speak that way. If I had any doubt, today’s visit to his sister would have washed it away. But the workhouse . . .” He shakes his head, taking a slow, deliberate breath before continuing. “He could have told me. I would not have thought less of him. He kept so much hidden. How exhausting to live that way, holding up a rafter of secrets at all times.” Daniel’s gaze finds mine. I nod.

			“I can see why he kept quiet, though. When you met, he did not know you, didn’t understand that you were not the sort to judge a man based on events out of his control. Society may be changing in many ways, but there is still an inherent, inbred sort of snobbery when it comes to these matters. He could not have known to expect more of you. By the time you knew one another better, he may not have wished to alter your view of him. You would not have judged, but you might have pitied him, which could have been just as humiliating for Wilkins.”

			“Maybe so. I suppose I thought we were friends. I told him of my past, of Henry and William, of my parents. He told me of the war years, vague details of his life before. I thought he did not wish to complain, faced with the fact that I lost my entire family.”

			“Do you still believe in his innocence?” I ask, certain of my own answer to the question and gratified to see affront flash across Daniel’s features.

			“Of course, I do! If anything, I believe in it more firmly. Why would he risk everything he worked so hard for – steady employment, friendship, stability – to commit such a heinous crime?”

			“He would not be the first,” I suggest carefully, then hurry to add, “Do not misunderstand I, too, think he is not guilty, but I am uncertain whether this new information will play in his favor, if it is made public in a hearing. Some people like to think badly of those they consider beneath themselves.”

			“I am seeing him tomorrow and will ask him a few questions face-to-face.” Daniel rubs his temples, squeezing his eyes shut for a few seconds. When he opens them again, he asks, “How do I go about it? If I speak of his history, he will be humiliated. Considering the fact that he is already in a prison cell, I don’t want to worsen his circumstances. At the same time, there is no way I can leave the prison tomorrow without having asked whether events from his past could be connected to his brother-in-law’s murder. I doubt it, since the man had plenty of his own troubles, but it is possible. Then there is the matter of his theft. In the grand scheme of things, it may hardly matter, but I cannot deny it puts a dent into the trust between us.”

			I climb out of my chair and settle next to Daniel on the sofa. He drapes an arm around me. I lean against him, soothed by the steady rise and of fall of his chest, the rhythmic beating of his heart. I don’t suppose now is the time to tell him that Stanton is coming for dinner this weekend . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Daniel sets off to Brixton Prison across the river, where Wilkins is being held on remand, at the same time I leave the house to meet Percy at the office. Neither of us is in a bright mood when we part. I only hope Daniel won’t return from that place feeling even worse, though I cannot imagine his spirits will brighten during the impending encounter.

			Outside the flat, I once again run into Dulcie’s butler, which reminds me that I should send her a note about arranging a meeting between Daniel, herself and me next week. There is too much swirling about my mind at the moment, I can hardly put everything straight before another metaphorical gust of wind unsettles it. Once I have written something on a sheet of my stationary, “Carlisle Detective Agency” etched into the paper, I send Maeve to deliver it to our neighbor. I have told her she may view Sunday as her regular day off, which earned me a grateful smile and a tray of tea and fresh biscuits a short while later. Alone in the office I walk circles, unable to rest, anxious to hear Daniel’s report, anxious to know him safe and home once more.

			It is only when I hear the faint knock at the front door, the movement of Maeve in the hallway as she goes to open it, that I realize it is half past nine, thirty minutes later than we agreed to meet. Percy’s tardiness sets my teeth further on edge, and I have to remind myself that he has just lost his father under terrible circumstances. I must tolerate that arriving on time to our appointment is not his highest priority. However, when he enters the office, a placidly pleased look on his face, I wonder whether I am more disturbed by the crime than he is. A niggling suspicion blossoms in my mind. Has he hired me to distract from himself? I was so certain of his innocence, almost as certain as I am of Wilkins’. I eye him carefully as he sits across from me, pouring himself a cup of tea.

			“I’d like you to sign this contract, a mere formality that you have officially hired us,” I say, pushing a sheet of paper across the table. I hardly know how to formulate a proper contract, but it’s nicely typewritten and says all it needs to, I believe, which should suffice. Percy hardly knows the difference anyway. He signs without reading, which tells me his father would likely have been in for a number of disappointments had he forced Percy to take over the company. Goodness knows, he might have signed away half his profits if he is always this careless. Then again, he has no reason to believe me likely to abuse his trust, so I should not judge him so harshly.

			“Here you are,” he pushes the paper back across the desk at me. “I am not telling mother or grandmother I am using your services just so you know. They wouldn’t understand inviting even more people to poke about our business.”

			“I understand.” I nod.

			“You indicated there were some developments in the case?” Percy asks, curiosity written across his face.

			“Yes, but before we get into that, tell me how you are?”

			Percy breathes a heavy sigh and shrugs. “The police have been pestering me almost constantly, you wouldn’t believe the mess they made treading in and out of the house at all hours, frightening servants, demanding endless cups of tea.” He shakes his head disapprovingly before taking a sip of tea himself.

			“They are doing their jobs, surely you see that.” I try to keep my tone even. “As for frightening the servants, I doubt that is their intention. Perhaps the policemen are frustrated because they believe the household staff is keeping something from them. Quite after my own mind, I must say,” I add a little more sharply. “It seems unlikely to me that a house so richly staffed would let a murder pass without a soul a having seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. Or is it the custom for strangers to wander in, pistol in pocket, find the proprietor’s study and fire a shot, all without anyone batting an eye?”

			My words have caught Percy mid-sip and he splutters, coughing for a few seconds, until I take pity, round the table and clap him heartily on the back.

			“Better?” I ask, when he has gathered himself, though his cheeks remain flushed.

			“Fine. What the devil are you insinuating, Evelyn? That someone in my family did this? Preposterous! My mother is practically an invalid, and grandmother uses a cane, for heaven’s sake! Or is it me you suspect?”

			“Calm yourself, Percy.” I sit down again, eyeing him from across the table. “I am not accusing anyone of murdering your father, but can you explain how it is your servants all claim to be deaf and blind?”

			“They were busy, Evelyn! No one suspected something like this would happen, so no one paid particular attention either!” Percy’s voice is raised, though not in anger as much as frustration, a sentiment we share. Maybe he is right. If one is not waiting for something to happen, one probably cannot remember what happened while it occurred. Should I be more suspicious of people who have perfect alibis than those who have none? Not having anticipated Devlin’s murder, one could even accuse me of lacking a decent one.

			“I take your point, Percy, and I am sorry if I offended you or your family,” I say, softening my words with a smile. His expression relaxes and his shoulders sag.

			“You know this has not been easy for me either. I confess, I did not care much for the man. He was a bully and treated me like a perpetual disappointment since I was a child, but he was my father. And even if I hated him – which I did not – I would not have killed him and left him for Mother to stumble upon, or even Grandmother. She might have had a heart attack!” Percy shakes his head ruefully, his eyes seeking out mine. I cannot detect insincerity in them, nor in his words. I do so want to believe him.

			“Your father seemed respected in his London office,” I say, trying a different path. “Or did you have another impression? He must have taken you there and to his other factories at some time.”

			“He was the sort of man who understood whom to treat well and allow to rise in the ranks and whom he could tread upon. The men in his London office are educated clerks and managers, don’t make the mistake to think he cared a fig about any of the actual workers on the factory floor.” Percy emits a bitter chuckle, leaning back and folding his arms across his chest.

			“Was there ever any trouble?”

			“Well, admittedly, I made myself scarce in the past years, but mother wrote that there were some stirrings around the time of the General Strike last year. I suppose the coal miners’ plight was catching, although Father’s factories are textile mills, nothing to do with coal. Not much came of it, in the end. Some lost their jobs.” He shrugs. “But they knew the risk of making trouble in one of Anthony Devlin’s factories. Father may not have been an on-the-ground sort of chap in recent years, but he was in the past. Visited the factories all the time, constantly nagging some poor manager or foreman. His constant absence from home was the only thing that made living with him for so long bearable, frankly.”

			I recall the news all over the papers last year, the General Strike, as it is known now, was an action taken by over a million desperate coal miners, demanding better wages and working conditions. Since the war ended, production of coal has dropped dramatically, almost halving the miners’ pay. In the end, little was achieved. The miners could hold on to their principles only as long as they could cope with growling bellies and seeing their children go hungry, their landlords threatening eviction. I can imagine Anthony Devlin felt a similar lack of sympathy and responsibility for those workers he considered far beneath himself and quite replaceable.

			“Would someone have held a grudge, been so angry as to take revenge?” I ask, my mind conjuring circumstances in which a desperate man, like those we saw lining up outside the Salvation Army yesterday, would gain access to Devlin’s house, having watched the place to make certain the master of the house had not yet left. Perhaps one of the servants knows more; perhaps they helped the murderer, told him where the study is. The house is so large, a complete stranger to the place would be hard-pressed to find his target.

			“I never heard of anyone in particular lashing out against father. If anything, I imagine them to be angry with the local managers should something go wrong. Later I am going to meet with Father’s second-in-command at the London office, hear what he has to say, how everything will continue. I will ask him whether he has any suspicions.”

			“All right,” I agree, not quite satisfied with the outcome of our meeting. I am gathering crumbs which need to be reconstructed into a loaf. From where I stand now, it seems an impossible task.

			“Evelyn, you said there was a development?” Percy reminds me, and I sit up, remembering that, indeed it may be so, but should I tell him? I regard Percy for a moment, wondering what to say, then decide he is my client, after all, and Anthony Devlin, faithless or not, was his father. So, I explain what I know, or think I do, about Esme Leonard and Devlin. Percy’s eyes widen while I speak, yet he does not interrupt until I have fallen silent.

			“That young, pretty lady and my father?” He grimaces. “Hardly bears considering, though I suppose it could be true. Poor Johnny, he’s being taken for a fool.”

			“Maybe, but isn’t it possible she truly likes him?”

			“She probably does, but I can tell you what makes him an Adonis in her eyes, that robust inheritance.”

			“That is a very cynical observation,” I say, not mentioning that I thought the very same.

			“It would explain why I saw father in Soho that time.” Percy raises his eyebrows. “Have you told Johnny?”

			“Not yet, I want to speak with Miss Leonard first.”

			“She could be dangerous, Evelyn. What if she killed Father?”

			“The possibility has crossed my mind, but I do not know whether your father telling Johnny the truth about their relationship would have sufficed as motive to murder him.”

			“Father was not the sort to give anyone ammunition against him. Confessing infidelity, and with an actress no less, would certainly have done just that. Johnny could have gone to Mother or given some society journalist a tip. No,” Percy shakes his head, stroking his clean-shaven chin, “I think he would have been angry, especially if she was the one who threw him over in favor of Johnny, but he would have swallowed his anger. He was a very controlled person. That outburst, if we shall call it that, at the Harper’s party was incredibly rare form for him, at least in public. He would -” Percy stops himself, his expression tightening, he gives a tiny shake of the head.

			“Would what?” I prod, while guessing what my old friend was about to say. He would find other ways to release his anger.

			“It doesn’t matter. He wouldn’t have gone to Johnny. Perhaps he threatened Miss Leonard, but Johnny Harper, the only son of Dominic and Elizabeth Harper, no, he was too close to being an equal, and Father did not tangle with his equals.” Glancing at the clock on the opposite wall, he adds, “I am grateful for what you are doing, old girl, but I have to dash.” A false note of joviality has crept into his voice. It tells me his time for candor and confession has passed.

			“Let me know if you learn anything significant from your meeting today,” I say in parting.

			“Will do, Sherlock.” Percy taps the brim of his hat and slips out of the room. A moment later, I hear the front door fall closed. Percy has given me much, certainly not as much as I gave him, but he did confirm something I have been suspecting. I must speak with Mrs. Devlin. Perhaps Agnes could help me get close to her. It seems everyone is bent on keeping the widow sequestered and away from prying eyes. Sooner or later, of course, she will have to face the police, at the moment however, I have the small advantage of being a peer of sorts, and though Agnes claims they are not friends, I doubt my formidable aunt will be shown the door, should she visit again, even with me in tow. I have to smile at the thought of involving my aunt, yet again, in an investigation. A few months ago, when we were in Scotland together, she did the same and rather enjoyed herself, even if she would vehemently deny it now. Despite her initial disdain of my plans for the agency, I do believe she could be convinced to help again.

			Thirty minutes later, Mr. Harris, Agnes’ butler, has let me into the house in Eaton Square and left me to idle in one of the sitting rooms facing the street. I have never liked this room with its dark portraits of forbidding relations staring down at me from walls papered in a forest green pattern. The furniture dark and polished to an almost reflective shine, feels heavy and too costly to lounge on, to truly feel at ease, which I rarely did when I lived here. It makes me think gratefully of my flat with its cream-colored walls, and simple furnishings. Agnes may think it bland and vexingly modern, yet I prefer a space in which I can think without being distracted by the décor, and where I do not get a fright when I am faced with a painting on my way to the facilities at night. Thank heavens Daniel’s house is decorated in a similar vein, or I should have to redo the whole place after our wedding.

			“Evelyn, I was not expecting you,” I hear Agnes’ voice from the direction of the door.

			“I wanted to surprise you, much as you did me yesterday,” I remind her with a smile.

			“How very sweet of you,” Agnes says, irony dripping down her chin. She sits down stiffly on the densely upholstered sofa and I join her. “Tell me, what truly inspired your visit? I can’t imagine you felt the need for my company a full two days in a row.”

			“Oh, do not be so difficult,” I chide, with only a small hint of guilt, for her visit to my flat was hardly a kindly social call as much as the desire to pass judgement on my new home.

			“Fine, now tell me what it is you want. I am meeting Harold soon to discuss wedding plans. I gather I need not include Daniel or you, since you made it abundantly clear what you thought of a joint wedding.”

			“I cannot concentrate on the wedding at the moment, Aunt Agnes, not with everything that is happening.” And she has not even heard of Wilkins’ arrest. I think I shall keep it from her a while longer. She might let the man feel her suspicion on future visits to Grosvenor Square, even if he is released and proven innocent. Agnes is not the sort of snob to condemn a man for being born in the workhouse, but she, like all of us on a certain level, has some level of inbred judgement which is difficult to shake. “You indicated that Helena Devlin was controlled by her husband, and I have heard from other sources who echo your impression. I would like to speak to her, but she is barricaded in her house.”

			“Can you blame her? She is a recent widow and the press has as much as set up camp outside her home.” Agnes frowns in disapproval, mirroring the expression of great-aunt Edwina in the portrait above her head.

			“Of course, I sympathize. Whatever a brute her husband was, his murder must be difficult for her. I saw her reaction when we found him, after all. She fainted dead away, and I do not think it was an act.”

			“She always had a weak constitution. However, in that situation even I might have felt faint. Let me guess, you think I can be of assistance in gaining you an audience with the woman?” Agnes looks as pleased as she sounds, having come to this precise conclusion regarding my motives for the visit.

			“Perhaps you ought to be a detective as well, your intuition does you credit,” I say. She tries to hide it, yet I detect a hint of pleasure dancing across her features before they settle into their usual state of placid disapproval and something else I cannot quite identify, nerves, perhaps?

			“If I do you this favor,” she begins, folding her hands primly in her lap, “you must agree to be my maid of honor, since you will not share the day with me as a bride.” She mentions this as if it were a fair trade. Her brokering a conference with Devlin’s widow for the honor of standing beside her on her wedding day. Though she does not often encourage affection, I slide towards her on the sofa and envelop her in a quick embrace, feeling her stiff body soften just a hint before I pull away.

			“Naturally, it would be my greatest pleasure,” I assure her, smiling with unconcealed delight. “Have you and Harold arranged a date?”

			“We are neither of us getting any younger. We can’t dally about as the likes of you and Daniel do, so we have decided on the twentieth of July.”

			“Only two weeks from today!” I exclaim.

			“Indeed, what a clever girl you are,” she says wryly. “I already had my grand wedding. It would not do for a woman of my age to parade around in a white gown, flowers in her hair. We will have a simple affair, just the family and a few friends. Harold wants to invite his former army chums, prove he finally found himself a woman after all their jibes regarding his perpetual state of bachelorhood. We have whittled the list down quite ruthlessly.”

			“Wonderful. I very much look forward to it.”

			“Perhaps it will inspire you to make arrangements yourself,” Agnes replies with a meaningfully raised brow.

			“I would certainly be better able to concentrate on wedding plans, if I could solve the case of Devlin’s murder.”

			“Which leads us back to Helena Devlin. Oh, all right. Let us go over there now. Best to surprise her with sympathy. I will give Harold a ring that I may be a bit late. We must pop into Fortnum’s on the way. Can’t arrive empty handed. If we bring a gift, she will feel obliged to thank us for it personally.”

			“You sly creature,” I say with admiration.

			“You had to get it from someone.”

			I am glad I brought the Bentley, for it allows me to circle the block, while Agnes dashes into Fortnum’s, and to collect her again when she reemerges, holding a tastefully wrapped parcel.

			We arrive in Holland Park around eleven, in good time not to disturb the family’s luncheon. Mr. Davis, the butler, opens the door, and though his expression tells me our visit is not welcome, he manages a smile and leads us to the sitting room where I waited on the day of Anthony Devlin’s murder.

			“What a shabby little room,” Agnes says, wrinkling her nose.

			“Look here.” I beckon her over to the framed photograph I noticed the last time I was here. “Do you think this is Beatrice Grant or Helena Devlin?” I point at the young woman, standing among a group of people, the dead tiger at her feet.

			“Must be Beatrice. Helena was four or five when they left India.” Agnes bends forward, squinting at the image. She really needs specs, but vanity has not forsaken her, so she prefers to pretend the picture is of a bad quality instead of her eyes. “Looks rather savage, don’t you think, killing tigers and her in trousers! Goodness, it must have been at least fifty years ago. Beatrice is nearly seventy now, if she is a day.”

			“To think how long the British have ruled over India,” I observe, wondering how frustrating it must be for the people of that country to say “yes, ma’am, yes, sir” bowing and bending to their oppressors. Whatever Harold says, I doubt the Indians view British rule with as much optimism as the English do. All the same, it is a place I should desperately love to explore. Perhaps Harold will allow me to tag along on his secretly planned honeymoon. Or, more likely, Agnes will have a fit at the very mention, and Daniel and I can take over the trip. Poor Harold, but then he knows whom he is marrying. I daresay, he quite enjoys her formidable nature on most days.

			“Harold has all manner of keepsakes from that country in his house, including various hunting trophies,” Agnes notes with a grimace of distaste. “He will have to think twice before introducing those monstrosities into my house.” They will move into Agnes house upon their marriage, though I do not think it will make for easy living, if she persists in claiming ownership and making Harold feel a guest. Before I find a diplomatic means of conveying this thought, the door opens, and Mr. Davis. Seeing his face in this light, I could swear he reminds me of someone, or I have seen him somewhere before . . . He turns and leads us down the hall, and the moment vanishes. We follow, our shoes tapping on the marble floor. The house is strangely silent, considering the number of staff, then again, they are trained to be unseen and unheard, moving around like domestic fairies.

			Davis knocks on a door, then upon hearing a faint, “yes?” opens it, presenting us to Mrs. Beatrice Grant and Helena Devlin, sitting side by side on a sofa. It is different from the feminine, frilly room in which I met her days ago. More elegant, formal, tall windows facing the garden stream light into the room, illuminating Mrs. Devlin’s pale face.

			“Agnes, how good of you to come. And you have brought your niece.” Beatrice Grant gives me a nod, which is neither friendly nor unkind, merely formal, a perfunctory gesture in keeping with the situation.

			“I do hope we are not intruding, but I was keen to see how you are coping. You know I am not one for discussing such matters over the telephone.” Agnes shakes her head, and we sit down opposite the women. The sun is in my eyes, so I shift, anxious to get a good look at Mrs. Devlin and her mother, eager to note whether I can discern guilt etched into their features. Yet there is nothing but decades-old, well-bred equability.

			“You are kind,” Mrs. Grant continues. “Yes, it has been a difficult time, hasn’t it my dear?” She gives her daughter a nod, her expression remaining unchanged. “The funeral is on Friday. We are trying to keep it quiet, but I anticipate quite a crowd will attend. Anthony was well known.” I note she does not say he was well liked. Still, her dislike of a man who, in all likelihood, mistreated her daughter does not make her his killer. There are women, particularly those of a certain generation, who believe it is a husband’s right to behave as he likes toward his wife. It is possible that Beatrice Grant is one of them. Yet from the way she has been protectively hovering at her daughter’s side since the crime occurred, I venture to guess she is not. Her eyes are the same color as those of her daughter, but where Helena Devlin’s are sedate and damp, her mother’s glitter with a hint of steely determination.

			“I spoke to Percy recently, and he said the police are constantly in and out of the house. How trying for you!” I watch the women for a reaction. Neither appears surprised that Percy and I discussed the matter. I wonder whether they have been told of my activities as a detective, and moreover, the fact that Devlin’s son himself engaged me to solve the mystery and possibly absolve him of the crime. Percy did say he was not going to tell them, though word may have spread.

			“Yes, such a nuisance. I hope they complete their investigation quickly and the criminal is behind bars. One can hardly feel safe in a house where a murder occurred under our noses.”

			“I can’t imagine how upsetting it must be.” I nod sympathetically, wondering again why they choose to stay here when they probably have a house in the country or could easily afford a hotel. Unlike poor Mrs. West, who has no option but to stay in the house where her husband was killed days ago.

			“Yes, quite,” Agnes agrees. Then with a fleeting sideways glance at me she adds, “And to contend with all the speculation in the press. Heavens, it must do you in!” She shakes her head, but I recognize her tactic for what it is. By mentioning the conjecture in the press, and the news people hanging about in the square, she forces Mrs. Grant or Mrs. Devlin to comment. Neither will want to leave us thinking what the papers have written – of Percy, of financial troubles, of marital scandal – could represent the truth.

			“Naturally all crude imaginings.” Beatrice Grant tilts her chin up.

			“Percy never had an ounce of violence in him.” Mrs. Devlin’s voice is weary, even as she attempts to defend her son. I try to meet her eyes, but she avoids my gaze, lowering her face.

			“If the police find a motive, they could find the culprit,” Agnes continues, ignoring Mrs. Devlin’s distress. I admire her steam-engine like force in the face of this broken woman. I only wonder whether it was the murder of her husband or the husband as he lived who did the worse damage.

			“Anthony certainly had no financial troubles,” Beatrice says huffily. I believe her, although she would hardly confess the opposite. If there were problems, I think he would have had to close one or more of his factories, which would have been in the papers, and he probably could not have afforded to keep this massive house and full staff.

			“Of course not!” Agnes exclaims, shaking her head as though the very thought is preposterous. “And to suggest dear Percy was involved, simply because it is known the two did not see eye-to-eye is ludicrous as well.”

			“Percy is such a good son,” his mother says in a voice almost a whisper, as if she is unaccustomed to using it. “Anthony was hard on him sometimes.” She does not seem to be speaking to us, rather to herself. Not for the first time do I wonder whether she has been given a sedative, dulling her manner and her senses.

			“All young men clash with their fathers, and women with their mothers, that is the way of things,” Beatrice Grant observes.

			“Surely,” Agnes agrees, adding with a pointed chuckle, “If any quarrel between family meant murder was in the cards, well, I should not have felt safe sharing a house with Evelyn as long as we did.”

			“I assure you, you were always quite safe,” I say, forcing away a smile.

			“Regarding marital concerns, such speculation is the height of insincerity. You see how my daughter grieves.” Mrs. Grant nods at Mrs. Devlin, who does appear shrunken, wan and weary. “And you were there when the body was found, were you not, my dear?” She looks at me.

			“I was. A terrible day. I keep wondering how someone gained access to the house, knew the way to Mr. Devlin’s study and that he was, indeed, still at home. When I came here, I was admitted, as we were today, by Mr. Davis and waited in the sitting room. Anyone else who came to call on that day must have followed the same protocol, unless they entered secretly. Did your butler or one of the maids not notice anyone out of the ordinary?”

			A beat of silence passes before Mrs. Grant speaks. “In fact, you are right. I myself spoke to one of the maids, a young girl, who said she saw a man she did not recognize and thought he was a delivery person.” She shrugs, her expression remaining controlled. “The girl was afraid to come forward, but we will tell the police today.”

			“Goodness, that is a development!” I exclaim, stunned that the girl did not think to tell Stanton before. Perhaps she was intimidated or thought nothing of it. Still, under the circumstances . . .

			“What did he look like?” Agnes asks, taking the next question out of my mouth.

			“Oh, quite ordinary. She hardly remembers. The girl is not the brightest, but a good worker.”

			“Did she notice him around the time the murder could have occurred? Was he upstairs or downstairs? He must have been downstairs, if she thought he was a delivery person.” I stop myself, realizing I am rambling, rattling off my thoughts as though I were speaking to myself. Percy has not told his mother or grandmother of my involvement in investigating this case, and I do not want to reveal my true purpose for being here. Still, I must learn more about this mysterious stranger in the house. Of course, he could genuinely have been a delivery man. Nonetheless, the coincidental nature of the time and place suggest otherwise.

			“She saw him downstairs, but that is about as much as she can say, poor thing, quite shaken.” Mrs. Grant’s cool tone does not convey the sympathy in her words.

			“Understandably. She works in the kitchen?”

			“Yes,” Mrs. Grant replies slowly, eyeing me over the rims of her spectacles. I sense we are nearing the end of her patience. For all she knows we are just nosy society ladies, eager to satiate our hunger for gossip. Looking at it from her perspective, I understand her frosty demeanor. Percy should have told them of my intentions to help them. Perhaps they would speak more openly then. However, if they have something to conceal, they could be even less forthcoming than they already are. Whatever the case, my intuition tells me all is not as it appears in this house. The façade of life in the Devlin house before the patriarch’s death was one of blasé ease and almost blinding luxury. If anyone were to see a picture of them, they might be green with envy, for it would have shown a handsome family, a grand home, told a story of success and opulence. Yet once the photograph was taken, Mrs. Devlin’s smile would have slipped, Mr. Devlin would have snapped at his son, and the servants cowered away into the bowels of this grand manor, silent as mice afraid of the hungry cat.

			We leave the Devlin house dissatisfied with the outcome of our little conference. The ladies were hardly obliging, and while news of a maid having seen a stranger in the house is curious, I do not know her name, nor how to find and question her before Stanton gets his chance. Surely, even without meaning to, he will frighten the girl and then she is unlikely to speak to anyone else about what she witnessed. I must convince Percy to tell me more. I wonder why he did not say anything about her earlier. Possibly he did not know. It strikes me that, apart from his devotion to his mother, he still keeps himself quite separate from the house and family, as though it might swallow him if he is not careful and spit him out as a replica of the man he loathed.

			“Well, that was hardly illuminating,” Agnes huffs, irked not to take part in my contemplative silence.

			“At least we know this maid saw someone in the house.”

			“That may be nothing. He could have merely delivered a crate of fruit. I wish we had been able to speak to the girl.”

			I smile, amused by the intensity of her sudden interest in the case, when only a very short while ago she told me the very idea of a detective agency was preposterous. “I wish I had the same authority as the police, so I could demand to question her.”

			“Why did Percy not tell them he hired you?” Agnes asks, as we round the bend where my car is parked in the shade.

			“I suspect he did not wish to burden them. His mother may hardly take notice, but his grandmother is another story. She is as shrewd as they come. Even if Percy had allowed me to explain my position, I doubt it would do me much good.”

			“Are you worried they would underestimate your abilities?” Agnes asks.

			“No,” I reply, after a moment’s thought. “I am afraid they will see them for what they are and be even more elusive.”

			“So, you think they are being secretive?”

			“Beatrice knows something she is not telling. I am not sure whether it is linked to Devlin’s murder or whether it is a ploy to keep scandal from tainting the family name. She strikes me as the sort of woman who will do and say what she must to achieve her end.”

			“Remember the photograph in the sitting room?”

			“Tiger at her feet, yes, quite fitting,” I agree. “Yet was she equally determined to extinguish the threat she saw in her son-in-law?”

			We part ways after I drop Agnes back in Eaton Square. She invites me in to eat with her and Harold, but I decline. Hugh wanted to ask around about Esme in the morning. He left me a note saying he would try to be back around one. This way he can save the late afternoon to linger around Devlin’s office before everyone goes home for the day. Hugh has always had a talent for blending into his environment, and I have little doubt he will more than pull his weight in the agency. It is still only noon. More urgently even than learning about the enigmatic Miss Leonard, I want to know how Daniel fared with Wilkins. So, instead of continuing on Piccadilly towards St. James, I turn left, cresting Hyde Park along the leafy Park Lane. The street is busy as ever, with traffic of all sorts. Cars glint in the generous glow of the sun and buses rumble past in a symphony of creaks and groans. Even carriages can occasionally be spotted near the park, though more for pleasure rides than efficient transport. I used to love a carriage ride, and it is strange to think in my youth – not so long ago, is it? – that was all we ever did. The rhythmic clip-clop of horses’ hooves, the feel of the road beneath the wheels was something quite unlike the smooth handling of a motorcar. I often marvel how time rushes past, taking our old ways with it, forcing us to exchange reins for a wheel, the telegram for the telephone . . . It makes me wonder what is yet to come. What will Briony’s children, or my own think when we show them photographs of the way we used to live? Will they chuckle at our old-fashioned ways, hardly remembering a time before the one they claim as their own? Will they humor us, older, and filled with memories, unable to find a footing in the ever-changing world? Will the War and all it meant, the sacrifices it demanded, hold significance for them, or will it be just like the War of the Roses, the Battle of Hastings, just facts and figures in history books? The thought saddens me, and yet I know it is likely true. Hugh or Wilkins or even Daniel with their stories and nightmares will be seen as old men with old tales. No one will believe their shaking hands ever held steady a rifle, ever pulled a trigger to defend king and country.

			I open the window, eager suddenly for the brush of warm air on my face, to feel young and alive. Life is still running through my veins, and I am overcome with an urgency to see Daniel and take his hand to feel the delicate thrum of his pulse against mine. Change does not frighten me, but loss does.

			Leaving the car in the shade of the green, I skip up the stairs to Daniel’s house.

			“Is Mr. Harper home?” I ask Jane, when she hurries to greet me.

			“Just arrived, miss. He’s having lunch in the conservatory.”

			“Very good, I will join him.” I make my way down the hall. After the library, which Daniel gifted me when he first bought the house, the conservatory is my favorite space, especially when flooded in light as it is on a day like today.

			“Daniel, what did Wilkins say?” I ask, surprising him as I burst into the room.

			“Evie, what -” he stammers, startled before a grin cracks his features. “Why am I surprised? Are you hungry?” Daniel gestures at the generous spread in front of him.

			“I could do with a nibble,” I confess and take Daniel’s dessert fork, tucking into a dish of potato salad.

			“You barbarian,” he says with a laugh. “What would Agnes say?”

			“I think we may all underestimate my auntie. She just helped me gain access to the Devlin house, and she enjoyed it, too. But first tell me about your day. Did you see Wilkins? Is he coping?”

			Daniel takes a deep breath and sets down his knife and fork. “I did and he is, at least I hope so. The prison looks bleak, I must say. They still have not agreed to set bail for him. Mr. Bowen has found a criminal lawyer for Wilkins to provide counsel and defense, but I can’t be sure it will achieve much.”

			“Did you mention his past to him?” Even this morning, Daniel still wavered whether to say anything or not.

			“I did.” Daniel rests his elbows on the table and folds his hands. “When I arrived at the prison, this dank building in Brixton, I thought if asking about his past could lead to possibly learning something which could free him, I had to do it, regardless of causing a few moment’s embarrassment. He didn’t deny anything Mrs. Kline said, though he insisted his upbringing had nothing to do with the crime itself, which is believable. Why should it, after all? And yet I still believe there was something he kept from me. I pushed, but there was a line he would not cross. I wonder whether he is protecting his sister?” Daniel suggests, though his words lack conviction.

			I shake my head. “If she killed him, she did not do it alone. According to Wilkins, Terry was a tall man, powerfully built, he even did a spot of boxing in his youth. Maisie West is a fragile looking woman. A stiff breeze would blow her over. I cannot imagine a situation in which she overwhelmed her husband and strangled him without him fighting her off. She would have been black and blue, but I didn’t notice a bruise on her, and she was wearing a blouse with short sleeves.”

			“I didn’t pay attention,” Daniel admits.

			“Quite all right, I am the detective, after all. My point is if Wilkins is protecting his sister, I think he knows who helped her.”

			“Unless he did it himself?” Daniel raises an eyebrow.

			“That is not what I meant. I thought we were certain of his innocence? Has your visit with him altered your opinion?”

			Daniel rests his chin on his steepled hands. “No. I admit I wondered for a moment, but in the end, I still trust in his innocence. The way he spoke, he seemed startled by everything that happened, startled to find himself in this predicament. Wilkins is a clever man, but not an actor. He does not understand what is happening, because he had nothing to do with it. And my conviction that he would not have left her husband’s dead body for his sister to find still holds. He asked after her several times, I am certain he is devoted. She is the only family he has left in the world.”

			“Which could explain his motive for doing away with the source of her greatest suffering,” I explain, hurrying to add, “Of course, I share your opinion of his innocence, I am simply speculating how the case will be presented.” Privately, though, I must admit to myself that a detective should not allow her judgement to be clouded by her affinity for a person. I know Wilkins only as a good man, but Mrs. Kline showed me there is much I never knew about him at all. I understand why he stole, but I feel protective of Daniel and his good nature and secretly hold this point against his butler, whether he is innocent or not. The same goes for Percy Devlin. He may have once been a friend to me, and I like him still, yet who was he in the many years we were apart? All that time and the experiences between our childhood and adulthood must have left an imprint on him, as they have on me. The murder cases I stumbled upon in recent years have taught me one valuable lesson at the very least, we can never be entirely certain of anyone. That being said, there are a handful of people whose motives I trust so entirely, I would help them bury the body if called upon. Daniel and Briony are at the top of that list.

			“I asked him about Mr. Hogan, the creditor. Wilkins claims the man had no reason to harm Terry because he paid off his debt in full the last time he saw him. Must have been last week, when he was behaving so anxiously.”

			“He did not tell you how he paid off the debt?” I ask, thinking of Mrs. Kline’s account of the pilfered silver.

			“No, but he did not look me in the eye.” Daniel leans back in his chair and folds his arms across his chest. A ray of sunlight filtering through the glass walls brings out streaks of amber in his dark hair. “I don’t give a fig about some silver candlesticks or ladles, but he should have asked me for a loan. I would not even have asked why he needed it.”

			“I know.” I reach out to stroke his shoulder. “He has suffered a great many hardships in his life, and I daresay been disappointed by more than a few people he thought he could trust. Maybe he was afraid or ashamed. I believe him when he told Mrs. Kline he wanted to get the silver he stole back in due time.”

			“It would be useful to speak to this Mr. Hogan. If neither West nor Wilkins owe him anything, he may not be as much of a concern.”

			“You will most certainly not talk to this man alone!” I exclaim.

			“I will most certainly not take you along!” he counters, narrowing his eyes at me.

			“Well, take Hugh, then. He is a clever chap. If you get in trouble, he may get you out.”

			“Oh, thank you very much for trusting in my abilities,” he says, rolling his eyes, softening the sting of his comment.

			“You should be flattered I do not think you capable of dealing with a crook. It speaks to your character.”

			“My innocence?”

			“Quite.”

			“I suppose I can live with being an innocent fool in your eyes, as long as you have an attraction to such people.”

			“Well, a select few,” I say with a smile.

			“I should get to the office soon. Can you tell me about your visit to the Devlins in the evening?”

			“No hurry,” I say, standing. “I have to get to the flat to hear if Hugh has learned anything about Miss Leonard. And later I must think of something to get Iona for her birthday. In situations like these, I wish she were the sort of girl thrilled to bits by a new dress or shoes, but I will have to be cleverer than that.”

			“Ah, yes, it’s on Saturday,” Daniel observes, getting to his feet as well. “Will I meet your inspector at the party?”

			“If you are referring to Inspector Stanton, I must inform you he is not my inspector. However, it is likely he will make an appearance.” I hesitate, thinking of the invitation I extended to Stanton when we last met. Gathering my courage, I add, “You will have a chance to better acquaint yourselves when he comes to dinner on Sunday, too. Must dash now. Ta-ta!” I make to go, but Daniel stops me. When I look up at his face, though, I am relieved to see a smile.

			“Evie,” he says, then laughs. “Does Inspector Stanton have any favorite dishes? Can’t be serving jellied eel and have him think less of me.”

			I wrap my arms around his neck and whisper, “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			On my way to the flat, I pop into my favorite little book shop, Prescott’s, on Pall Mall and ask the proprietor, the aptly named Mr. Prescott, for a copy of Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë. Tucked inside, Iona will find two train tickets to Yorkshire, where we shall explore the moors and Haworth, the home of her favorite authors. It is not a pony, but the best I can think of for my little bookworm.

			When I enter my flat, a sudden silence envelops me, so different from the constant symphony of city sounds outside. No, not quite silence. A sound is coming from the kitchen. At first, I do not recognize it, but then understanding dawns. Someone crying. Since no one but myself and Maeve are in the flat and my eyes are dry, I conclude my maid is in distress. Quietly, I near the kitchen. The door is open, and it is clear she has not heard me enter, for she sits at the table, her face buried in her hands. Hesitating on the threshold, I know she has not seen me. Should I burst forth, try to comfort, try to learn what upsets her? Or beat a hushed retreat? Maeve, I have learned, is not the sort to seek confidence easily, so I opt for the latter. Quietly, retracing my steps, I return to my office, closing the door with the faintest click of the lock.

			I settle into the chair behind my desk, kick off my sandals, feeling the smooth, cool wood beneath my feet. Poor Maeve, I wonder what has distressed her so. I noticed her melancholy disposition from the start. I assigned loneliness as the source of this affliction, but perhaps that is too simple. In truth, I hardly know anything about the girl. She is Irish, perhaps twenty years old, seems to have no family to speak of. She had Sunday off and will again this week. Where does she like to go? Does she know anyone else in the city? Is there, perhaps, a man involved? Maybe someone she had to leave behind in Ireland? I do not think she even told me which city she comes from. I simply assumed it was Dublin, but goodness knows. I have to marvel how easily I, who calls herself a detective, was swayed to give this stranger a position, without inquiring more into her past. It was not lack of curiosity that prevented any deeper inquisition, instead a sense of righteousness on my part, that I am so liberal minded as to take on a veritable stranger without any qualifications. Yes, I note with a hint of dismay, it was charity, really, done as much to give myself a sense of satisfaction as to help the woman in her situation. Was I a fool? If so, a well-intentioned one, at the very least. Is that the same reason I am so eager to help Mrs. West and Wilkins? Out of some sense of superiority, a power deriving from a lifetime of privilege I can hardly recognize it anymore?

			Leaning back, I take a slow breath, holding it until my lungs burn. If my intention is to help, what harm is there in finding satisfaction in the result? I cannot change who I am and how I was raised, cannot undo the life of privilege I enjoy, nor do I want to, if I am honest. But I do want others to share in it. I feel regret that not everyone is able to live the same way, never to waver about calling a doctor for fear of being unable to pay for treatment; not to worry about scraping clean every plate, because of the uncertainty where the next meal will come from. Helping Maeve by giving her this position or Hugh after we first met, or even Wilkins and his sister are not acts of charity to soothe my conscience. They are the right decisions, and I must push aside distracting anxieties telling me otherwise.

			I sit up and pull out the notes on both cases, adding to them what I learned today. There is so much we still do not know. It all begins and ends with the people involved. What it comes down is understanding who they are, how they think and why they act the way they do. Oh, but what a list of people we have! One might despair . . .

			Just as I try to emulate the famous Dr. Freud in analyzing each person involved, I hear the front door, hushed voices and muffled movement. A moment later, Hugh pokes his head into the room.

			“Hello,” he says with his typical crooked smile. “Maeve was not certain whether you were home.”

			“Just got back a short while ago. I wanted to see Daniel, learn how his meeting with Wilkins went.” Hugh nods and enters the room, closing the door quietly.

			“I take it he has not been released.”

			“No, and Daniel did not find out much of use at this point.” I give a helpless shrug, adding in a pleading voice, “Please tell me, you have learned something worthwhile.” Fortunately, his expression indicates the answer is yes, even before he has opened his mouth. I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table in anticipation.

			“Finding out where Esme Leonard performs was easy enough. I went to the theater claiming to be a safety inspector. I rattled off something about needing to examine the electrical fixtures of the building, and a chap who works there, Owens was the name, led me around. Luckily, he seemed to know about as much as I do about electrics – next to nothing – so he did not guess I was acting myself. These theater people are chatty folk, another stroke of luck, and he was happy to talk while I worked. Turns out young Owens is keen on the role of Roderigo. Haven’t a clue who that is in the play, but I nodded along.”

			“He is a wealthy Venetian, terribly in love with Desdemona.”

			“Ah, played by our Miss Leonard. Well, that seems about right, I think the infatuation translates to reality. From what I gather, much of the male cast consider themselves in love with Miss Leonard.”

			“I can imagine her having that effect. She has already turned the heads of two men we know of, after all,” I observe.

			“In any case, he was happy to talk about her. Said she was always so kind and so charming, though the way he described it, she sounded like rather a calculating lass, smiling and sweet when she wishes something done for her, batting her eyelashes at those who can help.”

			“Perhaps that is all she ever learned. She comes from poorer circumstances, and her beauty and acting skill may have brought her this far. She won’t see a reason not to use the best weapons at her disposal,” I say in defense of the actress. While I am suspicious of her connection to Devlin, I did not have an unpleasant impression of her when we met and respect a woman who takes her future into her hands, even if it means she must sometimes be a little wily. As long as that hint of cunning is not criminal, I cannot fault her. Women may have many more advantages now than during Agnes’ youth a few decades past, but they are still viewed beneath a man in birth, employment, society and often, sadly, even in marriage.

			“I do not fault her,” Hugh agrees, “I have certainly had to use guile on a few occasions to suit my purposes. However – and this struck me – Owens seemed to be unaware of the connection between Miss Leonard and Johnny Harper. I asked him whether she had a suitor, but he said she did not. I had the impression she made him believe he had a chance. Poor chap.”

			“That doesn’t mean anything. She may simply prefer to keep her private life private. She is, after all, on the way to becoming a bit of a star of the stage and beauty and talent always attract attention, unwanted or not.”

			“You cannot deny claiming she is unattached will help her gain the upper hand, if men are vying for her attention. They may sour toward her, should they learn she is stepping out with Johnny Harper.”

			“All right, I suppose that is so. But apart from her slight deviousness, what have you learned?”

			“Patience, Evelyn,” Hugh reminds me. “After a while, Owens was called away for something or other and left me alone in the area of the changing rooms. When I turned around, there was a woman in the doorway. A bit older, smoking. Clearly, she had listened to us and told me as much. She said something like, ‘I heard you asking that dunce about Esther?’ She looked quite pleased with herself, taking in my confusion, and went on to say, ‘Oh, didn’t you know, our dear Esme Leonard’ – she said the name with such derision, my ears pricked – ‘our dear Esme Leonard is no one more than Esther Ladd from Croydon’.”

			“She has a stage name, nothing shocking about that.”

			“No, but if she is lying about her past, her identity, we have to question her general relationship with the truth. Besides, that isn’t all. This woman, Miss Darling she called herself – a false name if ever I heard one – is aware of Johnny Harper, as well as other men. When I asked her what she was insinuating, she told me Esme Leonard has been engaged three times already!”

			“Never married?”

			“No,” Hugh shakes his head, his expression a blend of bewilderment and amusement. “Apparently, she is the one to end it every time. Miss Darling did not know much more, and I believed her. It was obvious she envies Miss Leonard’s position in the theater and would have spared no word of scorn if she had any more to give.”

			“Goodness, and I was hoping she might be in love with Johnny. Now he will most certainly have to be told.”

			“At least, if you save him from a bad marriage, Dominic will feel indebted and go easier on Daniel. Work has not been a source of pleasure for him lately.”

			“No, I think not,” I agree, wondering how to tell Johnny that he is likely being fooled. Surely his family has done so already to no avail. Why should he believe my reasoning is any more trustworthy than theirs? And there is still the chance Miss Leonard really does care for him. People can change if they meet someone who inspires it.

			“This also means she could have an even more significant motive for wanting to harm Devlin. Maybe he learned about her multiple lovers as well and disparaged her, threatening to expose her, even at risk of his own reputation, doubtful though it may sound.”

			“I wonder who would suffer the greater damage in such a reckoning. Miss Leonard is an actress, exotic in a way. People do not expect her to behave as others in society do. Devlin had more to lose should the truth emerge. Considering this, I cannot find a plausible reason for her to have committed the crime.”

			“True enough. If we find a plausible motive, we can probably find the culprit. It seems to me that in the outside world, Devlin was generally respected. People thought of him as a hard man, may not have liked him, nevertheless, by all appearances he was a fair employer, a decent businessman.”

			“But not a decent husband and father,” I observe, and tell Hugh of my visit with Agnes to the Devlin house and our conversation with the widow and her mother.

			“More or less what you expected. You said there was a tense feeling even at the garden party. You still believe neither of the women is guilty?”

			“I cannot imagine Mrs. Devlin pulling the trigger, while she undoubtedly has the best motive. Percy hinted that Devlin could get quite rough at times and I noticed a bruise on her the day of the murder. I think Percy feels guilty he stayed away so long and left her alone with him. That was why he wanted me to prove Devlin’s infidelity, force his mother to leave his father.”

			“And the mother, Mrs. Grant?”

			“She is made of hardier stuff than her daughter, I believe, and very protective, however not in the best health, uses a cane. Of course, she could have squeezed a trigger, but would she have left Devlin there for her daughter to find? I am inclined to discount her for the same reason as Percy. Both are trying to protect Mrs. Devlin and, in that sense, murdering her husband, leaving him with a gunshot wound to the head, would be cruel indeed. She clearly cared for him, strange as it sounds, and his death has taken away whatever purpose that marriage provided. You should have seen her,” I say, recalling the pale figure, who barely uttered a word. “If she killed him, I would consider her a far superior actress to our Miss Leonard.”

			“Which brings us full circle, doesn’t it? I suppose Devlin could have had a penchant for actresses,” Hugh observes, smiling. No, the likelihood that Mrs. Devlin playacted her reaction when we found the body of her husband is low. Then again, my intuition has been wrong before.

			I sigh and add, “I don’t think we are any closer to the truth. It is one puzzle piece after another, and the complete image is as vague as ever.”

			“Early days,” Hugh soothes. “Our task requires patience.”

			“It does,” I agree, though the acknowledgement does not comfort me. Much as I want to solve the Devlin case, I am more concerned about Wilkins wiling away in prison, the authorities having made up their minds without considering other possibilities.

			“You know the policeman on the case, don’t you?” Hugh observes, trying not to show that he is well aware of the answer already. Daniel must have told him Stanton is in town. I am not sure how I feel about it, though it is hardly a secret. Still, if the two of them discussed Stanton, it leads me to assume they were speaking of me as well. I do not like the thought of Daniel and Hugh discussing me, though in truth I do the same with Briony . . .

			“Yes, but he has not been keen on sharing much information. He is new to the city and eager to prove himself.” When Hugh doesn’t respond, I fill the silence and continue, “We are having him over for dinner this Sunday, you should come.” I hear a note of shrillness in my voice and realize Hugh does, too. He notices just about every nuance. And still I barge on. “I will ask Briony to come as well, and maybe Jeffery will spare the few hours and join her.”

			“All right, thank you, maybe I will,” Hugh replies, and I can as much as see the cogs turning in his mind. However, what they are churning out is beyond my scrutiny. Frustrating fellow!

			“Right, well, what do you have planned for the rest of the day? Are you still working on Harold’s house?”

			“No, I told him I couldn’t anymore, and he seemed to understand. Besides, I can easily be replaced.” I know he is referring to more than the job of painting Harold’s house. Since the war ended, Hugh has spent most of his time emulating a ghost. No one missed him, no one even knew of his existence for years. His mind was focused on one task only, to take revenge for a crime that happened during the war, an aim Daniel and I were able to put an end to. There is much I still do not know about my friend, but what he has told me over the span of our acquaintance has brought me to the conclusion that he was never valued, not as a child with a gruff father, not during the war, where he felt like an ant in an ant hill, one of endless numbers and a mere statistic himself. After that terrible time ended, he had no home to return to, no existence he might have built in those short years between adolescence and adulthood. He worked odd jobs in France to keep afloat, bouncing from one tiny rented room to another, never growing roots, never making friends. It is no wonder his conviction of being replaceable is so intrinsic, so difficult to shake, even with the assurance he can feel secure in the friendship with Daniel and me. I want to tell him as much, to say he was never replaceable, certainty not to those who care for him, want to say he is still young, can still have a family, find a wife, children, fulfillment. Yet when I watch him from across the table, fidgeting as he so often does, I realize speaking any of those words aloud would only make his insecurity more acute. So I simply smile and shake my head.

			“Will you go to Devlin’s factory in Leamouth?” I ask, thinking it best to focus on the task at hand, to give Hugh’s work value that he can mentally transfer it to his own person.

			“Will do.” He glances down at his hands, relieved, I gather, that I did not say what was so clearly on my mind.

			“Perhaps you will learn something you did not at the office in the city.”

			“Do you think it wise to say that I am employed by Percy Devlin to investigate his father’s death? I am concerned it will prevent people from being candid. They do not know he thought so little of Anthony, and may worry I will report them as gossips, maligning the dead man’s name.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that,” I admit.

			“I have another idea. What if I tried to secure myself a job at the factory? Daniel could provide me with a reference.” Hugh sits up, excited now, the tips of his fingers resting on the surface of the table. “If I could learn about the way the place works, I might also learn something about the man who owned it.”

			I take a breath, using the moment to ponder his proposal. There is truth to his words, and yet I am not entirely satisfied with the prospect of having him so entirely out of my sight. I have to remind myself that Hugh is a grown man and will likely follow his plans even without my agreement.

			“If you are careful, I think you are right. It could be valuable. But I insist you stay in regular contact, if we cannot keep our daily council.”

			“Leamouth isn’t out of the world,” Hugh reminds me, his mouth tugging into a crooked grin.

			After Hugh has gone to his lodgings to pack up a few things and take the train to Leamouth, I decide not to sit idly around, drawing swirls in my notebook.

			Contemplating going to Holland Park to see Elizabeth Harper to tell her that her son may be in trouble, I decide it is only fair to speak to the troublemaker herself first. Whatever her past, she deserves to have a say in her future and I will not condemn her just yet.

			At this hour, Miss Leonard must be on her way to the theater. The night’s performance will only begin in four hours, but from what she told at the garden party, I gather she spends much of her time there. Johnny might be with her, too, judging by the puppy-dog devotion he displayed. Hesitating a moment, I nonetheless move to put on my shoes and grab my hat. I want to speak to her now, and if Johnny should be there, it may be for the best.

			By the time I arrive in the West End, I have rehearsed my questions in such a multitude of ways, I can hardly remember what I finally settled on. The front door of the theater is closed. A chap sweeping the pavement, cigarette clamped into the corner of his mouth, tells me to try the back. Indeed, just as I arrive behind the building in a humid alley, I see a woman entering and call out for her to wait for me. Dispassionately, she does so, regarding me head to toe with little sign of her judgement. When I ask her where to find Miss Leonard, she points me in the direction of her dressing room without even asking my intention. Anyone might walk in and pester the diva!

			The corridor is empty. A faint hum of scratchy record music hangs in the air, occasionally punctuated by the sound of laughter. Esme Leonard’s dressing room is easy to find, for her name is written on a small chalkboard attached to the door. The sight reminds me of Hugh’s sense of being replaceable. How easily could her name be wiped away and another written in its place. That is the way of her profession, I suppose, but it is disheartening nonetheless. I knock twice and hear movement behind the thin wooden door before it swings open, revealing Miss Leonard peering up at me. I did not realize at the party how small she is. Not that size has anything to do with one’s ability to pull a trigger. I had friends when I was a child back in Kent, who were taught to shoot before they knew how to read!

			“Miss Leonard, do you remember me? My name is Evelyn Carlisle, we met at the Harpers’ party,” I offer a smile, hoping to erase the hint of suspicion clouding her features.

			“Oh, yes, of course,” she says, mirroring my smile, yet the guarded look does not fade from her eyes.

			“I hope I am not disturbing you. There was a matter of some urgency I wanted to bring to you.” I take a small step forward, and though I can tell she would prefer not to, she opens the door wider and allows me entry into her domain. Only when the door closes behind us, do I wonder for a fraction of a moment whether I have been foolish and should fear her. I push the worry aside. If worse comes to worst, I am a good six inches taller and could probably overwhelm her. Not if she has a tidy little Beretta tucked into the pocket of her robe, a nagging voice warns, but the louder one tells me, In for a penny, in for a pound.

			“Please, sit,” Esme Leonard invites me, gesturing at a hard-backed chair, one of two in the room. The other stands in front of a small vanity with a milky mirror in its center. Debris of cosmetic items, a creased copy of Othello and a vase with a wilting bouquet of daisies, a puddle of fallen petals take up every inch of space on the table. I wonder if, as Briony and I did as children, she plucked the flowers’ heads in the hope of learning whether Johnny truly loves her, or whether she loves him? There is no window, and the narrow space is lit by a bare electric lamp. She has tried to make the room a fraction more hospitable with a poster of the Eiffel tower tacked to one wall. I am surprised to see how very far from glamorous this view of her life is, and it softens the part of me that wanted to condemn her for her behavior with Devlin, Johnny and any other suitors. Seeing her here in the close quarters of her chosen career, no cosmetics expertly applied to her face and lips, she looks older, still beautiful but more tired, too. When I first met her, I guessed her to be Johnny’s age, twenty-four. I now wonder whether she is not, perhaps, closer to Daniel’s, six years his cousin’s senior. I feel sad for her just then, clearly tired, clearly ill-at-ease, showing me a glimpse of her life. I must remind myself that I came here with a purpose and straighten my spine, not a difficult task on the rigid chair.

			“Miss Leonard -”

			“Do call me Esme,” she interjects, smiling.

			“Esme, thank you for speaking to me. The truth is, I am investigating the death of Mr. Devlin, who, as you know, was murdered some days ago in his home.”

			“Are you with the police?” she asks, confusion clouding her features, her perfectly arched brows knitting together.

			“No,” I shake my head. “I am a detective. Percy Devlin has hired my partner and me to help clear his name.”

			“I see,” she says nodding. “That must a rather exciting profession.”

			“Can you believe you are the first to say so?” I observe, for her tone was not mocking, as others have been when confronted with this fact. “Most people think I am a silly girl playing snoop.” Laughing, I add, “Maybe I am a little of that, too.” Esme Leonard joins in my laughter.

			When it subsides, she says, her eyes on mine, “You must learn many interesting things about people.”

			“I do.” At that moment, I recognize the conversation can go one of two ways, and she knows it, too, I can read it in her expression. She realizes why I have come, or at least one of the reasons, and is wondering how good her acting skills really are. She could deny the truth, or she could simply be honest and see where it takes her. Neither option excludes her from guilt, but the latter would make it less likely. Fortunately, it is this path she chooses.

			“I suppose it was a matter of time before someone asked about Anthony. Better you than the police, though I suppose you’ll have to tell them?”

			Nodding, I fail to admit that I already have, and am relieved Stanton did not arrive here before I did. He probably will be none too happy I came prior to him, but he may also be less likely to gain her trust or at the very least her cooperation.

			Esme sits down and crosses her legs, regarding me from under long lashes.

			“I didn’t do it, kill Anthony, I mean. I hoped no one would find out about us. It was over before it began, lasted only a few months,” she says with a shrug of her shoulders. “How did you find out?”

			“Someone overheard him talking to you at the party, saying you moved on quickly. She said he seemed annoyed, and I could guess the rest.”

			“He was annoyed, and he was drunk, or well on his way. He got cruel when he drank more often than not. At work, everyone seemed to think he was a sober, controlled man, but he was unhappy, too.” Esme sighs, and looks down at her hands for a moment, gathering herself before meeting my gaze. “He wasn’t that bad. It seems wrong, me being his mistress and it looks dubious having such a wealthy, older man as my beau, I realize that. At first, he was truly good to me. He treated me well, gave me gifts. He said his wife was cold and made him miserable, his son a disappointment and I was the only one who could make him happy.”

			“What happened to change him?” I ask, watching her carefully for any signs of duplicity. Then again, she is an actress and a rather good one from what I hear. How would I know if she truly is being honest? Yet her manner is forthcoming, and even what she has told me sounds reasonable and in accordance with my own predictions. Maybe she thinks by telling me the truth she can avoid further trouble, that I can somehow prevent the scandal from reaching the press, since I am a friend of the deceased’s son.

			“He started to call on me uninvited. One day a friend of mine from the theater, the chap playing Iago, had come by to drop off a copy of the play, which I had forgotten here, and they ran into each other. Anthony was furious and accused me of being . . . of being a whore.” She presses her lips into a tight line, and I wonder whether her reaction is genuine or an affectation. Finally, I settle on the former. I can believe Devlin would have spoken in such a way to her, considering what I heard about the treatment of his wife and son. Why should the illusion last with his mistress?

			“It was a ludicrous accusation. Peter – the actor – and I are friends, nothing more, nothing at all. Besides, I live with two other women and we never have men over. I always met Anthony in a nearby hotel. He came to the flat that day, carrying a bunch of flowers. When he confronted me about Peter, he threw them out of the window. After that, I told him to leave, I didn’t want to see him anymore.”

			“Did it end there?”

			She shakes her head, a curl falling into her face. Brushing it aside, she says, “He came to the theater every night that week, pleading with me to change my mind. After a while, he turned nasty and accused me of using him.” Esme shakes her head. “Maybe I did, but no more than he used me.”

			I think she has the measure of the situation quite right, though it will be her who is painted the harlot, if the story is ever written.

			“Did he ever speak to you about Percy or his marriage, apart from saying they were making him miserable?” I ask, trying to focus on the business at hand, not getting caught up in my sympathy for her.

			“Not much. His wife brought a lot of the money into their marriage, which still bothers him – bothered, I mean. His business was floundering, and her capital helped him build it up to what it is today. Sometimes I got the sense he felt beholden to her.”

			“You think she held it over his head?” I struggle to imagine the fragile and reserved woman exuding any air of threat, especially not towards a man as formidable as Anthony Devlin.

			“I don’t think she did, but her mother disliked him. One time he said she treated him like the dirt under her shoe.”

			“What did you make of that?”

			Esme shrugs, draping one arm over the back of her chair in a languid movement.

			“This happened toward the end of our affair. I couldn’t blame the woman for carrying some resentment. Anthony was being unfaithful to her daughter, after all, whether they knew of it or not. You won’t believe this, but I felt guilty sometimes. When I met her at the Harpers’ party, even though I am with Johnny now, I saw how she looked, how he loomed over her. I felt such pity and such relief to be rid of him.”

			“He didn’t feel the same, though. Clearly, he was resentful about your new attachment,” I maneuver the conversation towards the subject of her multiple engagements.

			“He was not happy with me, but I never made him any promises. Heaven knows he never made any to me, certainly none worth remembering.”

			“Did he threaten to expose you?” If my blunt question surprises her, Esme Leonard is too seasoned an actress to show it.

			“He did not. I suppose your next question is whether I killed him. Again, the answer is no. Apart from the horror of it, what reason would I have? I am happy with Johnny, and Anthony would never have said anything, because it meant exposing his part in the story. He was too proud to admit he had fallen for a common little actress.” She sneers the words, and I understand she is repeating them as they were hurled at her by Devlin. For a moment I wonder whether she is being honest. She clearly disliked him, at least towards the end. However, dislike and murder are two very different entities. It also begs the question of how she entered the house without notice, and whether the staff would truly keep quiet to protect their mistress’ feelings, if the murder of their master could be so easily found out. I will leave the task of doubting Esme Leonard to Stanton, for if she recognizes doubt in my face, she will surely close that pretty mouth of hers very quickly indeed.

			“And Percy?”

			“I felt sorry for him, too. Nice chap. Johnny likes him, though I gather they have not been close for years. Anthony saw him as a wastrel, and I venture to guess he thinks the same of Johnny. Men like Anthony can never understand why a woman would be drawn to someone entirely their opposite, not fueled by a need to show off, to prove all the time they are at the height of their masculinity.”

			“Johnny’s mother is a friend of mine, his father is my fiancé’s cousin. We are essentially family, so I must ask you, what are your intentions with him?” I do not go so far as to accuse her of using him, to remind her of the other men she promised herself to, but she recognizes my intention and stiffens before letting out a burst of laughter. The sound of her laughter, light, girlish, sets something loose in me and I join her, hardly knowing why, except that this situation is so absurd it is funny.

			“You think I am seducing the boy? Leading him astray?” Esme raises her eyebrows, shifting her position, her fingers motioning walking feet on the surface of the table. “No, that is not it, is it? Did his Mama send you? She certainly made it clear what she thought of me.”

			“Elizabeth hasn’t the slightest idea I am here.”

			“Hm . . .” Esme rests her hands in her lap and watches me for a few seconds before saying, “They think I am after his money. I wouldn’t be surprised if they hired a detective themselves to look into my past.”

			She is probably right, I have to admit, it sounds a likely prospect should she maintain her relationship with Johnny. That being so, I would not take on the role of investigator. I rather like Miss Esme Leonard, alias Esther Ladd. Unless she is a murderess, I think Johnny might be quite lucky in having earned her attention.

			“He is their only son and stands to inherit a great sum of money. You must realize people will hold that against you,” I say, not quite finished with the subject.

			“People?” she echoes meaningfully, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I will not insult you by lying and claiming Johnny’s fortune plays no part in my attraction to him, though it isn’t everything. He is a gentle man, a little naïve possibly, but that will change soon enough. I have never heard an unkind word from him, and trust me when I say, I appreciate the value of kindness more than the value of any jewels he might gift me.” Her expression, as she speaks, is earnest and though I have been skeptical of her throughout our exchange, suspecting she is putting on an act, I believe these words without question.

			“Does Johnny have to find out about Anthony?” she asks in a quiet voice, her eyes on mine, almost pleading for an assurance I cannot give.

			“I think he will learn of it one way or the other. This investigation is bound to throw old dust into the air. It is better if the truth comes from you. Johnny finding out is a matter of time, so I would tell him soon.”

			“But you won’t?”

			“I do not wish to spoil anyone’s happiness, but I am not the only person who knows. Tell him. If he is as good as you say, he will understand. It may take time, but he will come round.”

			Esme takes a slow breath, then nods.

			“Will you attend the funeral? It is on Friday.”

			“No, I have no place there,” she says, shaking her head.

			I agree with her, relieved. Mrs. Devlin should not be forced to cope with the presence of her deceased husband’s erstwhile mistress on the day they lower his casket into the ground.

			When I step back onto the street, my eyes are initially blinded by the sudden brightness after the dim of Esme Leonard’s dressing room. Once I have adjusted, I note that the meeting was not a waste of time. On the surface, it may appear that I learned little apart from what I already took to be true. However, I come away with two distinct thoughts at the forefront of my mind: I do not believe Esme Leonard killed Anthony Devlin and I wonder whether the financial arrangement at the beginning of the Devlin’s marriage is in any way related to his murder.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			I am half-way to the street where the Bentley is parked, when I see a police car rolling near. There is little point in pretending not to notice when the motor slows beside me, and Stanton’s head leans out of the window.

			“Fancy seeing you here, Lady Carlisle.” He addresses me formally for the benefit of the other policeman seated next to him.

			“Inspector Stanton,” I reply. I watch a look of indecision dance across his features, before he turns to his colleague and says, “Go on ahead and park the car. I will be with you in a few minutes.” He climbs out and ignores the curious look following him as he walks around the car to meet me on the pavement.

			“I hardly dare ask what you are doing in this neighborhood,” he says, disapproval lacing his voice, hands on his hips in a stance of frustration. “I would have thought it was obvious that I would speak with Miss Leonard first!”

			“It’s Miss Ladd, actually,” I reply primly, knowing he will take the bait.

			“What are you on about?”

			“Her name is Esther Ladd. If you stop glaring at me like that, I would be happy to share what I learned.” Stanton’s expression displays a battlefield of emotion, irritation warring with curiosity.

			“This had better not be a ploy,” he warns, though without much bluster.

			“Hardly,” I reply. “Do you really think your police methods will prove more effective than my feminine sympathy with a woman like Esme Leonard?” I almost add, you are not that handsome, dear inspector!

			“I am loath to admit you are probably right. Nonetheless, I can’t abandon my interview with her on that account.” He would look a fool in front of his colleagues, if he decided to listen to my interpretation of what she told me.

			“As ever, I am willing to share my information if you are. I will be in my flat until evening, so you can give me a ring when you are finished.” Though a hint of irritation is evident in Stanton’s demeanor at my suggestion, he merely shrugs before turning back towards the theater, where the black police car is now parked conspicuously as can be.

			I can’t help the small bounce in my step when I walk the rest of the way to the car, delighted to find myself ahead of the police. Besides, what I told Stanton holds true. I do not think he will have better luck with Miss Leonard – Esme. So, once again, our trade of facts will be an unbalanced one, but I must take what I can get.

			On my way home, I stop by Victoria Station and purchase two train tickets to Leeds, the city closest to the Brontë sisters’ home of Haworth. I hope Iona will be as pleased with her present as I am. I sometimes worry with three younger siblings, my eldest niece comes a bit short in the Farnham household, but she is certainly not one to complain. On her birthday - which we have to take as such, since the nuns at the orphanage were not entirely certain it was her true date of birth – she must be the star of the day! When I arrive at my building, my mind is half busy imagining us rambling through Yorkshire dales and half recounting Esme Leonard’s account. At first, I hardly notice someone calling my name. It takes another attempt for me to register it and turn around.

			“Oh, Dulcie, forgive me, I was lost in thought.”

			“I could tell,” says the other woman with a hint of a smile. “I hope you were lost in a lovely daydream. I do love a daydream.”

			“I was, in a way. I am taking my niece to Yorkshire. It is a surprise for her birthday.”

			“The lands of Heathcliff and Cathy,” she says knowingly.

			“Precisely. Not yet thirteen and even she can see the folly of their so-called love,” I observe, unable to hide my pride, though Iona comes by her nature by no merit of mine.

			“Not a romantic?” Dulcie raises an eyebrow.

			“Not yet. Give it time.” I smile, then remembering, add, “I was so happy to receive your invitation. My fiancé and I would be happy to visit you whenever it suits.”

			“You are a dear, but I am a woman of leisure, and you two are young upstarts with careers. You must dictate the time and date. Would you like to come in for a cup now? You can tell me all about your work.” While her expression remains open and friendly, I detect a twinge of desperation in her voice which makes me swallow my polite refusal and agree. She might be lonely, Dulcie Hazlett in her exotic flat with her dog and her butler. There was mention of a son, but she did not say where he lives, or if he visits often. I see no harm in telling her a bit about the cases. Since she knew Beatrice Grant and her husband, she may even have valuable input. Or so I convince myself, following her. From somewhere in the flat, her dog yaps excitedly and a moment later, launches himself into the hallway, dancing around his mistress’ feet.

			“Oh, do ignore him. It is the only way he will calm down. One day I think his excitability will give him a heart attack, poor thing. He is already thirteen! Yes, yes, I am home now. I was only taking a quick turn around the square. That is quite enough for me.”

			We settle into the large parlor, as previously. Despite having seen it before, my eyes cannot stop themselves from roving around the colorful and uniquely decorated space. There on the mantel I notice a photograph in a heavy gold frame, but before I can step closer to inspect the picture, Dulcie asks me to sit. I do not want to appear nosy, especially since I noticed her reticence to speak of herself on my last visit. If we are to be friends, I have to accept that about her. In time, she may feel more forthcoming. She does have a peculiar way of coaxing my own thoughts into the open, though. On my first visit, I rambled on about the detective agency and Daniel, while I learned very little of her, apart from the fact that she grew up in India and knew Beatrice Grant and her late husband, Brigadier Grant.

			“Have you made any progress in finding Anthony Devlin’s murderer?” Dulcie asks, once the butler has brought a tray of tea and disappeared again. She does not smile indulgently, as if listening to a child recount her day at the playground, but regards me with earnest curiosity, before bending forward to pour the tea. An aroma of spices floats in the air, and I inhale the warm scent.

			“A few new facts and details,” I share, weighing what to tell and what to keep private. I do not think that Percy or anyone in the Devlin family would appreciate a mention of Esme Leonard. I will only speak of what has already been printed in the papers. I am not fooled by Dulcie’s hospitality. She wants a little gossip. I hope, if I give her any, she is willing to share her knowledge of the family and their history. There must be something she knows that could help me gain a fuller picture of the Devlins and Mrs. Grant.

			“Try this,” Dulcie says, handing me a steaming cup. “It is called masala chai. I grew up drinking it. My amah prepared it for me every day in India. My cook now makes it with cardamom and a hint of rose water.”

			Obediently, I take a careful sip and the warm liquid – thicker than ordinary tea – floods my senses. It is hot, heavily spiced, but not overpowering. I taste cinnamon and a hint of ginger, muted by the flavor of milk.

			“Delicious,” I pronounce. Only now does Dulcie smile and take a sip herself.

			“Makes me think of my youth. Goodness that was long ago.”

			“Where in India did you live?” I ask, eager to learn more about her and also to stave off queries about the case. I take another sip, watching her carefully over the edge of my gold-rimmed cup. She looks down, hesitating, her hands wrapped around her own cup, gold rings studded with gemstones on several fingers, glittering in the low light.

			“I lived in a town in the mountains, Simla,” she finally says. “I was born there. My father was an aide to the Chief Commissioner of Punjab.” Her eyes are faraway, somewhere above my shoulder, across the continent and farther east in a land of spiced tea and glowing silks. I wish I could see what she does. Harold told me of his time in Bombay in great detail. However, he is far more talkative than my new neighbor, and by that measure, far less enigmatic.

			“Did you like it?” I ask, feeling foolish for the banality of my question. If she had not liked it, she would not have made her home a shrine to the country!

			“I did, though as with any country, there were problems. My husband and I left when our son was four. My husband was eager to come home. He had an easy time convincing me it would be better for my son to live in England. He had been a sickly child. In hindsight, I wonder why I let him sway me. I certainly lived well enough, and I was born and raised in the hills of Simla.”

			“Have you been back since?”

			“I have not. Somehow or other, the time never seemed right. Certainly, my husband did not want to go back, and when I was still young enough to go alone it was not the done thing for a woman to travel on their own. I did not wish to hire a companion. Now I am seventy-two, if you can believe it.” She smiles and gives me a wink, though the gesture rings hollow, a tear glistening in the corner of her eyes. “I may never see it again.”

			It is clear how dear she holds the place of her birth. I feel sad she has not returned in so long. She may not ever return at all. I want to ask more, to hear her stories, to listen to anecdotes of tigers and elephants of customs and traditions and spicy food, but a weary look has overcome my new friend’s face. So I bite my tongue, telling her instead of the Devlin case, of Stanton and my worry that my fiancé will never understand our friendship, nor approve of it.

			“My husband never approved of a thing I did,” says Dulcie. She has lifted her chin as she speaks, yet I cannot imagine her marriage was a happy one with a man who perpetually censured her and who took her from a place she loved, leaving her alone in a city that values its traditions, its Britishness too much to fully accept one who does not fit the mold.

			“Well, I will make him change his mind. I have no patience for jealousies, particularly if they are unfounded,” I insist, earning an appreciative nod.

			“Quite right,” she agrees.

			“I have organized a little dinner on Sunday, so I shall report back – if I make it through!”

			“Do, my dear. At the moment, the only scandal and gossip I get is from the society pages of the papers – and that is dry fare, indeed!”

			“Would you like to join us on Sunday, you are more than welcome,” I offer. “You could see and hear for yourself.”

			“Oh, no, but thank you. I will eagerly await your report.” I accept her decision without trying further to alter it. Dulcie seems to me the sort of person who, once her mind is made up, will not be swayed. Since the faint shadow of weariness from earlier has not left her face, I feel I have taxed her too long and make my excuse to leave.

			At the door, I turn to ask, “When will I have the chance to meet your son? Does he live in London?”

			“Oh, he is very busy. He is away now,” she says, a tremulous smile on her lips. Again, I do not ask any more. There is something about Dulcie Hazlett which tells me she can be quite formidable, and yet I come away with a perception of fragility that has little to do with her age.

			Back in the flat, I distract myself from wondering about my neighbor by writing down everything I learned today. If I can exclude Esme from the list of likely suspects, who remains in the Devlin case? Tapping the end of my pencil against my bottom lip, my eyes drift across the copious notes Hugh and I have amassed since beginning our investigation. His handwriting is so appalling, I have taken it upon myself to rewrite what I could decipher in my legible schoolgirl script. Still, I cannot come to any conclusions. The household staff seem suspicious. If they are not protecting their mistress or her mother, are they protecting her son? It is difficult to judge. And if so, I return to an older question: Why would Percy call more attention to the crime than he had to by hiring Hugh and me? It is possible he thinks I am a bumbling fool and would never arrive at the truth, but he does not know Hugh. Besides, if he remembers me at all, he must be aware that I am like a dog with a bone, if I think I have something to prove, and I certainly do. We could hardly have chosen a more prominent mystery for our first real case! Following my logic thus, Percy should not be a suspect. However, I cannot help feeling he is keeping something from me, which compels me to leave his name on the list.

			After some time, the words on the pages swim before my eyes and try as I might I cannot focus on them any longer. I am not made for office work. Sighing, I sink back into my chair, letting my eyes wander about the room. The flat has a floor plan similar to that of Dulcie’s and yet comparing interiors, one might think one is in a different world entirely. Where her floor is piled in carpets, one more intricate than the other, mine is bare, exposed wood apart from the carpet beneath my desk, a Persian in a mute pattern of blues and grays. Where her walls scream out in vibrant colors, mine are pale, almost unadorned save for a few framed sketches and the painting of a lone sailboat drifting across the sea above the mantel. It seems so tame in comparison, and when I think of a home telling something of the owner, this would give a very plain impression indeed. Yet Dulcie’s flat, too, is misleading. She is not entirely color and light, not all clashing patterns and bold vivacity. For all the magenta and glowing peach, there ought to be a room in a somber navy, with gray carpets and drawn curtains. There is something in Dulcie Hazlett so contrary to the bright image she wishes to project by her surroundings. Perhaps one day I will learn her story; perhaps not. I call myself a detective, yes, but I must allow people their privacy, their secrets, too – unless they are involved in a murder investigation, naturally. Nonetheless, something about my upstairs neighbor makes me feel a strange sort of kinship, despite our superficial differences. She may make light of her unhappy marriage or the homesickness she feels for a place she has not visited in three decades, yet I recognize a deeper melancholy when I am in her presence and it was there between us today in her brightly colored room, with all its exotic charm. I did not notice a maid in the flat on either occasion I have been there. Perhaps it is just her and Mr. Singh? What is his story, I wonder? His English is flawless. He must have been with Dulcie the whole time she has lived in England. Maybe this country was as foreign to her as it was to him when they came here? It is hard for me to precisely guess his age, for his skin is still smooth, though his brows are gray. I would guess he is barely Aunt Agnes’ senior, younger than Dulcie herself. Significantly younger! Agnes would have me know, I muse and smile at the thought. I wonder what she would make of Dulcie and Mr. Singh. Agnes has changed in recent years, becoming slightly softer, slightly more accepting. Maybe she would still tilt her nose up at people like them, people with rather different stories and a worldview based on such different experiences. Or she might not. She could think of Harold and his affection for the country Dulcie, too, seems to love; she could notice the thread of melancholy running through the older woman and respond with tenderness instead of condescension. Despite having lived here for many years, Dulcie is undeniably lonely. Perhaps meeting Agnes would do her good. I should host my own little tea and bring them all together. The thought and the sound of china breaking on kitchen tiles down the hallway jolt me to a more present dilemma: Maeve. I get out of my chair and hurry to the door. When I reach the kitchen, Maeve is already on her knees, brushing the remnants of a mixing bowl into a dustpan. She looks up when she notices me in the doorway.

			“Everything all right?” I ask, feeling stupid, watching her on the ground. “You did not hurt yourself, did you?”

			“No,” she shakes her head, straightening a little, but as I distract her, she accidentally places her hand onto a vicious looking shard and gives a little yelp.

			“Oh dear!” I exclaim, rushing forward. “Let me help.” She is biting her bottom lip as I remove the shard as gently as I can, then dampen a clean cloth and wrap it perfunctorily around her injured hand, while rooting about for a proper bandage.

			“In the drawer to the right,” Maeve tells me. When I find it and turn to administer the dressing, I see tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. She tries to blink them away.

			“There,” I say, carefully applying the bandage, not looking at her face, allowing her to regain her composure. I would not mind comforting her, she does look so young just now, but I sense Maeve is the sort of person who does not like to appear weak. I suspect breaking down in front of her new employer would qualify as such in her book. Nonetheless, it makes me remember the weeping I overheard earlier. I decide ignoring her unhappiness any longer is not an option. “Are you settling in?” I ask gently, making a cup of tea. It may be easier for her to speak honestly, if I am bustling about a little, instead of staring at her across the table.

			“Yes, it is very nice here,” she replies unconvincingly.

			I pour scalding water over the tea leaves and open the biscuit tin, setting it onto the table – the extent of my culinary ability, if it can even qualify as such.

			“You must miss home,” I say. Setting a cup of steaming tea in front of Maeve, I push the small bowl of sugar and the jug of milk towards her. She looks down as she stirs a lump and a splash into the dark liquid, watching it turn the color of toffee.

			“It’s all right. I didn’t have anything left there, so it was best to leave.”

			“You said you lost your parents, I am so very sorry.”

			“My mother,” she corrects. “My Ma died, not my Pa. He’s still in Cork.”

			“Oh, I am sorry, I must have misunderstood,” I stammer.

			“It doesn’t matter,” she says, trying for a smile, but failing, as a tear she tried hard to blink away splashes from her eye onto the surface of the table. Maeve wipes it away with an angry swipe of her fist.

			“Maeve,” I begin, trying to make her understand that she can trust me, that she need not feel alone simply because I am her employer. Dulcie and Mr. Singh come to mind, the way he uses her given name and the evident friendship between them. I wish such a relationship for us, too. But maybe we will need a similar span of thirty years to get used to one another. “You can tell me if something has upset you,” I finally say. “I want to help you feel at home here.”

			“You are kind,” Maeve says, smiling properly this time, even if a watery sheen remains in her eyes. She has wrapped her hands around the warm cup, and I think what strange comfort can be found from so simple an object. If nothing else, it gives us something to grab hold of during trying times.

			“It is not a kindness,” I continue firmly. She must not think I am merely being tolerant or charitable. “Clearly, you are not happy, and it may be none of my concern, but if I can help, you need only tell me.” This blunt approach seems to do the trick. Maeve meets my eyes and bites her bottom lip before opening her mouth. Then suddenly her expression changes, and she blinks.

			“Maybe you are right, and I am a little homesick,” she finally says. It is a lie, and though I told myself moments earlier I must allow people their secrets, it is obvious that Maeve is struggling under the weight of hers. I cannot think of anyone this young Irish girl has in her life, in this huge, strange city, who will help alleviate the burden she seems to carry. So, even as I smile and tell her it will get better, to take the evening off, rest her hand, I determine to find the truth and offer my assistance when I do.

			I am packing up my things, wondering whether I ought not stay here tonight, rather than leave Maeve on her own, when the telephone’s shrill ring drags me out of my musings. Startled, I drop my notebook, then hit my head on the edge of the table as I bend to retrieve it. When I finally answer, it is with a throbbing head for more reasons than one.

			“Evelyn, is it a bad time?” I hear Stanton’s voice ring down the line. Rubbing my head, I sink back into my chair.

			“No, it’s all right. You caught me just before I was going to leave.” For some reason, I don’t explain that I am going to Daniel’s house – where I essentially live already.

			“I won’t take up much of your time, but you did offer…”

			“Ah, yes, you are after a clue,” I say, unable to hide the delight in my voice. It really is a stroke of fortune to have Stanton in the city just as I am beginning my new career and am eager to forge good relations with the police!

			“Miss Leonard was not terribly forthcoming, as you predicted. It makes me wish I had a female constable on the case with me. PC Banks is a decent chap, but too green behind the ears to have any insight into how to speak to a woman.”

			“And you?” I ask, a smile on my lips.

			“You tell me? In all seriousness, were you more successful?”

			“This cannot be how it works, my friend, me doing the work for you and getting nothing in return. At least do me a favor and when you look into the Devlin family finances. See if you can discover whether the family business was funded entirely by money Helena Devlin brought into the marriage. I have no way of coming by such information, for Percy would hardly know. However, there must be records you can access. Did Devlin’s business success grew after his marriage?”

			“Is that something Miss Leonard told you?”

			“She did. She also gave me a strong sense that there was little reason, if any, for her to murder him. It seems to me she wishes to move forward with Johnny Harper. Bringing up the connection to Devlin would not further her cause. If she killed him, she must have known sooner or later someone would connect her to the man and Johnny would find out.”

			“Just as he will now,” Stanton observes.

			“She promised to tell him herself.”

			“I see you are as taken with her as my constable.”

			“Not in the least!” I object, though shaking my head I wonder how he guessed as much.

			“She is a personable lady,” Stanton notes. “Pretty, too.”

			“You noticed, did you?”

			“All I am saying is that she is an actress with a pleasant demeanor. I doubt you are the first, or will be the last, to be taken in by her. I am certainly not striking her off my list of suspects yet.”

			“Who else is on it?” I ask, looking down at my notes, seeing Percy’s name beside his mother’s and – noted with a question mark – the name of Beatrice Grant.

			“Well, the family -” he breaks off, and I hear him curse beneath his breath. “Why am I telling you this?” I picture him shaking his head, hunched over his desk, a shadow of a beard darkening his jawline.

			“Because I asked, and I already answered your questions. In fact, you are welcome to make copies of my notes, if you like. I am not opposed to your solving the case, but if I solve it first, does it really matter? One way or the other, a killer will be brought to justice.”

			“Except for the glaring fact that I am trained to handle such criminals and you are not. Need I remind you of the trouble you got yourself into last winter? You could have been killed – twice!”

			“I have learned my lesson,” I object, crossing my fingers beneath the desk, recalling the little brush with death I had a few months ago in Scotland. Stanton does not need to know everything, after all. “Now tell me, who else is on that list of yours? I am not ashamed to admit that mine is rather vague and none too long.”

			Stanton sighs into the telephone, but on his next breath and in a low voice, he says, “The family, Esme Leonard, a foreman whom he sent packing after embezzlement claims against the man -”

			“His name, Lucas,” I remind him.

			“Frank Overton,” he says grudgingly.

			“Thank you. Anyone else?”

			“No one distinct. We are trying to establish an alibi for Overton. He was in the city last week. He could have done it.” Stanton hesitates, then says, “He claims to have been at a brothel with his cousin, with whom he was staying in Shoreditch. You have no idea how difficult it is to find a . . . lady of the night . . . keen on talking to a copper, let alone about a possible client. Some sort of honor code. Besides, the two men can’t remember which place they went to, so I am wasting men trying to find the right one in a warren of debauchery.”

			“I won’t offer my services. I am on my own for the next few days and can’t spare the time. There is another case I am working on as well. Perhaps I will tell you about it at the dinner. Come at six on Sunday. Bring along Thom, if you like. I can ask Iona if she would like to come. She does so love adult conversation.”

			“He might enjoy that. He is growing quite bored out of school.”

			“Well, he is very welcome,” I assure him. Thom is a clever young lad. I took to him immediately when we met. He never had a mother’s influence in his life, so his amiable character is, at least largely, due to his father’s parenting. When the call ends, I sit a moment longer in the silence of the office, staring at nothing in particular, before I gather up my belongings once again, put on my hat and say goodbye to Maeve. She seems relieved to have the flat to herself, as if I might prod further into her discontent. On my way along the street, the sky still light, a swarm of mosquitoes hovering over the pavement, I wonder whether I am simply a meddler. This business of the detective agency is surely founded on the idea that I like to stick my nose in, not for gossip or entertainment, mind, but out of a genuine curiosity to know the truth, to better understand the world around me, its light sides and deepest shadows. Maybe my interest in Maeve and Dulcie stems from the same inquisitiveness. I am torn whether to feel guilty about this eagerness to know more, or to allow my mind free reign in speculating. My urge to find an underlying meaning has been with me since I was a child. Perhaps, I think, turning onto Park Lane, sidestepping a hurrying man with a case tucked under his arm, this desire is rooted in my complete incomprehension at the world after my parents left it. No one could explain to me, a four-year-old, what had happened in a way I could accept. I heard every variation of tactful blending of the truth, but the answer to how, did not give me the answer to why. It was an accident. A senseless fire which spread too quickly in a house full of dry wooden floors and thick curtains on every window. No motive, no reason other than that. Perhaps this is why in situations where there must be a deeper explanation – such as murder – I feel such an overwhelming need to find it. Added to that, I knew the victim in this case, found his body. Is it any wonder, then, that I cannot let the truth lie in wait for the police to stumble upon, when I have a chance to uncover it myself? Most of my acquaintances think I am a silly girl with more money than sense, yet what is more worthy than a quest for truth and justice?

			When I arrive at Daniel’s house, it is with a renewed sense of purpose. I won’t be deterred by my own doubt, nor the judgement of others. I will simply have to prove them wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			“He’s out in the garden,” Jane tells me, when I ask her about Daniel’s whereabouts. She has a grin on her face, that has me narrowing my eyes, as I make my way through the house toward the back door leading out to the patch of green and small, tiled veranda.

			When I open the door, I let out a gasp of surprise. There on the lawn, underneath the violet sky, lies a blanket, upon which rests a basket. Daniel has his back to me, unpacking its contents. A few thick candles in milky glasses flicker in the soft breeze that ruffles my hair. I abandon my shoes before stepping onto the grass, cool and soft beneath my feet. Silent as a mouse, I tip-toe across the small expanse and just as I reach out to tap Daniel’s shoulder, he spins around.

			“Ha! You thought you could trick me, but I am onto you, Lady Evelyn!” he says, grinning at me, while I pretend to be miffed, though I allow him to pull me down to him after a moment.

			“What is this in honor of?” I ask, hoping I have not forgotten some meaningful event.

			Thankfully, Daniel’s expression is not touched by disappointment, and he replies, “Nothing in particular.” He glances down before meeting my eyes. “I am sorry about my jealousy. You mustn’t hold it against me.”

			“How could I hold anything against you when I come home to this?” I ask, leaning forward to kiss him, the rim of my hat bumping his forehead. I toss it aside.

			“You have every right to choose your own friends,” Daniel acknowledges, leaning back on his elbows, tilting his head to peer up at the sky. I lay down beside him, careful not to scatter the half-unpacked contents of the picnic basket. “I think -” he begins, then shakes his head.

			“What do you think?” I prod gently, resting my hand on his.

			“I suppose I think because everyone who mattered to me was taken away, nothing is ever quite safe.” He pauses, then turns to face me and adds quickly, “I am not trying to be melodramatic, and it is not that I do not trust you. I simply can’t trust the universe. Does that seem logical?”

			“Quite,” I agree, a lump forming in my throat.

			“I am not a religious man, but sometimes I wonder whether there is some force dictating what does and does not happen on earth. I cannot reconcile such a force as being a benevolent one. I cannot understand what good comes from wreaking such havoc upon humans, apart from teaching us a lesson that will, in the end, never be learned.” When I do not immediately reply, he gives a little chuckle, leaning on his side and rubbing his eyes with the back of his palm. “It has been a tiring week for both of us. So I wanted to make tonight a little special.”

			“You certainly have done that.” I feel I should offer something more, something better in answer to his voiced anxieties but can think of nothing to reassure him. No words that would straighten his crooked view of the world come to me.

			“I must confess, Mrs. Kline was of substantial assistance in bringing my endeavor to fruition,” Daniel admits looking falsely contrite.

			“I suspected as much.”

			“You would hardly be a detective worth your mettle, if you did not,” he says with a wink, sitting up to pour wine into the glasses he conjures from the basket. I pop a grape into my mouth, accepting the glass, clinking it against his.

			Taking a sip, enjoying the cool, slightly bitter tang of the wine, I say, “Have you heard anything new about Wilkins? The house feels strange without him.”

			Daniel takes a drink and shakes his head. “Nothing new. I will have to speak with this Mr. Hogan, though I won’t play hero.”

			“You won’t go alone!” I insist, setting down my glass and giving him a stern look. To my surprise, Daniel begins to laugh.

			“Do you now realize how frustrating it is when I tell you to be careful every time you persist in throwing yourself in harm’s way? And you are always reassuring me, ‘no, it’s quite safe, I am being quite careful’.”

			“That is different!” I declare, knowing it is not.

			“There you have it, stubborn as a mule!”

			With nothing else at hand – at least nothing that will not cause damage – I throw a grape at him. He ducks deftly, falling back and spilling half the contents of his glass onto the ground.

			“That is what happens when you cross me. Now do you see why I have so little concern for self-preservation?” I tease.

			“You are a bad influence,” he says. “But before you empty Mrs. Kline’s delicious Eton mess on my head, I concede. I never planned to meet Mr. Hogan alone.”

			“Hugh could accompany you, but for the moment he has taken himself off to spy in one of Devlin’s factories. I just learned that one of the foremen had recent trouble with Devlin for embezzling money. That case seems to be moving faster than the one concerning Terry’s murder. If the police could be bothered to put in as much effort as they are going through Devlin’s house, they might already have the culprit.”

			“Before I returned to London, I had forgotten the vast divides between the very rich and the very poor,” Daniel says, more somber now. “When I traveled, I did not live in villas and manors, but wherever I could find a pleasant room. Here I sometimes wonder whether it was a mistake to come back. There is so much in need of change, and I feel unequipped to do much at all, save employ a man who could find no other work, or two girls whose family I owed a favor.” He shakes his head, taking a slow breath and tilting his chin up to a sky that has gone from the palest violet-blue to a Turner-esque masterpiece with slashes of orange and yellow light, the last blaze before the sun dips beyond the horizon.

			“You cannot close your eyes to distress,” I say, thinking of Whitechapel, the children I saw on the streets, never far from my mind these past days. Part of me hypocritically wishes I was still ignorant about the poverty which has cast areas of this city into shadow, and yet another part realizes that my ignorance is a symbol of the greater problem.

			“No, I suppose you can’t,” he agrees, and we are silent for a few minutes. When the peace is broken, it is Daniel who speaks. “Perhaps it is selfish, but can we talk of something else tonight? Anything removed from murder and misery? I spent all day worrying about Wilkins, thinking about poor Mrs. West, and then trying to soothe Dominic’s temper. I imagine you have been similarly occupied. Let us talk of something, anything else. Banality has its value, you know.”

			I smile and nod. He is right. My head has been spinning, and while I feel for Wilkins and cannot banish the image of Devlin’s corpse from my mind, I welcome an attempt at distraction.

			Thus, we make an effort to speak of simpler things. I tell Daniel about my plans to take Iona to Yorkshire and he tells me of Colonel White from next door who informed Daniel he will shoot Mrs. Melby’s poodles, if they do not stop barking all hours. Naturally, his story is punctuated by their dependable input from across the garden wall.

			It is pleasant to sit here with him, chatting as if the world were simple and our minds not clouded with darker matter most of the day. Pleasant, that is, until I feel something stinging the bare sole of my right foot. I look down and jump up with a yelp, upending the – thankfully empty – bottle of wine. The blanket is crawling with ants. Daniel, infected by my hysteria, leaps up as well, bouncing around, shaking himself. We must make quite a pair. If Colonel White could see us from his attic window, he might think we are more of a cause for concern than those dogs!

			Tossing everything back into the basket, blowing out the candles and shaking out the blanket, we run back to the house, giggling like children caught at something naughty. We are slightly out of breath by the time we are inside, leaning against the wall, holding our stomachs from laughter.

			When we have calmed down again, Daniel says, “Do you remember that first picnic we had in Greece? The one at Knossos?”

			“Of course!” I exclaim, the image of that day, the ruins of the old compound and the sun above our heads flooding my mind. “As I recall, ants kept us company on that day as well.”

			“They clearly have good taste.”

			“In people and in food. Look!” I point at the French window, “we left them half of Mrs. Kline’s rum cake!”

			“A feast! We will probably have an anthill by this time tomorrow.” Still, we do not go back out, leaving the basket in the kitchen and slipping quietly upstairs, as if we were adolescent youths, up to no good.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Terry West’s funeral is tomorrow, the same day as Devlin’s, but a much quieter affair, Maisie West, his widow, shares with me when I sit with her over a cup of tea in my office. I was surprised to find her at the front door of my building when I arrived this morning, shifting from foot to foot, looking around, wearing the expression of a frightened animal. This tension only softened slightly when I had her settled, the door closed, a cup of tea in front of her in my office.

			“Will any of his family attend, Mrs. West?” I ask, remembering that I had meant to inquire about his relations in any case.

			“Call me Maisie, please,” she says, a shaky smile on her lips. “You and Mr. Harper have been so helpful to my brother and me.”

			“I wish we could have done more by now,” I lament. “And my name is Evelyn,” I add with a smile of my own. She nods and takes another cautious sip.

			“Some of our neighbors and a few of Terry’s cousins will come, as well as his sister and her husband. His parents live in Sheffield and are not in the best of health. They were not very close in any case. None of them. After the war and Terry’s struggles, they distanced themselves from us. His sister married, and she and her family live in Reading. He didn’t have many friends. He borrowed money from everyone. That’ll spoil a friendship, especially if you can’t repay it in good time. I am only grateful I haven’t been hounded by everyone he owed something, though I am preparing myself for it.” She falls silent, as surprised, I think, as I am by her candid flow of words. Perhaps she is truly as alone as she seems, having no one to talk to who sympathizes. I never met Terry West in life, and so do not have any prior opinion many of her other acquaintances do, causing them to turn away from her. Some, no doubt, even believe he had the manner of his end coming to him.

			Because both Devlin and West are to be buried tomorrow morning, Daniel will be my eyes and ears at the funeral of Wilkins’ brother-in-law. I will make an appearance at Percy’s father’s. I would prefer to stand beside Terry’s weary widow and offer her some support, but Percy would be put out, I presume, if he took me to be neglecting his case. Stanton will doubtless be there, too, his watchful eye scanning the crowd of mourners and gossip mongers. Will the police send anyone to Terry’s funeral? I wonder whether, in the spirit of bartering, Stanton could find out who was in charge of arresting and charging Wilkins so quickly . . .

			I realize my thoughts have drifted, and Mrs. West – Maisie – is speaking again.

			“. . . have been helpful.”

			“Pardon me?” I ask, leaning towards her a little, giving her my full attention.

			“Oh, I only said the Truitts have been helpful. My neighbors.”

			“Ah, yes. We spoke with them as well.”

			“Right,” she nods. “Mr. Truitt is a curate at the local church. He’s been taking me to pray with him for Terry. I think it helps him more than me, honestly. He was terribly shaken after he found . . . after he found Terry.”

			“Of course.” I nod, remembering the unassuming man and his loud-spoken wife. I should talk to him again, hear if he has remembered anything new he did not recall before. I had a feeling he was keeping something from us even in our first encounter. I thought it may have been related to his wife’s presence, that he did not want to speak openly in her company. However, I could easily be wrong. I decide to seek him out again at the nearest opportunity. Maybe at church, where he would feel compelled to speak honestly.

			“What can you tell me of the Truitts?” I ask Maisie. It is clear she came to me for a reason. Thus far, she has not named it, so I may as well learn what else I can until she is ready. I watch her face, nothing registers to indicate she is covering up a secret. Everything about her speaks only of weariness, deep down to the bone, which settled in long before her husband was killed. I decide then and there that I will not abandon her, even after the investigation is complete. Daniel has no housekeeper and if we can exonerate Wilkins and he is willing to return to work, perhaps his sister would be amenable to such an occupation as well. I say nothing of my plans – not because I think Daniel would oppose them, but because I cannot yet be certain the outcome I hope for is a possibility. Not on the scant information we have gathered thus far. Maisie West does not deserve to have her hope dashed again. One day, perhaps, she will tell me her full story. Today, though, she looks barely able to lift the cup to her lips, let alone rehash the trials she has faced.

			“They have been our neighbor’s since we moved in years ago. That was during an upswing in our fortunes, and I insisted we find someplace more private than the tiny flat we had before. I was hoping to have children.” She pauses and takes a sip, but I notice her hand tremble. There were no children, at least none that lived. Now she is alone, and there will never be a little boy or girl to remind her of her husband. Whatever he became, she clearly once loved him, maybe she still does. I do not interrupt, rather wait for her to speak again. There is something about this woman, though she is older than me, which makes me feel an almost maternal kinship towards her. Stanton would probably tell me she is a suspect and I ought not allow myself to feel so deeply for her, yet I cannot imagine this slight, tired woman capable of strangling her husband.

			“The Truitts were kind, while we didn’t interact much.” She looks up at me from her cup. “I thought Mrs. Truitt was a bit of a nosy parker. Every time I spoke to her, she seemed to know something slightly offensive about someone else in the neighborhood, seemed to relish telling me, too. I always thought she’d do the same about Terry and me, so I tried to keep my distance for a while.”

			“They let you stay after Terry and your brother had their altercation?”

			She nods. “By then we had grown a little closer. You see, after Terry took a turn for the worse, losing money, the bailiffs threatened us, Mr. Truitt was very kind to me. Not in the way you might think, just friendly, offered an open ear. He takes his faith very seriously and everything that goes along with it. I got used to Mrs. Truitt’s ways, too. She sometimes brought round food when she knew Terry was bad. The walls are thin. They probably heard him ranting some days, though to their credit neither ever said a word about it. At least not to me. Mrs. Truitt probably traded it for other neighborhood gossip. I can hardly find the energy to fault her.”

			“So, you do not believe either could have anything to do with Terry’s death?” I ask carefully, not wishing to insult the people who have offered her their aid in such a trying time. To my surprise, she seems to mull this question over, hesitating before arriving at an answer, weighing it on her tongue.

			“I don’t think so, no,” she finally says, shaking her head. “They didn’t much like Terry, but many people did not. I can hardly think they all wanted to kill him.” She swallows, and I notice her hand worrying a loose thread in her cardigan, her fingers slightly swollen, the dull metal of her wedding band catches my eye.

			“When Mr. Truitt found the body, did he say anything about the state of the room? He told me it did not look like a robbery. Maybe you noticed something later that he did not register at the time.”

			“Nothing was missing, if that’s what you’re asking. It was a little jumbled, but that was from the police and other people treading in and out. Mrs. Truitt helped me tidy up again.” So quite a few people had access to the house after the murder, any one of them could have removed evidence, if there was any to begin with, which is doubtful. A murder by strangling would not require a weapon beyond the one attached to the murderer’s body, and he took that back with him when he made his escape. The case is getting more and more frustrating, even though I know Mrs. West is trying her best to help. It must be an agony for her to mourn the loss of her husband, all the while afraid for her own brother’s future. I wish I could give her a thread of hope, think of something to say that offers strength, but there is nothing that would not be a lie. I cannot promise to exonerate Wilkins, much as I am trying, and I cannot tell her it will all be well in time, because it won’t, her husband is forever gone.

			“Can I come and see you again?” I ask instead. I would like to have a better look at the room where her husband was found, even though anything that was out of place in the aftermath of his death has surely since been righted. Still, a visit would provide a chance to stop by Mr. Truitt’s church and quiz him once more as well.

			“Of course,” she says, while her tone remains cautious. I catch her eyes flitting around the room, a space so large it could encompass the entire lower floor of her house. The walls smooth and peerless, the painting above the mantel that probably cost as much as she earns in a month and which I purchased without a thought. I wish I could tell her it is not she who must feel embarrassed. If anyone, it is me.

			When Mrs. West is at the door, ready to leave, to catch the bus east, she finally voices the true reason for her visit, her hat clutched firmly in her hands as she meets my gaze.

			“Sometimes I think it is almost better this way, that Terry is finally at peace.” She sighs and shakes her head, as if she can shake off the unpleasant thought. “Is that a terrible thing to say, do you think?” As she looks at me after peering down at her hands, I am surprised by the intensity in her eyes, the eagerness to hear what she needs to hear. If her words shock me, I push my feelings aside and reach out to touch her hand, just for a moment.

			“No, I do not think it is terrible. Try to find whatever comfort you can, Maisie, and do not let yourself lose hope.”

			After she has gone and I am alone in the office once more, wishing Hugh was here so we might exchange our thoughts, I feel I should have said more, offered something she could hold on to. But that might have made a liar of me.

			It is nearing lunchtime, and I toy with the idea of taking myself to the park with a pie from one of the street vendors to enjoy in the sunshine. When I get to my feet to ask whether Maeve might like to join me, I hear someone pounding on the front door. Maeve pokes her head out of the sitting room, a dusting rag in one hand, a broom in the other.

			“It’s all right,” I tell her, while she hurries toward the door, eyes wide. Clearly the person in front of it is eager to gain entry. Even as I step closer, another loud knock is audible. I peer through the spyhole and, to my surprise, take in the distorted face of Johnny Harper. Opening the door, his expression becomes clearer, though no less dismal, his jaw clenched, cheeks bright, flushed with color.

			“Johnny, I wasn’t expecting you,” I say, my tone calm, despite the embodiment of a tempest standing on my door mat. I do not immediately step aside to allow him entry. Whoever comes into this flat will not storm around like a bull, that much is certain.

			“What do you know about Esme?” he asks, clearly trying to control his temper. So, it is not me against whom he is railing, but his lover, or even himself, feeling a fool. I step aside, beckoning him indoors. I do not need neighbors – apart from dear Dulcie, of course – observing one man after another pounding at my door. That might earn me a rather unwarranted reputation.

			Johnny follows me to the office. I leave the door open a crack, unlike during Maisie West’s visit. It can never hurt to be cautious, though I feel no real threat from this young man, just a helpless sort of frustration.

			“Sit down, Johnny,” I invite, choosing to crouch on the corner of the desk myself and thus forcing him to look up. He hesitates, then obeys, slumping into the chair. I do not offer refreshments, something tells me he is not in the mood for tea and cakes anyway.

			“What do you know about Esme and that . . . that old man?” he stammers, crossing his arms over his chest like a petulant child.

			“Why do you imagine I know anything?” I ask, mirroring his gesture. Though I am essentially on his side, his manner irritates me, reminds me of a spoilt boy, not the man Esme Leonard described as the opposite of Anthony Devlin. Really, if Johnny realized how well she spoke of him, he would have no reason to be in such a strop. Heaven explain male pride!

			“You do! Esme told me you said she had to be honest with me, or you would spill the truth otherwise.” That is not quite how I would have put it, but I cannot deny the sentiment is true.

			“All right, yes, I found out about them. Tell me what she told you, and I will see if I can improve your view of the situation.”

			“She said,” Johnny frowns. “She said they were once involved.” He grimaces at the last word, which elicits a deep sigh on my part. “Can you believe it? Esme and that old, nasty man.” He shakes his head, his frown deepening, etching grooves into his young face.

			“It was very good of her to be so honest with you,” I reply calmly. “Did you expect her to be without a history?” When he opens his mouth, I hold up a finger and go on. “If I were you, I would worry less about some man your lover was involved with in the past, and more about the very real concern that such information makes you a suspect in his murder. Have you considered that possibility, Johnny?”

			“I didn’t!” He bursts out, jaw slack. I believe him but consider it best to show him the balance of mistakes that have been made. Esme may have been foolish to get involved with a man like Antony Devlin, but in the grand scheme of things, it is a drop in a bucket. Then again, part of me understands his outrage. I would certainly be rather put out to learn one of Daniel’s former lovers was a woman I not only knew but found loathsome. But I trust Daniel lived the life of a veritable monk before meeting me!

			“I am not accusing you,” I tell Johnny, raising my hand to soothe his nerves. “It is merely a suspicion at which the police may arrive when they investigate further. I want you to be prepared. I will vouch for you, if need be. You knew nothing of their connection until after his death, that is true, isn’t it? I know you have aspirations for the stage,” I add with a smile that hopefully softens my prior gravity.

			“Of course, it’s true,” he stammers. “I mean that I knew nothing about it, not that I killed him.”

			“I believe you, Johnny,” I assure him, sliding into the seat beside him now that his initial flare of temper has abated. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry you have been disappointed. Still, you can surely move past this, can’t you? I always thought you were not one of those men consumed by satisfying his pride. Quite unlike Devlin, I should note.”

			“What did she ever see in him?” Johnny looks at me almost imploringly. If I am surprised he has come to me with this query, I try not to show it. He has a sister, but knowing Imogene, she would mock him senselessly, and his mother is unlikely to sympathize with Esme – which is what he desires. He wants someone to tell him it is right to overlook her past behavior, so they can return to the way things were. It must mean he is genuinely fond of her. I hope the same is true for her, actress that she is.

			“I think she saw someone who could protect her, offer some security. I am sure, had she met you first, she would not have looked at him twice.” The latter may be a tiny fib, but Esme would hardly contradict me.

			“Did you notice the way he spoke to me at my parents’ party? Did you hear him with Percy?” Johnny shakes his head, though the storm of his ire has flattened out to a gentle wind. “Percy hates him, always has. The man was a brute.”

			I raise my eyebrows. What else has Percy told his friend about his late father?

			“He gave me an unpleasant feeling,” I admit, neglecting to say all I have learned about him since that day at the Harpers’ party.

			Johnny makes a snorting sound of derision. “He was unpleasant through and through. I am not only saying that because of Esme. Did you know he was often violent towards his wife?” Now it is Johnny who raises his eyebrows in a gesture filled with meaning which is impossible to miss.

			“How do you know?” I ask. His words come as no surprise. All the same, it is shocking to have confirmation of my disturbing suspicion.

			“When Percy was younger and we used to play together, he sometimes mentioned it, almost by-the-by. I think it had become a habit in that house, tolerating his father’s temper. I do not know if he realized it was not like that in all other homes as well. I suppose it isn’t uncommon, but I would never lay a hand on Esme, never!” His eyes are wide as he makes his point, and I have to smile at the sincerity of his manner. I think Esme would have nothing to fear from this young man. Still, his other statement is troubling.

			“Did he behave like that exclusively with his wife, or with Percy, too?” I ask, and since Johnny, like his mother, is endowed with the chitchatting gene, he simply continues.

			“Both, until Percy grew too old to accept it. When he was sixteen, he struck back. Since then Devlin has not laid his hands on him.”

			“Percy must have worried his mother would then bear the brunt of his father’s ill-temper,” I observe, remembering the delicate woman who is Helena Devlin. What a perfect motive for murder, or for her mother to have done it in her defense? Maybe both of them do warrant deeper inspection after all. If it was all planned, maybe Helena Devlin practiced her reaction before to perfect it. Then again, they could not have expected me, or my desire to use their telephone in the office where they left the body. Maybe they thought I was merely a silly young woman and as good a person as any to find the body with Mrs. Devlin. In fact, they might have thought I would fall into a dead faint as well, and afterwards remove myself from the situation, too disturbed by the experience. Yes, it is possible. I wonder if they are responsible, or one of them is, and whether Percy is aware of it? Which brings me back to question his intentions for hiring Hugh and me . . .

			“Father never liked Devlin either,” Johnny goes on, oblivious to the clouds crowding the space beyond my forehead.

			“Oh?”

			“Always said a bad temper is bad for business. I suppose Devlin was one of those people who know exactly where he must behave himself and where he can display his true personality.”

			“You are probably right about that,” I agree, which earns me a gratified smile.

			“From what Percy used to tell me, his work was all that ever really mattered to Devlin. Could one of his colleagues have killed him over a bad deal or some such dispute?” Johnny glances at my desk and Hugh’s on the other side of the wall. “Say, didn’t Daniel mention something about you becoming a detective?”

			“Quite right, I am indeed,” I say, unable to hide the satisfaction in my voice.

			“Blimey, I suppose you could solve the murder of Mr. Devlin yourself, couldn’t you? Then I could be cleared of any suspicion.” He smiles and shrugs. I do not have the impression of being mocked. No, Johnny genuinely seems to think me capable of the task. For that I like him even more and can forgive the manner in which he arrived here.

			“I will do my best, Johnny. Now, tell me, how did you leave things with Miss Leonard?”

			A shadow falls across his face, and the smile slips away. “I might have been a bit hard on her, Evelyn, to be honest.”

			“She will forgive you, I am sure of it,” I reassure him.

			“Do you think? She called me ‘a jealous boy’ when we parted.”

			“Maybe she was right in the moment, but if she did not understand that her past with Devlin would upset you, she might have told you sooner. I think this damage can be mended.”

			“Shall I go to see her now?” Johnny’s hands fly to the armrests of the chair, ready to launch himself up and away, back to his love.

			“Give her a little time, and yourself, too. Calm down, have a think, and then attend one of her performances with a big bouquet of roses.” Seeing the sudden light behind his eyes, I add, “And do not do anything rash.” I can as much as see the fellow filching one of Mama’s rings to hand over to his beloved. Until this case is formally settled, I do not think an engagement between suspects is a good idea, not to mention Elizabeth would have me skinned, if she thought I encouraged her son’s relationship with a woman she and her husband have branded a harlot.

			At the door, I ask, “Will you come to the funeral tomorrow?”

			Johnny’s face falls. “Blast it! I suppose I must for Percy’s sake, not for the old man’s.”

			“I hear it will be highly attended.”

			“Probably. That is the way when one of Holland Park’s finest comes to an end. You can be sure most of them will be there more for the gossip and buffet afterwards than to mourn the man.”

			“Don’t you think that is a little harsh?”

			Johnny shrugs. “Maybe. Obviously, I dislike him, but you have been away for a while. Anthony Devlin was never liked. He was invited to all the parties, because either the women pitied his wife, or because the men thought he would provide a business connection. People did not feel at ease with him, nor with his wife, to be entirely honest. I have heard my parents talk about them often enough, and I am certain their opinions were echoed behind many other closed doors. Whatever you hear said, Evelyn,” Johnny looks at me intently, “Anthony Devlin will not be missed by anyone.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Lingering in the hallway, I lean against the door, mulling over Johnny’s parting words. Anthony Devlin will not be missed by anyone. Is it true? If so, I feel almost sad for him. He must have been in his fifties, and to leave the world without anyone missing his company, missing some part of him, his character or mind, strikes me as a rather tragic existence. He may have been respected in his professional sphere, but a businessman is replaceable. I am sure accountants, overseers and managers are meeting to iron out how to proceed. It will be done already. They will, perhaps, lament the hassle, but will they think of the man Anthony Devlin was, and wish he was with them still? Will his wife, evidently made a victim by him for much of her adult life, think of him with longing, or is her mourning and withdrawal an act, or simply a result of shock? Then there is Percy, his only son, his heir, whom Devlin tried to diminish at every turn, pushing him away, cleaving an ever-deepening chasm between them. Percy may have hired me, but it was likely to exonerate himself not because he seeks justice for his father. A part of me feels disgust with the way Devlin treated those around him, a large part of me. And yet another smaller one is sad that he made so little of his life, his one chance on earth. For what does all the professional success in the world mean, if your own child despises you and your wife shrinks from your touch?

			I have little appetite, thinking of Mrs. Devlin and her husband’s treatment of her, still I grab my hat and bag and go outside. Maeve has made herself scarce. Truth be told, I have little spirit in me at the moment to try coaxing the truth out of her as well. So, it is my own company I must enjoy when I step into the sunshine. Outside, the square is quiet, peaceful. One might almost believe oneself to be in the country rather than this bustling hive of a city. As ever, there are nannies pushing prams toward the green, an older man I have observed from my window almost every day, dragging a gray-bearded terrier for a walk, the poor animal’s tongue lolling while he pants in the heat. The lull of tranquility is interrupted almost as soon as I turn onto Pall Mall, where I am suddenly surrounded by the sounds of motorcars and people, moving past in a cloud of dust. I make my way, the heels of my sandals tapping on the dry pavement. Ahead is St. James Palace, with its grand Tudor façade of red brick. It has been standing here for the better part of four centuries, has witnessed the crowning of many a monarch, and the fall of many, too. When taking in the grandeur of the building, it is difficult to believe it was merely the smaller of Henry VIII’ s palaces, a place for him to escape life at the even more colossal Whitehall Palace, his main residence. More than a century ago, a fire erupted, destroying a portion of the interior, which, to my knowledge, was never restored.

			On the Mall, I buy a pie from one of the street vendors and take it with me into St. James Park. I find a bench overlooking the water and tuck in, leaning against the cool wooden planks under the shade of an oak tree. A few children, two small boys in short trousers and a little girl with ribbons in her hair, throw breadcrumbs into the water, shrieking and running back to the women waiting in the shade when the ducks descend on their tasty morsels. Once the feeding frenzy abates, the children dare to go closer to the water’s edge again. The little girl bounces on her heels, clapping her hands in delight, while the boys pick up sticks and begin thwacking each other, until one of the nannies rushes forward and plucks the twigs from their small hands. A fit of screaming ensues and one of the lads throws himself into the dust, kicking up his feet like a dog with fleas. After that episode, the children are dragged, rather unceremoniously, from my view. How strange to think that life was once so simple; tossing breadcrumbs at ducks was the height of pleasure; playing swordfight with sticks a brilliant entertainment. How foreign the worries of adulthood seemed then, how impossible even. Briony and I used to play with dolls for hours, or in the gardens outside her parents’ house in Kent. We made up stories, embellishing them with bits we borrowed from favorite fairy tales, stomped around pretending to be ogres one-minute, fiery knights the next, and damsels in distress after that. Maybe we didn’t quite realize how close to the truth those fairy tales could be. The world of big bad wolves and devious witches and things that go bump in the night is not confined to the pages of books, nor to story hour in the nursery. But unlike in those stories, a valiant knight, the right spell, or a clever maiden cannot always bring about a happy ending.

			Well, at the very least, this maiden shall try.

			I brush crumbs from my skirt and get to my feet. Perhaps I can contact Percy later, discover what he has learned about his father’s business. The thought immediately brings Hugh to mind. He has not contacted me since we parted yesterday. Hopefully, by now he has been able to take the next step in his plan to find a temporary job at Devlin’s factory. Hugh is as resourceful as they come, all the same, I worry for him. If there is a murderer in his midst, he could be in danger. Forcing myself not to fret, I decide I don’t want to return to the flat just yet. Instead I take a stroll along the footpath. Here under the eaves of these lush and age-old trees, the air is cooler, the hot breath of the sun not stinging my skin. It filters in shards of ethereal light through the canopy of branches, dappling the lake in a ripple of diamonds. Ducks drift lazily on the sparkling water, dipping below the surface once in a while, their heads emerging slick and gleaming. Though the water is tinged green, I have an urge to plunge into it, to feel the swell of it over my head, the pressure pushing against me as I try to propel forward as I did when I lived on Crete. But I suppose the riotous Mediterranean is a different sort of creature than the stale waters in the lake of an English park. I miss it, my life on that sunny island. Sometimes, like Daniel, I think we should have stayed. Yet that would have meant we would never have learned what happened to his brother, Henry; we would never have met Hugh; I never would have returned to Oxford. Even my improved relationship with Agnes would likely have remained a dream.

			Taking a deep breath of the warm air, I shake my head. No, in the end, I cannot regret having returned, even when, on certain days, I wish for nothing more than to sink my feet into the warm Greek sand and let the salty sea rush over them. Few things in life are as dependable as the tug and tear of the tide.

			Somehow, without my notice, my feet have brought me to the park’s gate, leading back onto the busy Mall. Just as I trudge back to the street, I notice a familiar figure slipping from the side entrance of my building. Maeve is still wearing her maid’s uniform, but the cap is missing, allowing her red hair to gleam like a copper helmet in the sunshine. She does not see me and hurries down the lane in the opposite direction. Without considering what I am doing, I pull my hat a little lower on my forehead and follow in quick steps, trying my best not to act conspicuous in the relatively empty square. I need not have worried, she does not once turn back to look. Certainly not the stuff of a detective I note, keeping in her wake as we round onto the busier Regent Street and then onward to Pall Mall. Where is she going? If she were running an errand, wouldn’t she have brought a basket along? Worn a hat? She is clearly in a hurry. There is urgency in her movements, the speed of her steps and the forward focus of her gaze. When she suddenly dips into Victoria Underground Station, I hesitate a moment before falling into step behind her. To my slight embarrassment, I have never made use of this marvel of transport and feel a slight fool for it. Here is Maeve, a girl from Ireland, in the city only a short while, and she already seems at ease using this mode of travel, while here I am, a Londoner, innocent when it comes to the Underground, efficient though it seems to be. Fortunately, purchasing a token is easy enough, while keeping an eye on Maeve, who is already ahead of me. The station is busy, but not so much that I lose sight of her. I should be grateful she did not choose morning or early evening for her ramble, much busier times as the working crowds of London try to find their way either to their place of employment or home again. Clutching my token, I hurry after Maeve, who has already descended a steep flight of stairs. It is dim down here, electric light casting deep shadows across the murky floor. Then we arrive at the bottom, the platform. It is punctuated on both ends by a tunnel, and a cool breeze blasts through one end, forcing me to clamp a hand over my hat, lest it go flying, leaving me exposed. While I hide behind a man reading a newspaper standing on the platform, Maeve paces back and forth, her head constantly turning to the large clock on the wall. Suddenly, the wail of wind from the tunnel combines with the sound of the oncoming train. The scream of the engine as it roars into the station mutes all other sound, and I marvel that such a contraption runs all around the bowels of our city, without causing the ground to shake and houses to topple. I must bring Daniel! Oh, but he will already have gone. Men have easier access to such places. I was never told this was an option, so I have never availed myself of it. Shaking off my awe, I follow Maeve as she steps into a compartment of the train. I decide not to risk my luck, which has been holding surprisingly strong thus far, and climb into the adjacent cabin instead. The train waits just a few moments, before I feel a shift beneath my feet, a release of the brakes and a sound like a sigh as the train begins to move once more towards the tunnel at the other end. By the time we have passed through, it has gained in speed, everything beyond the windows – admittedly mostly dark walls – becomes a blur. It feels even faster than an ordinary train, though that could simply be my excitable impression. The sensation is tempered slightly when the man sitting opposite me clears his throat and spits noisily onto the floor! Grimacing, I look away, not before I notice that he was not the first to do so. The car is littered with discarded cigarettes and sticky patches mottling the floor. Staying seated, I raise my heels, balancing on the balls of my feet to avoid further contact with the grime.

			Every once in a while, the train slows, first at Westminster, a while later at Temple, then Blackfriars. When we reach Aldgate East I still see Maeve perched on the edge of her seat in the next compartment, I wonder how far the train will take us, and how far she wishes to go. I find the answer to my question soon enough. At Whitechapel, the line ends and all remaining passengers disembark. Whitechapel station is even grimier than Victoria, and I feel both an aversion to the place and guilt for my discomfort. I push aside the thought of Daniel’s reaction when I tell him that, not only have I come this way alone, but I have taken the Underground to get here. I am rather proud, I confess.

			The station is busier, tighter somehow, beggars holdout their upturned caps as they crouch in corners. Today I cannot rummage around my bag for change, and nod my apologies, which they do not seem to register, their eyes glazed, eyelids heavy.

			On the street, I take a gulp of air, fresh and clean, at least it feels that way after the staleness of the train and the station. I look around for Maeve’s gleaming red hair. More people crowd around the entrance, a number of vendors try to sell papers and matchsticks. The sudden din jars my senses, and I am disoriented, almost as if I am falling. I touch the wall beside me for balance. The jelly in my knees is probably an effect of sitting on the train for so long. Where is Maeve? I crane my neck but cannot see her anywhere. A bus rumbles past, sending two men talking on the road scattering in opposite directions and raising their fists at the vehicle as it rolls past. Just as I take my eyes off the two men, I see the flash of red hair in the back window of the bus as it turns the corner, out of sight. Blast it! I curse to myself. How could I have missed her? Did she notice me following? Maybe that is why she was able to evade me? No, I do not think so. She seemed entirely oblivious to her environment. The bus is headed further east. Where could she be going, and in the middle of a working day, too?

			Dejected, I trudge back to the station. I should be able to find my way back to Victoria. Suddenly, a thought strikes. I am in the area and might as well lend the journey some investigative value. I ask around and am soon directed – for thruppence, mind – towards St. Botolph’s, the church where Mr. Truitt is the curate.

			The walk is not long, but I once again have the strange sense of being in another world. The conditions do not shock me as much as the first time I moved through these streets. Still the number of homeless, the line outside the workhouse and the food pantry at the Salvation Army strike a deep chord of melancholy inside me. Melancholy and hopelessness, for again, I do not know what can be done to truly help. Giving food and shelter is important, of course, but such mercies might run out and what of the next generation born here, and the one after that? How will they better their path in life if the only tools they are given are stale bread and temporary work of unskilled labor wherever an opening can be found? It should start with better schooling for the children, but how can parents who barely manage to feed their family, who may barely be literate themselves help their children without despairing? I have no answers, yet perhaps there is someone else who does. Agnes is constantly involved in some charitable organization. Maybe I should bring the subject to her?

			As I am mulling this over, I spy the bell tower of St. Botolph’s ahead. The saint to whom the church is dedicated is the patron of travelers, and since I did a bit of traveling in recent years, I managed to remember his name. When I near the gate, separating the sanctified place from the busy street, I feel a sudden presence at my side. Turning, I see a man, young, not even my age, standing right beside me, his hand hovering in the space between us. I take a small step to the side. His expression frightens me, for it is the very embodiment of desperation. Pale skin is pulled taut over cheekbones, eyes the color of the sky are wide and round like marbles, his mouth is open, ever so slightly, and half his face is obscured by a coarse beard.

			“Can I help you?” I ask, feeling helpless as he steps closer, crowding me against the hot metal bars of the gate. The man swallows drily and reaches out once more, his thin hand jutting out from a sleeve that is too short and fraying at the hem.

			“Give me your bag!” he hisses, his eyes flitting back and forth. One hand remains in his pocket, and I wonder whether he is clutching a knife. Just as I decide to part with my bag and its contents – hardly a treasure trove – I hear footsteps coming from the church. The man looks up and makes a hurried gesture.

			“Come one, come on, I don’t want to hurt you!”

			“Get away, you!” comes a sonorous voice from behind us, and the man flinches. I twist my head for a second to see a man, older and nearly bald – a clergyman by the collar he wears – hurrying to the gate. When I turn my eyes back to my assailant, he is gone. I see him limping hurriedly away on the other side of the street.

			“Are you quite all right?” asks the rector, shuffling up beside me, panting a little. “He was harmless,” he says with a smile that feathers the corners of his eyes and brings a deep dimple to his left cheek.

			“I didn’t know what to think. I would have given him some money. He just startled me so,” I explain, even as my heart still pounds wildly beneath my ribs.

			“I’ve seen him around. Has a son and can’t find work. I’ve nothing to give him but the odd crust. He can’t read, can’t write, just like so many of my lambs.” I nod, trying to mirror his kindly smile, but failing, the shock of being cornered still in my bones.

			“You, though, I have not seen around this neighborhood. Dare I venture to guess you are not from here?” His question is spoken in a friendly tone, yet his gaze is assessing. He must get more than a few of my ilk here, reformers, do-gooders who hurry home to their villas in Mayfair after the day is done. Maybe he resents their efforts, but apart from his curious expression, nothing in his manner tells me so.

			“I came to visit Mr. Truitt. He is your curate, I believe. Are you Rector Wallis?”

			“Indeed, I am,” he nods, placing an age-spotted hand over his heart, the other runs though the few wisps of gray hair on his head. “Why don’t you come inside. Mr. Truitt will be about, and you look as though you could benefit from a calm space and a place to rest. You are pale as a sheet, my dear lady.”

			Gratefully, I accept his offer of an arm when he leads me into the cool interior of St. Botolph’s. The church is quiet, save for the near silent murmur of whispered prayer coming from the front pew, where two women sit beside one another with bowed heads. The architecture is not ostentatious, the ceiling does not soar, but tapers above the balcony of the first floor. The space is not filled with treasures one might find in larger churches, and yet this acts to lend the place a sense of sanctuary, a feeling of comfort that is often overwhelmed by awe in churches like Westminster or cathedrals like the one I saw in Amiens. I am not a churchgoer, not apart from the few times a year that have remained part of my tradition since childhood. Now St. Botolph’s gives me an immediate feeling of relief – perhaps not unrelated to the kindly rector, who has told me to rest my feet while he goes in search of his curate. My eyes wander around the space, taking in an elaborate stained-glass window above the altar, a concession to grandeur, the other being a sizable organ at the other end of the nave.

			Mr. Truitt does not keep me waiting long. After a few moments, I feel the lightest tap on my shoulder and turn to see the man standing at my side.

			“Mr. Truitt,” I whisper, not to disturb the parishioners still lost in their prayers at the front of the church. “I did not hear you. Am I disturbing you?”

			He smiles and shakes his head. “Not at all. Rector Wallis told me you had a scare. Would you like a cup of tea while we talk? We can sit in the vestry, if you do not mind.” I nod and follow him, his tread as silent as that of a mouse.

			The vestry is a small room, and by the robes hanging in an open wardrobe, which Mr. Truitt closes quickly, I recognize this as the place in which Rector Wallis changes before a service.

			There is a round table with a crocheted tablecloth and a small burner on a side table. Mr. Truitt sets a kettle on the stove, and we wait for it to boil. Only when our tea is poured does Mr. Truitt sit across from me. We begin to speak at the same time.

			“How can I -”

			“Thank you -”

			“Please, I insist,” Mr. Truitt prompts and I begin.

			“I hope I am not disturbing you at work, but I was in the neighborhood and thought it an opportunity to speak to you again. There were some questions I wanted to ask.”

			“About Terry West, I take it?” Mr. Truitt asks, raising the cup to his lips and avoiding my eyes.

			“Yes, about him. I am sorry to bring up such a troubling matter, but I spoke to Mrs. West today, and she is very distressed, as one might expect. Especially since her brother is still on remand.”

			“Terrible business,” Mr. Truitt says, looking at my forehead, not my eyes. Is he acting intentionally evasive, or am I being unreasonably suspicious?

			“You said you noticed nothing out of the ordinary when you found Mr. West,” I hasten to add, “Except for his body, of course. But I was wondering whether you might by now remember something else. Mrs. West says nothing is missing, so I doubt very much it was a burglary. Perhaps you could think back and explain exactly what happened when you left your house to go next door.”

			“Yes, well . . .” He looks thoughtfully at me. “It is good of you to care for Mrs. West’s well-being, but why exactly are you so involved?”

			“Her brother is a friend of mine,” I say, then continue, straightening a little in my seat, “And I am a private investigator. I am trying to solve the crime, since the police have dismissed the case so easily.” I watch him as he takes in my words. If this development mystifies him, he does not so much as raise an eyebrow.

			“In that case, I am afraid there is little to add that you do not already know. Terry was in a bad way, had gone in with the wrong crowd.” He looks down again, and I still feel there is more he is not saying. His posture, slightly stooped, the way he has wrapped his hands around the cup of tea so tightly, I see the whites of his knuckles, the line between his brows that has deepened since we sat down.

			“Mr. Truitt, an innocent man is in prison for Mr. West’s death. If there is something you know, something that could help, please tell me.” I realize too late that if he is the murderer - a possibility, after all - he may take my interest as a sign to silence me, too. I push away my cup of tea. Thankfully I have only had a sip.

			Mr. Truitt seems to waver in the realm of indecision. He presses his lips together, then exhales and opens his mouth. “I -” We are interrupted by the sound of screams. Mr. Truitt is on his feet and out of the door within seconds, leaving me to pound the table in frustration before setting off after him.

			The women who were praying earlier now stand, clutching each other’s hands, as a broad-shouldered man blocks the aisle. Mr. Truitt hurries forth but stops when he sees the fellow. I come up behind him, taking in the scene. It is clear the screams came from the women, their anxiety is written across their faces and in the way they stand, tension in every muscle like a raring hound straining on his lead.

			“What do you want?” Mr. Truitt asks the man. His face is covered by a thick, dark beard, streaked with gray, revealing his age. Despite this, he exudes a menacing power I should be happy never to encounter again. I cannot blame the women for shrinking away from him.

			“Keep your nose out, Truitt. I’m here for my property.” He points a meaty hand at the younger of the women. “Cath, you come with me now!” The younger woman whimpers, and the elder pulls her closer.

			“Leave her be, Reg! She doesn’t want to go with you. I’m her mother, she belongs with me!” Only now do I notice the resemblance between the two women, the same shape of the face, the same curve of the lips, the same fear etched into their faces.

			“I’ve had enough of your fussing. You are coming with me, and you are marrying Jenks. He’s one of my best men. We struck a bargain. What would people say about Reg Hogan, if I don’t keep my promises?”

			Reg Hogan? I glance at Mr. Truitt, who gives me a defeated little nod. Mr. Hogan, Terry’s creditor – or more likely, given his manner – usurer. It is easy to imagine him wrapping those massive hands around poor Terry’s neck. Shivering, I cannot take my eyes from him. Is this man a murderer? At a glance, I would guess him to be around Agnes’ age, in his fifties. Rarely have I seen such a bear of a man. Whatever possessed West to strike a bargain with this brute, who apparently bartered away his own daughter with callous ease? Desperation, comes the answer flooding my mind. It is desperation a man like Reg Hogan feeds on. His daughter’s obvious fear seems to bolster him, as he puffs out his barrel chest and grimaces.

			“Mr. Hogan, please, you cannot come into a house of God this way,” Mr. Truitt interjects bravely. The man in question can hear the tremor in his voice as well as I can. He lets out a laugh that echoes through the hollow chamber.

			“Oh, all right, then. I’ll be on my way,” he sneers, pretending to turn on his heel, then swinging back, making Mr. Truitt flinch. Hogan lets out another bellow of a laugh, before his dense brows knit together in a sudden show of menace and he takes a step forward. “I do not have time for this. Come on, Cath, or I promise it will be the worse for you.”

			I want to do something, to help diffuse the situation, but my feet seem anchored to the spot, and I can only watch as Cath Hogan reluctantly tears herself away from her mother’s arms and steps toward her father, who grips the young woman by the elbow and drags her along behind him.

			“Reg, please!” Mrs. Hogan cries out. He does not so much as spare her a parting glance. He wrenches open the door, flooding the interior with white light, causing tears to spring to my eyes, though they may have another source than the blinding brightness. When the door falls closed with a jarring bang, we remain silent for a moment. Then Mrs. Hogan crumples into the nearest pew and begins to weep. I cannot stand by any longer without attempting to offer some small comfort. Mr. Truitt does not look capable of handling her outpouring of grief. Where is Rector Wallis? Tearing myself away from my floor tile, I crouch beside the woman, handing her a hankie from my bag. She takes it, pressing it to her face. She is saying something, but her words are interrupted by sobs.

			“Mr. Truitt, perhaps you could make Mrs. Hogan a cup of tea?” I ask. The man gratefully nods, scurrying back towards the vestry. I have a feeling he will take his time. Mr. Truitt appears to be the sort of man who is compassionate, though entirely unequipped to handle the distress of a woman.

			After a few moments, Mrs. Hogan’s sobs abate, and her heaving shoulders cease their trembling. She dabs at her eyes, which are red-rimmed, and deep-set, like those of her daughter.

			“Mrs. Hogan, are you feeling any better?” I ask gently, knowing she cannot possibly be. Her husband, or at least the man who once was her husband, has stomped off with their daughter as his hostage, and an unpleasant fate in mind for the young woman.

			“Oh, my Cath,” she whimpers, shaking her head, a strand of hair falling into her face. She was once a beauty, I can tell even through swollen eyes and weary features, but worry and exhaustion have beaten her down, diminished her to this fragile, weeping creature. Oddly, she reminds me of Mrs. Devlin. Their environment may seem worlds apart, yet their circumstances are not.

			“Do you want to tell me what happened? That man is your husband?” I sit down on the bench beside her, feeling a stab of guilt, for the thought at the forefront of my mind is whether learning more about Hogan could help Wilkins in his predicament. Mrs. Hogan looks at me, her eyes assessing, taking in my fine clothing, my ring. She herself though does not appear shabbily clothed, nor frail from malnourishment. Her dress, though not new, is of good quality, her shoes recently resoled and her hands not calloused like those of a laborer. But I should not be surprised. A man like Reg Hogan will not suffer the poverty rife in this part of the city. No, he lives here to mark his turf. He will have good food on his table, maybe a maid, fine clothing for his women to prove how well he can provide, to groom his daughter and assign her a value, to be traded at his leisure. I feel anger rising within me, at the thought he might have killed Mrs. West’s husband and now could be responsible for Wilkins spending his life in prison or worse. Taking a deep breath, I fight to maintain my composure in the face of this woman’s anguish.

			“Jenks is forty-five, Cath is barely eighteen,” Mrs. Hogan finally stammers, her voice cracking on the last word, threatening to break into a sob once more. I rest my hands on hers, the small measure of support I can provide. If Hogan is guilty of killing Terry he will be arrested, and Mrs. Hogan and her daughter would be rid of the bully. Though I cannot think how to prove him to be the murderer – I have little doubt he is a murderer – it would be the best solution for everyone. One less loan shark in this struggling neighborhood; one less brutish husband and father; one less criminal on the streets. But Wilkins insists he paid him off, so why would Hogan kill Terry, dirty his hands quite literally, if he was effectively done with him? Why take the risk?

			“Does your daughter not have a say in the matter? She is eighteen, after all,” I ask, turning my mind back to Hogan’s daughter.

			“Without him, we are destitute,” she says bitterly, clamping her mouth shut tightly and squeezing her eyes closed for a moment, staving off a new bout of tears. I can imagine it. Reg Hogan, younger, charismatic, this woman before me the neighborhood beauty. Time and trouble wore away whatever love there once was, and she is left behind defeated, while he flourishes in his malice.

			“You do not live together anymore?” I ask, hoping not to offend. She simply nods her agreement. “Is there no one you or your daughter can turn to? Family or friends who could help?”

			“No one would risk the wrath of my husband,” she replies. “Jenks will beat down Cath just as Reg did me. Not with his fists, but with his demands, with a life you cannot escape once you are a part of it.” Just as she could not escape, even after leaving her husband.

			“What of the police?” I venture, knowing, however, that they are unlikely to seek involvement in a domestic case, if they could not even be bothered to properly investigate Terry’s murder. That is . . . unless Mrs. Hogan could provide something that would effectively remove Hogan from the streets of Whitechapel entirely. The police will be interested in a case that can bring them glory, such as the arrest of a man like Reg Hogan. As his wife, Mrs. Hogan must have seen and heard all sorts. What if she could help the police to put her husband behind bars and thus secure her and her daughter’s safety in the bargain?

			“The police?” She snorts. “They are worse than useless.”

			“What if . . .” I hesitate, wondering how best to explain my plan. I finally settle on the simplest path. “What if you told the police something that would help them arrest Mr. Hogan? Something serious. He is known as a usurer, but has he committed any crimes you are aware of, which the police can then use against him? Is there any proof?”

			Mrs. Hogan’s eyes widen, and she shrinks back, not taking her gaze off me. “Who are you?” she says, suspicion lacing her voice. “Who are you to come here and ask me such a thing?” Only now does she seem to realize I am a complete stranger to her, a stranger who has witnessed her family’s turmoil – if quite by accident!

			“My name is Evelyn Carlisle,” I reply. “I was visiting Mr. Truitt, when we heard the commotion. I do not wish to intrude, but you were so distressed, and I have heard one or the other story about your husband.”

			“You don’t look the sort to be borrowing from him,” she notes wryly, nodding at my ring, which sparkles auspiciously on my finger.

			“No, but I know someone who did and who came to a very bad end, despite having paid off his debts. Do you think your husband is capable of murder?” If the question shocks her, Mrs. Hogan does not show it, barely shifting her expression before answering in a flat voice.

			“Reg is capable of anything, though I doubt he’d dirty his hands. Might send one of his men to do the trick, though. Are you talking about Terry West?”

			“How did you know?” I ask, my curiosity deepening.

			She shrugs, as if it is a small matter in the scheme of things. “Everyone heard he was in Reg’s bad books, poor sod. I felt for that wife of his, though I only met them once. Then he was killed. Still, I don’t think Reg would have hurt him, on account of his brother-in-law.”

			“Adam Wilkins? What is he to Mr. Hogan? He paid off the debt, but -”

			“Here we are,” comes Mr. Truitt’s voice from behind us. He is carrying a tray of tea, and wearing an expression of profound relief, probably because Mrs. Hogan’s despair is less obviously on display. I could throttle the man. Why could he not have taken a few moments’ longer until Mrs. Hogan gave me her answer?

			I try not to glare at Mr. Truitt as he hands Mrs. Hogan a cup and she turns her attention away from me. I wonder whether anything I said left an impression on her? I doubt I can get more from Mr. Truitt at this point, busy as he is trying to comfort the woman, now that she has ceased her sobbing. Soon we are joined by Rector Wallis, who was out visiting an ailing parishioner. I decide to take my leave, asking Mr. Truitt please to contact me if he remembers anything – or, and I do not say this aloud – he finds the courage to tell me the truth he is concealing, for I know he is hiding something. Whether it is linked to Terry’s death or not, I cannot be certain.

			Call me a coward or a snob, but after the fuss with Hogan and the near robbery in front of the church, I opt for more familiar transport in form of a bus that comes rumbling around the corner, headed for my part of town. The Underground was an adventure - let no one say I am not adventurous - but I need to think, and to do so I do not want to waste energy worrying about stepping into a gob of spit or a discarded cigarette, the end still gleaming hot.

			It is nearing the conclusion of the workday, and the bus is bustling. Still, I manage to find myself a free spot and lean against the window, watching rows of houses roll by. I feel the jostling of the crowd, hear the hum of voices, make out snippets of conversation here and there. The odor of a hard day’s work in a heatwave lingers thickly in the air, and I breathe a sigh of relief every time someone disembarks, though for every person climbing off, another soon climbs on.

			Trying to ignore my surroundings, I focus my mind to return to the scene I just left. I was so close to pushing Truitt into saying something that was on his mind before we were interrupted by the Hogan-dramatics. And what did Mrs. Hogan mean when she said her husband would not have killed Terry on account of Wilkins? Did she mean he would not harm the man because Wilkins paid his debts? I cannot imagine I will have another opportunity like this one to speak with Mrs. Hogan, a moment when she was desperate enough to let slip whatever was on her mind. I hope, at the very least, I planted the idea in her mind that telling on her husband’s unlawful actions will save her daughter and put the man where he belongs, in prison. How can such a fellow roam the streets at his leisure, terrorizing his wife and child, making threats in a church, while poor Wilkins languishes in prison? This world is not a just one, and it frustrates me to no end on days like today. Added to that, I remember as I finally reach Victoria and step into the fresh air once more, I still do not know where Maeve went.

			I won’t deny, I am in a bit of a strop upon reaching my flat. It is silent, and I cannot find Maeve anywhere. In the office, I write up my notes of the encounter, trying to recall what I missed, what detail in hindsight completes the picture, but there is nothing that seems significant. Did Mrs. Hogan imply that her husband owed Wilkins a favor and would not wish to cause his family trouble? If so, what did Wilkins do to warrant the man’s respect? I hardly dare to imagine. Naturally, my mind begins to conjure the most heinous scenarios. Wilkins discarding a body for Hogan; Wilkins intimidating one of Hogan’s defaulting clients… But the Wilkins I know is no more a menace than I am. If anything, though, this ordeal has taught me I know far less about the man than I once thought. I need to put the idea to Daniel. He will call it ludicrous, but a faint image is coming together in my mind, now that I have had a moment of peace to build it up. When I leave the flat to go to Grosvenor Square, it is with an unpleasant knot in my stomach, and an errant maid loose in the city. I only hope she is all right. But when I followed her, she seemed to know what she was doing far better than I did. I must take some comfort in that, while I contemplate whether or not to confront her about her absence tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			My black dress feels stifling and too heavy in the heat of the day as I follow the crowd of mourners into church. I managed to find Percy, and he has taken me to the front, near the rest of the family. Whatever Esme or Johnny say about Percy having hated his father, today he is pale and dark circles rim his eyes, punctuated by the darkness of his suit. There are many people here today to mourn Anthony Devlin, or at least they act as if they do. Truthfully, I must count myself among the latter, and from what I have learned about the man in recent days, I would speculate many of the people in attendance never felt a particular closeness to him. I sit two rows behind Percy and his family. His mother clings to his hand, while his grandmother sits with a rigid posture, staring at the altar. I have wondered whether she is the one behind her son-in-law’s death, considering the way he treated her daughter, if Johnny’s account can be trusted.

			There are many familiar faces – the Harpers, including a scowling Johnny and an indifferent Imogene seated on the other side of the aisle - and I am not surprised when Agnes and Harold slip into the pew next to me.

			“Hello,” I whisper. Harold gives me a friendly nod, while Agnes nudges my shoulder.

			“Where is Daniel?” she asks, craning her neck, as if he might have sat somewhere apart from me.

			“He had to attend another funeral, sadly,” I say, not willing to explain the complexity of the situation in this setting, where we are crowded together like sardines and anyone might overhear.

			“No one close to him, I hope?” Agnes says. She knows of Daniel’s past, of his parents and brothers all gone. It softened her towards him considerably from the very start.

			“No,” I tell her. “He wanted to be there anyway, and he hardly knew Devlin.” I glance around. “Goodness, I wasn’t expecting so many people. Was there an advertisement in the papers?” I raise my eyebrows in jest.

			“I suppose the obituary acted as such,” Agnes observes.

			Lowering my voice, I whisper, “I have learned some very unsavory things about him recently. He could not possibly have had quite so many friends.”

			“No, yet a man like him probably had acquaintances like pine trees have needles – easily shed, too.” I know she is itching to learn what I have discovered, but suddenly a hush descends upon the congregation, and the vicar steps to the pulpit.

			The service is dignified, yet impersonal, and when we sing, our voices do not

			swell in a crescendo of mourning and loss, rather they roll along at a measured pace until the song comes to an end. How is Daniel faring now, and Mrs. West? Will Terry be missed with more sincerity than Anthony Devlin?

			After the priest concludes the service and we prepare to follow the casket to the graveyard, a sea of people, clad in black, gray and navy blue, shuffles outside into the heat of the day. Agnes has linked arms with Harold on one side and me on the other. For a moment, we feel like a real little family. To anyone seeing us, we probably appear that way, too. They may not know that Harold and Agnes are not yet married, that I am unrelated to him and her niece. However, families, I have learned, come in different forms. What matters is not so much their origin as their dedication.

			People speak in low voices, some commenting on the service with artificial sympathy, others complaining of the heat, fanning themselves, others still silently slipping away, having paid their dues in coming, and unable to bring themselves to devote a moment longer of their day to this farce, even forgoing the tea and buffet at the Devlin house afterwards.

			Percy, his mother and grandmother lead the way with the vicar. The widow looks frail, but has held her composure, only dabbing at her eyes beneath the veil of her hat, while her mother’s expression remains impossible to read every time she turns her head.

			“Goodness, when I die, I do not want any such fanfare, and certainly not mobs of false mourners,” Agnes says in a low, disapproving voice. “And most certainly no buffet afterwards!”

			“Let us not go planning your demise, my dear,” Harold interjects with a crooked smile. “I plan on having many years with you yet. Or at least to be the first to go.”

			“Oh, tosh, do not speak like that!”

			“Both of you, behave,” I say, shaking my head, unable to stop a grin.

			“I suppose you will insist on being scattered into the Mediterranean,” Agnes observes, unable to drop the thread of this macabre conversation. “I only thank the heavens I won’t be around for that!”

			“You will outlive us all. Now stop, you are being morbid.”

			“You are one to talk, Evelyn.” Agnes rolls her eyes at Harold. “Always throwing yourself into the most sinister situations.”

			“I was hired to investigate this crime, in fact,” I correct her primly.

			“Yes, yes, what you mean is you badgered the poor, grieving lad into signing some form or other, did you not? Can’t you let the police do what they are paid for? They are certainly making their presence known. Look over there.” Agnes nods at two uniformed officers, walking along the fringes of the group, behind them Lucas Stanton in a dark suit. He notices my eyes on him and taps the brim of his hat in silent acknowledgement. I wonder whether he has noticed anything I have not, or whether he was able to find the information I set him to, about the arresting officer in Terry’s murder case. I itch to slip away from Agnes and Harold, through the groups of mourners, and to question him, but I know it is neither the time nor the place.

			“Harold, Agnes tells me you knew Mrs. Grant’s husband, the Brigadier, in India. What sort of a man was he?” I ask, directing my curiosity away from Stanton to my soon-to-be-uncle.

			“Grant? Oh, I hardly knew him. Decent chap, I thought. Mrs. Grant,” he nods at the front of the procession, “was the daughter of the Chief Commissioner of Punjab, quite a high-up. I never met the man myself, but I heard he was a tough nut. I was in Bombay, of course, a fair distance from Simla, where he lived much of the year. Punjab is quite large – not as large as Bombay, of course, though. The Chief Commissioner was a strong connection to have, and Brigadier Grant understood such matters. Which is not to say he only married her for the power. He and I crossed paths a few times, but we were not what one would call friends. Closed-off sort of fellow. Hard to get to know.”

			I nod, remembering that Dulcie mentioned her father having worked for the Chief Commissioner of Punjab.

			“Did you ever meet someone by the name of Hazlett in India?” I ask, feeling foolish even to think it, for India could swallow our little British Isles with its sheer size and population.

			“Not to my recollection,” Harold affirms by supposition. “There were so many names, and my memory isn’t what it once was.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Agnes chides. “You are constantly telling me all manner of things from ages ago. If someone has a memory like an elephant, it is you, my dear.” These forcefully uttered words are as close to sweet nothings as Agnes is likely to voice. Harold smiles, appreciating her gruff compliment. I am happy they have found one another; that they are no longer alone. Harold is such a dear man. He treats me as he might a daughter, and sometimes reminds me of Agnes’ late husband, my Uncle Brendan. He was the one to play with me, teach me to ride and who brought me frivolous presents from his travels, trinkets I still own and treasure. It is difficult for Agnes to allow herself the joy of another marriage, but in my heart of hearts, I am certain Brendan would not have held it against her. He tolerated her every mood and softened her hard edges. Now Harold has much the same effect. I like to think they would have been friends, had they met in life, which is a high compliment indeed.

			The graveyard is not as crowded as the church was, but busy still when the casket is lowered into the ground, as the vicar speaks his words of blessing, his final goodbye. Even here, Mrs. Devlin holds her composure, standing rigid as a pole beside her son and her mother, two pillars of support. I cannot blame her for not allowing this crowd the satisfaction of seeing her crumble. Do any of them realize what Devlin was truly like? Are they snickering behind her back, All that money and fortune, look where it brought them. There is often a lack of empathy for the losses and pains of the very rich, but as obvious as it sounds, they are human, too. Anthony Devlin’s blows hurt Helena Devlin as much as Reg Hogan’s did his wife. Money does not buy immortality, nor necessarily happiness – though I would be a fool if I did not observe that it often eases one’s path to find the latter.

			Finally, it is over, and we make our way to the Devlin house. The number of mourners invited to take part in the event is limited, and when Harold, Agnes and I arrive at the mansion, only about thirty people stand mingling in the grand room where a buffet has been set up. It seems macabre to feast in the wake of such an event, yet people are tucking in, hungry after a morning on their feet in the heat. I take a glass of lemonade from a serving tray, condensation pearling the outside. While Harold and Agnes chat with acquaintances, I excuse myself and crane my neck, seeking out a head of copper hair, belonging to a certain policeman.

			It does not take long until I have located him near the far wall, looking out at the guests. Tall as he is, he stands out, and yet people do not seem to take notice of him. Perhaps he possesses a hint of the same quality Hugh owns in spades, a talent to make yourself invisible in plain sight.

			Squeezing and pardoning my way past black-clad figures, I finally reach him. He has noticed my approach gives me a nod.

			“Have you noticed anyone behaving suspiciously?” I ask in a low voice, though no one stands close enough to overhear.

			“Unfortunately, I have not. Though that says little. If the murderer attended the service, it would have been impossible to pick him or her out of that mob of people. I don’t expect to make an arrest today, unfortunately, not unless someone gives themselves away, or a significant clue comes to light.”

			“It is so stuffy here, would you care to take a little turn in the garden?” Stanton grasps that this request has little to do with the stale smell of perspiration and scent of food mingling in the air, but with the likelihood that I have something of value to tell him.

			“All right,” he obliges, and we stroll out of the room unnoticed, I am sure, by everyone except my hawk-eyed aunt, who will no doubt question me in great detail later.

			The garden is hot, though not unpleasantly so, its trees throwing shade over our heads as we stroll. The air is fresh, smelling of summer, and the fragrant aroma of lilac growing in abundance at the end of the gate. A group of sparrows peck at something on the tiled floor of the veranda and do not scatter when we pass by. All appearances suggest it is a beautiful summer day, as long as the gaggle of mourners in their raven black remain out of sight.

			“So, why have you lured me away from my quarry, if I may be so bold?” asks Stanton. The sunshine makes his hair gleam and with flecks of gold are reflected in his eyes, which he turns curiously on me.

			“When I met Mrs. Devlin on the day we found her husband’s body, I noticed a bruise on her thigh when her skirt rode up. Yesterday, Johnny told me that Devlin was prone to be violent towards his wife. He even liked to dole out blows to Percy, until he grew too old to accept it. She seems an unlikely suspect on account of her frailty, but you said her alibi is weak, and even the most delicate of creatures can pull a trigger.”

			“Hm . . . I confess, I have heard stirrings of the same rumors. When I was a younger policeman on the beat, I was sometimes confronted with cases of domestic violence. The women came to the door with blackened eyes, split lips, assuring me the neighbors were wrong, and the racket they reported was just a knocked over chair, their bruises were the result of a clumsy encounter with a cabinet. In the last century it was still legal for a husband to beat his wife, to treat her as he would chattel, a property with which he could do as he pleased. That has changed, even if the behavior itself has not disappeared. In some households, where appearances are as important as in this one, I imagine Devlin tried to keep the results of his violence invisible to the public eye. The bruise on her thigh, or others to the torso or the upper arms, was probably to some extent strategic. Covering up a black eye and a bruised jaw is more difficult than wearing long sleeves.” Stanton shakes his head in frustration, his jaw tight with indignation.

			“Percy thinks his mother might have left his father, if given the right incentive, but I wonder whether confronting her with his father’s infidelity after years of abuse would have changed a thing.”

			“Probably not. He would have beaten her down, and not just physically, to the point where any rebellion may have become highly out of character, I imagine.”

			“Which suggests she had a strange sort of loyalty to her abuser,” I conclude.

			“Even though she had the means to leave, it would have been difficult. The shame of divorce is still rampant in society. More often than not the women return to their husbands, after he makes endless promises he will never be able to keep.”

			“You do not think she killed him, then?” I ask, vaguely dejected. Part of me would not have blamed her for ridding herself of the man who broke her spirit, and another parts is relieved, wishing not another burden to be heaped upon her slender shoulders.

			Stanton takes a moment to reply, gazing up at the cloudless sky, scratching his smooth chin. “No,” he finally says. I can tell in that one syllable, he feels about the situation as I do. Even if he disagreed, it would not be easy to arrest Helena Devlin based on intuition. Unless he had hard proof of her guilt, such an action could cost Stanton his career in the city, and he could be banished to become a village bobby in the middle of nowhere.

			“Have you had any luck finding the man their maid reported to have seen on the day of the murder?”

			“Her description is so vague, she might be conjuring the image of half the men in the city. Not very tall, not very short. Not thin, not large. Between the age of twenty and thirty. His hair was obscured by a cap. No, she cannot remember the color of his eyes, or anything that made him stand out beyond the fact that he was at the right place at the right time.”

			“Or rather, the wrong place and the wrong time,” I observe. “I would like to speak to the girl. What is her name?”

			“Verity.”

			“Oh, the irony,” I say with a chuckle. “And do we trust the embodiment of truth?”

			Stanton sighs. “I have no reason not to, but I also have little reason to think this chap was not simply a man out on a delivery.”

			“Did you follow it up with the greengrocers and butchers?”

			“One of them said he had a temporary helper that day, a man called Ben. He didn’t have the surname, and his description was even worse than Verity’s.”

			“Have you given up on it?”

			“No, we will keep looking for men of Devlin’s acquaintance matching his description, but I fear it is rather fruitless.”

			“It could be someone from the factories, a disgruntled worker?” I suggest, my mind flitting to Hugh, hoping he is not getting himself into trouble.

			“It could. I thought of that, too. However, it takes time to comb through the rotating number of workers Devlin employed.”

			“What of this chap, the foreman with whom Devlin had trouble. Have you had any more luck with him?” Might Hugh be able to learn anything new about Devlin’s existence as an employer? I wonder whether I should tell Stanton, but reason that my silence is not a betrayal. There is much, after all, he is undoubtedly keeping from me.

			“Frank Overton?” Stanton, asks. “I should not encourage you and your investigations, but you will probably track him down whatever I do. Well, it looks as if he can be struck from the list of suspects as well.”

			“Oh?” I raise an eyebrow as we turn the bend, passing the fragrant lilac bush for the third time.

			“One of the er…ladies of the night we interviewed reinforced his alibi. He was with her, and so drunk he only left around noon. She charged him extra, so she remembered him well enough.”

			“What of Beatrice Grant, she must have hated Devlin for what he did to her only child?” I hardly dare imagine what Agnes would do, if she knew Daniel was leaving me black and blue, and Mrs. Grant strikes me to be in possession of similarly fierce mettle.

			“I have considered her, but there is the same dilemma as with her daughter. They are each other’s alibi, claiming to have been on a walk while the murder occurred, and that cannot be proven, unless someone comes forward and says they remember them. Even then, shooting a man takes a moment, nothing more. They could easily have done it, even orchestrated it together, and still gone on their merry way, out to enjoy the sun. It is damnably difficult to nail down any one fact, let alone any suspect in this investigation.” Stanton sighs, venting his frustration. It is his first case at the Met and a trying one at that. How he must wish it were a plain robbery or theft instead of being forced to navigate this minefield of the rich and powerful. No one in there seems to have cared much for the deceased, yet they would not betray him or one of their ilk, as they view it, bound by the loyalties of social class. Admitting one of them could have been a murderer, could have sunk to depths they associate with the netherworld, would seem a betrayal. Oh, I am turning cynical, but as we walk in silence, I cannot help it. The case is frustrating to me as well, and I have easier access to this echelon of the world than the police might ever have.

			“A few months ago, I was visiting my aunt in Scotland and a young woman – a girl, really – was murdered. Her father’s grief was unlike anything I have witnessed. He would have sawn off his hands and feet to bring his child back to life. His agony was palpable, as though it thickened the air around him, made it more difficult to breathe. Here, today, even though there were more mourners than at her funeral, I did not feel such pain from anyone.” My observation is more for myself, and I am almost surprised that I have spoken aloud. Stanton nods in agreement.

			“You would think because no one much liked him, it is easier to find strong suspects for the crime, yet no one is willing to talk.”

			“Maybe no one blames the murderer. Maybe the people in there,” I gesture towards the French doors, “think justice has been done.”

			“Is that what you believe?” he asks, stopping and looking at me, the shadow of the trees darkening his eyes. “Do you think Anthony Devlin deserved to die?”

			“No,” I answer without hesitation. “Do you?”

			The left side of his mouth tugs up a little. “What sort of copper would I be, if I believed anyone deserved it.” He starts walking again. I match his step. “But I have seen human depravity, Evelyn, I will not lie to you. There have been times, when a man killed his brother, when a mother killed her child, and I thought, hang the lot of them. The world won’t be poorer for the loss.”

			“Maybe that is what someone thought of Devlin, that he was the sort of man who made the world worse, not better, and killing him was somehow justified,” I venture.

			“Whoever that was, must have been badly hurt by him, or truly appalled by the damage he caused.”

			“Which seems to leave Mrs. Devlin, Beatrice Grant and – though he hired me – Percy.”

			“And which brings us straight to where we started,” Stanton observes, halting in front of the smooth limestone steps which lead back to the house.

			“Devlin wanted to force Percy to work at the company, to learn from him or he would be cut off financially,” I note, feeling a stab of irritation towards Percy, if he truly manipulated me so and is guilty after all, and towards Stanton, for making me believe it.

			“He stands to gain a lot by his father’s death: freedom from a man he viewed as a tyrant, vast wealth, the knowledge of having spared his mother further pain. He might have convinced himself it was defensible to kill the man.”

			I take a deep breath, the scent of the summer air not as comforting as it was when we first stepped into this peaceful garden. Where I first noticed sparrows flitting about, I now see a black raven, perched on the arm of a garden chair, beady eyes on us. Was he here all along? How much of what we see is an illusion a shift of different perspectives? This grand palace of a house, with its numerous staff, its rich furnishings it looks to all like a place belonging to people who must not have a worry in the world. But is it really more than a mausoleum, a vessel for misery and loneliness? If Johnny is right, and Devlin was cruel to his wife and son since the latter was a child, there can be few happy memories here.

			“What are you thinking?” Stanton interrupts my thoughts as we stand on the threshold, the din of voices echoing towards us.

			“I suppose I am wondering how deceptive appearances can be. People spend so much time thinking how to present themselves to others, some might not realize their true character has been compromised along the way. Devlin upheld his façade, so did his widow. Now he is dead, and she is both a suspect and a shell of herself.”

			“It makes you doubt whether you can trust anything you see?” Stanton asks in a low voice when we enter the house, the air suddenly cool, our footsteps tapping against the marble tiles.

			“Maybe,” I admit. “I am lucky, though. If I do not trust what I see, I have five other senses to rely upon.”

			“Five?” Stanton asks, his forehead creasing in confusion.

			“Hearing, touch, smell, taste and perhaps most importantly, intuition.”

			“What does your intuition tell you at this moment?” he whispers, as we reenter the grand room to the gaggle of mourners.

			“Two things,” I say. “One, I must get my hands on one of those blueberry tarts.”

			“And secondly?” he asks, a faint smile touching his lips.

			“Secondly,” I continue, my eyes turning back to the groups of people milling about the room, “I must learn more about Beatrice Grant. I feel she knows more than she is telling, and at the moment,” I nod in the direction where she sits, a hand on her daughter’s arm, Percy standing behind her chair, “it seems as if she is the one holding the remains of this family together.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Stanton leaves before I do, and when the crowd thins, I pull Percy aside. He is even paler than this morning, the blue wallpaper bringing out circles that ring his eyes, the ashen pallor of his skin, as though sleep has evaded him since last we spoke. He never told me about his meeting with the foremen and his father’s colleagues, and now is not the moment. Though Percy may not mourn the man in the way people assume he does, his appearance tells me he is either an actor with talents far beyond those of Miss Leonard, or something else is troubling him. A guilty conscience, perhaps? The room we are in is large, while not as cavernous as the grand hall where the other mourners mingle. A large portrait of a man astride a hunter hangs above the mantel and the furnishings are dark and heavy. A low and polished oak table looms in front of a dark leather sofa, and a trolley with various decanters and carafes stands against the far wall. Percy stalks over and pours a generous helping of amber liquid into a tumbler, raising it in offer, but I shake my head.

			“Won’t share a drink with me on the day of Papa’s funeral?” he asks. I cannot miss the bitterness in his voice, the slight elongation of his vowels telling me this is not the first of its kind he has drunk today. When he sits down beside me on the sofa, I notice the stiffness in his jaw, the shudder as he takes a breath before gulping down a generous sip.

			“Not unless you are honest, Percy. Why did you hire me? Was it because you thought I was so much of a fool, I had no chance of learning the truth?” My voice rises, fueled by frustration.

			Percy frowns and takes another sip, then sets the glass on the table, a ring of moisture settling around it on the smooth, polished surface. There is a carelessness about him that I used to take as charm. Anyone, of course, could be excused of such small negligence on the day of his father’s funeral, but by the way Percy himself has spoken of Devlin, one might have guessed today would be a day to rejoice – ghoulish as that may sound.

			“I never took you for a fool, Evelyn,” Percy replies, and I wonder whether the hurt in his expression is genuine, or another spell of play-acting. I know it is wrong to challenge everything, take nothing at face value, but at the moment I struggle not to suspect everyone involved in this case to be somehow guilty of, at best secrecy, at worst murder.

			“What then? I feel you do not want me to succeed, let alone find justice for your father.”

			“By now you must have learned what sort of a man he was, what he was capable of. Don’t tell me tongues have not been wagging since the great Anthony Devlin was murdered in his own home?”

			“I have discovered aspects of his character your family might wish to keep private, and which some may say gives your remaining household a perfect motive for murder. That combined with your lack of notable alibis is not an optimistic prospect.” My words are sharp, but I am tired of tiptoeing about, being lied to and hindered at every turn. Stanton must feel similar frustration, though he as a policeman has the official jurisdiction, even if I have greater access to the members of society he wishes to investigate. All the same, neither of us seems to be leaping towards the truth.

			“You think I killed Father? I didn’t, Evelyn,” Percy says, as if his word makes it fact. The truth is, at the beginning of this investigation I thought I could fully believe in his innocence. I did not want to consider a childhood friend to be capable of patricide. Yet the recent unveiling of the depths of resentment between father and son has me questioning my initial resolve. I say as much, not sparing my words, for he deserves the truth.

			“Then who are you protecting? Who is your staff protecting? Percy, the police are in step with me, and if you won’t tell me, they might arrest one of you to make a point! You must be honest. If you have nothing to hide, why can’t you tell me what you know?”

			“I suppose your detective pal told you he is going to arrest one of us?” Percy asks. Beneath his sneer is an anxiety made palpable by his wringing hands, the taut set of his jaw.

			“He would be justified. None of your alibis are worth much. All that is preventing him from intensifying his questioning, is the fact that he does not want to cause your family further pain. His patience will only last so long.”

			“What does he think he knows?”

			“He believes, as I do, that you are acting suspiciously.”

			“Mother is a wreck and Grandmother uses a cane, can he really imagine they murdered Father?”

			“As long as they have functioning trigger fingers, he can.” Hesitating for a moment, I soften my voice and add, “Percy, can you truly be certain neither of them is guilty? If the rumors about your father’s treatment of his family are true, I could almost understand, even if nothing justifies murder.”

			When Percy doesn’t immediately refute my words, my attention pricks up. I try not to seem too eager, waiting for his answer.

			“If I tell you more, you cannot go running to your policeman. I have hired you. You are meant to be on my side.”

			“If you are going to confess, then I have to tell him. If you know something that could help the investigation, we can discuss how to handle it.”

			“That isn’t the answer I wanted to hear.”

			“I will not lie to you, Percy, so it is the only answer I can give.” I try to look sympathetic, but Percy does not seem to register my efforts. He looks ahead, staring at the mantelpiece, indecision in every gesture, from the way he clenches his hands to the way he bites his bottom lip and finally breathes a sigh of inevitability.

			“I didn’t tell the police . . .” Percy swallows, and I am practically falling from my perch on the edge of the seat in my eagerness to hear.

			“Yes?”

			“They said Father was killed with a small gun, a pistol.”

			“A Beretta, I was told,” I agree, trying to hasten him along.

			“Yes,” Percy agrees, but does not look at me. “I think it was Father’s own gun. He had a Beretta in his desk drawer, kept it there since I was a boy after a spate of burglaries in the neighborhood.” He inhales sharply. “No one outside this house could have known where he kept that gun. The police searched and didn’t find the weapon in the office.”

			“They searched the house, too,” I observe, assuming it is far more likely that the weapon has settled into the murky depths of the Thames by now, if the killer has any sense.

			“They did not find it, but this is a huge house. Anyone who knows it well enough would be able to hide something, if they wished to, without it being found by outsiders.”

			“Would you be able to find it, do you think?” I ask.

			“I’ve been searching for two days. The staff are eyeing me strangely by now. I’ve not found anything. It’s probably long gone, but I had to look.”

			“You realize what this means, Percy?” I ask and read in his expression that he does. He is so pale, almost ill looking, the perfect mourner, were it not for the fact that he loathed his father, and now fears for his mother.

			Percy nods slowly.

			“Right . . . Are you certain about the gun? You’ve been away for a long time, he could have gotten rid of it, or found a new hiding place.”

			“I came back to visit last Christmas. It was still in its place. Father boasted about it. A friend of his has been robbed a week earlier – diamond earrings as the wife’s Christmas present taken – and Father said it would not happen in his house, he had ensured it by taking precautions. He showed me the gun and put it back into the drawer.”

			“How many people in your staff have been here long enough to know? The maids had access to his office to clean it, as had the butler, maybe your father’s valet, or the housekeeper. Make a list of the people, Percy. I know it is not what you want, for someone in the house to be involved, but you hired me to clear your name, and this could bring us closer.”

			“Not at the cost of my mother or grandmother being arrested,” Percy says wearily and drops his face into his hands.

			“Do you think they are guilty? Percy, look at me,” I place a hand on his shoulder, and he looks up, a wretched expression pulling his features tight. He doesn’t say anything, just shakes his head, little conviction behind the gesture. If he believes his mother and grandmother are in some way responsible, he must be miserable indeed. I almost want to say, let us forget what you told me, let us dismiss the possibility as madness and move on. Of course, I can’t. The words stick in my throat, and I swallow them down again. If Helena or Beatrice killed Anthony Devlin, whatever their reasons, they will have to answer for their crime. Still, I remind Percy, there is a chance they are not guilty at all. It is a small comfort, however, to think someone in their employ is, as Percy reminds me.

			“There is the man Verity saw the day of your father’s murder, maybe he can be traced and proven guilty,” I suggest. Going by the girl’s vague description, the chance is minimal at best. “I would like to speak to her, if possible. Maybe she will be less intimidated by me than by the police and tell me more.”

			“You can try. Come round tomorrow morning after the deliveries are made, maybe the man will have returned and she recognizes him again.” The plan seems to lift Percy’s mood by a fraction. I still feel guilty for suspecting him and for providing so little comfort by the time I leave with Agnes and Harold.

			“Who was that man?” Agnes asks pointedly, as soon as we leave the house.

			“Percy?” I ask, raising my eyebrows, my thoughts still on his troubled face when I left him to nurse his drink in the silence of that hollow room.

			“No, the tall one, with the red hair,” Agnes shakes her head. “Where did you go? You should be glad everyone was enjoying an ungodly orgy at the buffet, or else they might have noticed your absence and thrown all sorts of questions into the air. What must poor Daniel think?”

			I take a deep breath to calm myself, thinking how much I want to simply turn the corner and walk away, rather than explain myself once again. But I feel deflated after the encounter with Percy and am in no mood to face an argument. “The man was my friend and the inspector on this case, we simply took a turn in the garden comparing notes. Daniel and I are having him for dinner on Sunday, so you need not worry what my fiancé thinks.” The latter comment might be stretching the truth, but it seems to satisfy my aunt, which was my intention. Harold simply nods, used to the atmosphere that sparks the air between Agnes and me at times.

			“No need to get yourself into a snit, dear,” Agnes replies coolly, getting into Harold’s car, as he holds the door. I have enough time while she climbs in to roll my eyes, before following suit.

			“Are you coming to Eaton Square?” asks Harold from behind the wheel. A man after my own heart, he forgoes the services of a chauffeur. His life of independence thus far would not allow such an abdication of autonomy.

			“Could you drop me at Grosvenor Square? I want to hear how it went for Daniel today.”

			“Right-ho,” Harold says, and the motor rumbles to life.

			“Everything all right? You seem distracted.” Agnes observes. I recognize genuine concern in her voice, which softens me towards her once again.

			“There may be a development in the case, but it could be precarious for the family. I am afraid, I cannot say more at the moment.”

			“Is it that girl, the one in the kitchen, who said she saw a strange man on the day of the murder?” Agnes inquires. Taking in my confused expression, she adds, “Beatrice told me. She seems to believe quite a lot hinges on that fellow, and she does not think the police have made enough effort, although they are ‘pestering’ – her word – the family all hours of the day. She was in quite a lather that they had the gall to come to the funeral, uniformed at that. It seems only logical to me, and I told her as much. Surely, there is a possibility the murderer attended.”

			“You have a dark mind, my love!” Harold calls out from the driver’s seat.

			“As the night, my dear, as the night,” Agnes replies.

			“Stanton doesn’t think they will be able to find this mysterious fellow, based on Verity’s description.” I explain what the girl told the police. “I plan on speaking to her tomorrow. I might be less frightening than the police.”

			“My sense is, since Beatrice came to live there, she has been doing a bit of frightening of the staff herself. One of the maids almost tripped, carrying a jug of water, and she was practically in tears simply from the look Beatrice gave her. I do not hold with terrorizing one’s staff, as you know, and would not be entirely surprised if the girl, Verity, simply conjured up this mysteriously unidentifiable man because she was told to.” Agnes eyes me with a meaningful look.

			“You imply Beatrice is trying to lead the police astray intentionally?” I ask, mouth agog that my aunt and not I should have come to such a nefarious – but shockingly plausible – conclusion.

			“Beatrice must have hated that man. It is not a secret he mistreated his wife. Goodness, Harold, you saw her, too. Such a creature he made of her, all skin and bones.”

			“I saw a large bruise on her leg the day of the murder,” I confess. “Both Johnny Harper and Percy intimated he was a brute.”

			“There you have it, then,” Agnes notes with a firm nod.

			“That would mean you suspect Beatrice Grant is behind the murder,” I muse, and explain that the thought has not been far from my own mind.

			Agnes shrugs. “Maybe she is, maybe she isn’t. I can hardly blame her, if the man was as awful as he is shaping up to be posthumously.”

			“Being the daughter of the Chief Commissioner of Punjab, I do not doubt she was taught to shoot. Tiger shoots were quite popular in those days – still are, I suppose, though I never thought them dignified.” Harold shakes his head in a rare show of disapproval, and a memory comes to mind. Tiger, tiger . . . the photograph!

			“Yes! There is a photograph of a young Beatrice Grant on a tiger hunt. The animal is dead at her feet.”

			“There you have it,” Harold says, tapping the steering wheel with a satisfied thump.

			“That does not exactly constitute proof, I am afraid,” Agnes immediately dampens the flames of hope that have begun to rise in me. “My own Papa taught me how to shoot clay pigeons. Three daughters the man had, and so we learned what he would have liked to have taught a son. Besides, shooting a rifle and a Beretta are two different things. The rifle requires greater strength and precision, since it is usually fired from a distance. A smaller pistol, especially shot at nearly point-blank range, would be easy enough for the greatest of amateurs to operate. All it would require was a steady hand, if the shot was precise. More than one shot fired, should the first have missed its target, would have warned Devlin and he would likely have struggled with his assailant.”

			“Goodness!” I exclaim, impressed with my aunt’s cool reasoning, and I hear a grunt of approval from Harold behind the wheel. Agnes cannot quite hide her satisfaction at her feat, though by her logic she has weakened her own theory of Beatrice’s guilt.

			“If your theory is correct, and I do not doubt it is, my dear,” Harold says, “then either Helena Devlin is a remarkable actress, or she can be excluded from suspicion of having fired the shot, for a steady hand she does not possess.”

			“Maybe it was different before Devlin died. Maybe she was so resolute in the moment, but afterwards started to fall apart.”

			“Guilty conscience,” Agnes observes. I am no further than I was when Percy and I ended our conversation, yet I feel lighter for having spoken to my aunt and soon-to-be-uncle on the subject. When we arrive at Grosvenor Square, I bid them goodbye and skip up the steps to the front door.

			The house is quiet, and though I do not mind hanging my hat on the peg myself, it feels wrong that the man so diligent in all his household tasks is missing from this place. Maybe Daniel has learned something to bring us closer to restoring Wilkins’ freedom.

			In the east-facing parlor, Daniel’s favorite room, I find not him but Franny, listlessly dusting the shelves, while peering out of the window. She startles when she notices my presence and takes a step back. Outside the window the neighbor’s chauffeur is washing the car. In all fairness to Franny, the young man is the embodiment of a distraction. Her burning blush keeps me from commenting, though I cannot prevent a little wink from twitching my eye.

			“Is Mr. Harper not back yet?” I ask.

			“No, miss,” she replies, not meeting my gaze.

			“When he returns, could you direct him to the conservatory? I will wait there for him.”

			“Shall I send for tea or something to eat, miss?” she asks, finding her voice again.

			“I am quite satisfied at the moment, thank you.” I turn and with a smile, add, “Carry on.” We both understand I do not mean the dusting.

			The conservatory is flooded in sunlight, and I slip off my shoes, leaning back on the chaise, my legs outstretched like the limbs of a lazy cat. I close my eyes, feeling the light and the warmth on my skin. When I next open them again, it is to find Daniel sitting on the chair across from me. I straighten and blink, the light bright in my eyes. I must have nodded off.

			“How long have you been sitting there?” I ask, with a hint of accusation.

			“Just a moment, I didn’t want to wake you. You looked so peaceful.”

			“Unlike my usual state, you mean?”

			“How was the funeral?” We both ask at the same time. I insist he begin, and because he knows I am not one to relent, he agrees.

			“It was very sad, there were hardly any people, just Mrs. West, the Truitts, two other neighbors, the vicar and me. Over very quickly. I felt so sorry for Mrs. West, because she had to go back to that house. I offered for her to come here, but she didn’t want to, said she wanted to rest and the Truitts promised to look in on her later.”

			“Hogan didn’t come?” I ask, having told him of my encounter with the man yesterday.

			“No one of his description. I wish I could say I learned something new about Terry, something to explain what happened and exonerate Wilkins, but there is nothing except that the man had few friends and even they had little to say about him. Imagine having lived nearly forty years and leaving behind so few to mourn you, so vague a legacy.”

			“After I visit Percy tomorrow morning, I will go see Mrs. West. I feel sorry I couldn’t come today.”

			“I don’t think it matters much, to be honest. She didn’t seem aware of anyone. How did it go at the Devlin’s?”

			In telling him of the day’s events, I try to recall some detail, some small, significant fact that slipped my notice initially. Nothing appears that could lead me definitively toward the murderer. Suspicions are well and good, but it is proof I need. My mind shifts once again towards excusing Percy, taking into account his palpable fear of his mother or grandmother being the culprit. I want to see what will come from speaking with Verity tomorrow.

			“So it seems likely someone inside the Devlin household is the murderer,” Daniel observes, coming to the same conclusion I have. “There is always the chance that a different gun was used, and Devlin’s pistol has disappeared for another reason.” He does not sound convinced by this argument, and neither am I, though I would be a negligent detective if I did not at the very least take it into consideration.

			“Hugh might still turn up something at the factory. The disgruntled foreman must be taken out of the equation, although he could have had an accomplice. Oh, I do not know!” I shake my head, frowning. “In all honesty, I can think of so many people who disliked or even loathed Devlin, it is proving quite a challenge narrowing down the list.”

			“It is easier in the Terry West case, don’t you think? Now that you have met Hogan, he is the most likely suspect.”

			“His wife seemed quite adamant he would not harm Terry because of Wilkins, whatever that means. Do you think I could visit Wilkins? Would he agree to see me?”

			“He was clearly very ashamed when I visited him, much though I tried to reassure him,” Daniel replies, mirroring my frown. “In the interest of getting him out of prison, he will have to cope with the embarrassment of you going there as well.”

			“Oh, I’m an embarrassment now, am I?” I tease.

			“Can’t take you out of the house,” Daniel says, shaking his head with mock woe.

			“So I will be right at home with the other thirteen-year-olds at Iona’s party tomorrow, then.”

			“Naturally,” he agrees. “Though frankly, Iona’s group of friends, if they are anything like her, will probably be more mature than the two of us combined.” Daniel gets up and sits down beside me, and I lean my head on his shoulder as he threads his fingers through mine.

			“Do you ever imagine what our children will be like?” he asks, and I am relieved he cannot see my face. I have considered this before, often in fact, yet the thought at the prospect of placing an innocent little life into this dangerous world still renders me terrified.

			“You mean, do I wonder whether they will be like one of my nieces or nephew?” I ask, diluting the subject.

			“Being the youngest, I never really dealt with babies, never held one until Elsa, to be honest,” Daniel confides, mentioning Briony’s youngest daughter. There were always children about, some cousin, or children of Agnes’ acquaintances when I was little, but I grew up as an only child, so the care and nurture of a baby, even a sibling, is foreign to me, much as I love Briony’s children.

			“I hope they are more like you than me,” Daniel continues. “Less morose, a little braver.”

			“You are neither morose nor cowardly. Frankly, I hope they have your good sense!” I counter with unexpected vehemence, as I sit up and meet his eyes.

			“I want to know them, Evie,” he continues, looking at me earnestly. “I mean truly. Not let them think of us as their distant parents and for them to love their nannies instead. Will, Henry and I did not have a terrible amount of interaction with our parents when we were little, and later we often felt closer to the stable hands who taught us to ride, or the nanny who soothed our scrapes and fevers than them. Now it is too late - has been too late for so long - to change anything about it.” The tenderness and urgency mingling in Daniel’s voice have me convinced he will be a good father, but will I be a good mother? What if I cannot protect the most vulnerable of beings, a child, from the innumerable dangers this world presents? What if I go mad with fear and worry, and they start to resent me? Somehow, I cannot find the right words to say all of this, so I nod and crowd away my dark thoughts, uttering vague agreement instead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Despite Daniel’s protests, I do not, in fact, wait until the next day to visit Mrs. West, but join the crowds of men and women in the early evening to make the journey towards the East End. Having survived a journey on the Underground and voyaged back to Mayfair via bus just the day before, I no longer feel the same anxiety taking this trip across the city. That feeling is saved for what I will find there once I arrive. I know I might be intruding upon Mrs. West, but sitting in the garden in Grosvenor Square, dipping Mrs. Kline’s almond biscuits into my tea, I could not get the image of Mrs. West alone in that empty house where her husband was killed, out of my mind. Even the thought of the Truitts going to see her did not comfort me. I still believe the curate is hiding something, and his wife’s interest in her neighbor never struck me as sincere. I am under no illusion that Mrs. West and I are dear friends. Nonetheless, I do care, and at the very least, I hope she can take a small measure of comfort in knowing someone else was thinking of her today.

			The bus stop has become vaguely familiar from the number of times I have used it since news of Wilkin’s arrest and Terry’s murder. However, I am still not used to seeing such unrelenting weariness on the faces of the men crouched in abandoned doorways or of children, holding out their cupped hands, while women with ravaged skin faces try to sell boxes of matchsticks or handkerchiefs or themselves. People stream past them, trudging home after a day’s work in the city, not paying them any mind. They have become a part of the scenery, as the lush trees in the squares which dot my part of town have become to me. I hand over a few coins, but keep an eye on my surroundings, the near robbery in front of St. Botolph’s still too fresh in my mind. I did neglect to tell Daniel that particular detail of my previous trip.

			The West house is easily found. I take a deep breath before knocking on the door, steadying myself for what is to come. Silence follows, broken by the piercing wail of an infant in one of the neighboring tenements. I knock again, calling out this time, “Mrs. West? It is Evelyn Carlisle.”

			Another beat of silence passes, then I perceive the sound of footsteps and the door opens a crack to show the face of Maisie West cast in shadow.

			“Mrs. West,” I say. “I will not intrude on you long, but I was very sorry I could not come today and wanted to offer my condolences.”

			She looks at me confused, her brows drawing together, emphasizing her pinched expression. I almost fear she has forgotten who I am from the strain of the past few days, when she finally says, “You did not have to come all this way, miss, that was good of you.” She hesitates, then opens the door a little wider, but not before scanning the street behind me. “Won’t you come in for a cup?”

			“I don’t want to intrude,” I begin, though obviously I would not have ventured all this way, if I planned to hop right back on the bus.

			“Please,” she says, beckoning me forward. As I step inside, I hear her exhale audibly, as if she has been holding her breath for a long time without noticing. She leads me back to her kitchen, facing away from the street. Still wearing her dark dress, she starts to busy herself making tea, setting the kettle to boil, pulling cups from one of the cabinets. I want to help, but she waves away my offer, and I sense she takes comfort in moving about, in a task even as small as this one.

			“Hardly anyone came,” she finally says, placing the tea in front of me and sinking onto the chair opposite. “Not a surprise, I suppose, I had hoped . . .” she gives a bitter chuckle.

			“You said his parents do not live nearby?”

			“I thought his cousins would come, but they didn’t either. Shameful, really, but I can’t blame them. My family is from the north. None of them were able to make the journey. If they were honest, none of them ever liked Terry much.”

			“Was it because of the money?” I ask, deciding to be blunt. Mrs. West does not seem to mind, her expression doesn’t change as she replies.

			“For some. He borrowed bits and bobs from everyone. I am grateful they haven’t started hounding me for every half-crown that is owed them.” She takes a sip of tea, flinching at the heat, before setting the cup down and meeting my eyes. “We married shortly before the war. My family thought I did not know him well enough. They were suspicious of him, I suppose, because he had fallen out with his own family. Terry never mistreated me, and all the trouble he caused was not out of cruelty, but of a need to make our life together better. I am sure of that, I watched him as he wept at this very table when he lost his day’s wages once again. I shouted at him and comforted him in this very room.” She glances around, looking at the walls, the paper peeling in curls at the corners, the cabinets with their chipped yellow paint, and bites her bottom lip, swallowing down a sob. I want to reach out and tell her it will be all right, but I know my words would ring false in her ears, platitudes of one who leads a life so opposite that of her own. “The war changed him,” she adds in a quiet voice, having gathered herself once more.

			“It changed so much, so many lives,” I agree, wrapping my hands around the warm cup of tea, as if it might provide wisdom, instead of purely physical comfort.

			“Those men came home heroes. I remember the day he returned in his uniform.” A hint of a smile plays on her lips and her eyes are far away, in a time and place I cannot see. “The luster soon wore away and now they are generously called veterans, less generously failures, louts, scoundrels. You can guess which category my Terry fit into. He wasn’t always like that. I knew him before the war, and I knew him after. It took something from him, sliced a piece right out and it never grew back. Some came home and jumped right into life again, others needed longer and then, more often than not, it was too late, and they never found their footing again. That was Terry. People think he was hardened by the war, too proud, but it was the opposite. He was too soft. Too soft for this world.”

			Her words, laced with grief, love and pity, paint a picture so different from the one I have been shown by nearly everyone else who was acquainted with the dead man. A victim, in life and in death.

			“Do you have a photograph of him?” I have never even seen a likeness of the man I have heard so much about.

			Mrs. West hesitates, then gets to her feet and disappears down the hallway. I hear her in the next room, the room where Terry’s body was found, before she returns to the kitchen, clutching a frame to her chest.

			“This was taken on our wedding day. It’s the only one of two photographs I have of him. The other he sent me when he was a soldier.” Biting down on her bottom lip, she hands me the framed picture. I take it reverently, understanding how greatly she values this memory of the man she loved.

			A young couple, her in a white gown, him in a dark suit, crowd into the frame. I recognize Maisie West immediately, though I marvel at how much she has changed. The girl in the photo – taken eleven years ago as shown by an inscription of the date in the corner – is smiling, not at the camera, but at the man by her side. Her cheeks are fuller, the shadows of melancholy which rim her eyes now, are absent, replaced by brightness and cheer. They both look very young. It is their innocence, their joy in this one snapshot that imbues them with a youthfulness which makes knowing what I do even harder to bear. The man is tall, broad shouldered and handsome, a dimple in his chin and his dark hair combed back. This version of Terry did not yet know he would soon see death and destruction, he would soon leave his lovely wife to fight a war he probably never truly understood. The hope in their faces makes me, in turn, feel despair. How circumstances can change! How we may never truly trust in the stability of any moment . . . or any person. Had the war never happened would Terry and Maisie be living in a little cottage now, not too far from her family, children bouncing about, laughter mingling with the smell of a Sunday roast in the air? Maybe, maybe not. Mrs. West loved him, and what she tells me about his character, the goodness in him may not be entirely reliable. Still, I like her and for an unidentifiable reason, feel I can trust her judgement, much as Daniel trusts her poor brother’s.

			“You look so happy,” I observe, and she nods with a rueful smile.

			“We were, if only for a while. Two weeks later, his brother threw himself into the path of a train, that dashed the joy right from our faces. But yes, it was a good day. I think of it every time I see the picture and don’t know whether to laugh or cry. A few weeks ago, Adam said I would have been happier had I never married Terry. Maybe he is right, but he never knew him the way I did. Adam only saw the heartache, never the joy he brought me.”

			“He wanted to protect you,” I reply, thinking of Wilkins in prison, convinced of his innocence. Regret for his sister’s choices does not equate to a willingness to murder, especially not if he knew she still loved her husband.

			“Adam signed up first in ’14, when we were living in London and pushed Terry, who soon followed suit. Adam told me years after the war, he blames himself for Terry signing up, for the way the war damaged him. I told him not to think too much of himself. Terry would have enlisted or been conscripted one way or the other. It wasn’t Adam’s fault.”

			“No, I don’t think it was,” I agree. “Daniel and his three brothers went off, too. Only he returned. It was an impossible time, and I am not surprised that Terry struggled. I have met many who did, and many who never found their footing again,” I say, thinking of Hugh, who so nearly slipped away, and of others who did, lost to the confines or their mind or the burdens of their bodies.

			“We wanted to have children before he left, but when he returned, it never happened. I think he was relieved. Sometimes he talked about not wanting to bring an innocent life into such a terrible world. I suppose I never truly understood. Now I wish I had a boy or a girl here with me, a reminder of him, but he or she would be fatherless and what sort of life could I offer them now?” She shakes her head. My mind clings to the words her husband spoke, which eerily echo my own fears. It brings me closer to him. I can better glimpse the man he was. Someone as careless and indifferent as the man others have described him would not worry about such things. If anything, he would have considered his lack of offspring a personal failure. Terry may have been a proud man, but he was self-aware, too. I wonder whether the latter was his downfall.

			“You would have loved them,” I say, returning to her question.

			“You can’t fill a stomach on love,” she replies without energy. My visit has wearied her, yet she seems to have relaxed since she opened the door. Maybe speaking to someone who did not know Terry, who is on her side without preconceptions, has done her some good. I hope so. We speak a little longer. I tell her about Aunt Agnes and Harold, making her smile, which in itself makes the trek to Whitechapel worthwhile.

			“I don’t want to disturb you any longer,” I finally say, noticing her stifling a yawn. The tea has grown cold in our cups, neither of us having had much of an appetite for it. I had wanted to ask more about Hogan, about his connection to her brother, but seeing her tired expression masked by a polite smile, I decide to leave it be. I will try to meet the man himself soon enough. “Is there anything I can do for you?” I ask, getting to my feet. She is about to say no, when her eyes fall on the framed photograph still sitting on the table. Looking from it to me, she takes a breath.

			“I know it’s silly, but could you put the photograph back? I don’t like to go into that room. But somehow, I want it in its usual space on the table by the window. Would you mind?” She is clutching her hands, and it breaks my heart a little to leave her in this house, haunted by her husband, with a room she is too afraid to enter. It must have cost her some strength to get the picture earlier. But Mrs. West is not the sort to be comforted by expressions of pity even if their aim is to convey genuine sympathy. Thus, I make no great show of understanding but simply smile and give her hand a light squeeze, trying to imbue my gestures with a meaning she can decipher as compassion.

			Carefully, I take the framed picture, walk the few steps down the dark hallway and open the door to the sitting room. It is brighter in here, for the sun has not yet set and a slit in the closed curtain lets in a shaft of golden evening light, illuminating the small space, casting tall shadows across the carpet. I restore the photograph to its proper place, and glance around. Truitt said he found the body in this room. Peering around, I notice nothing to tell me more, no upturned furniture or broken vase, hinting at a struggle, and indeed, it seems there was none, if Truitt is to be believed. The question is, can he be? I mistrust the man ever so slightly. Perhaps he is not the killer, but he knows more than he has told me, I would bet my Bentley on it. I let my eyes run once more around the sparsely furnished space, noticing a small nick in the ceiling. Focusing my eyes, I see that it is a hole, rather than a chip in the plaster. There is no lamp hanging from the ceiling, only two lights mounted to the walls like sconces. Looking around once more, I notice a stain on the carpet just a foot from where I am standing. It looks as if it has recently been rubbed clean, yet a faint outline remains, though not dark like spilled blood. I suppose anyone might have spilled a cup of tea. I decide I am looking for clues where none remain. The room has been tidied. If there was anything alarmingly out of place, it has since been righted.

			Mrs. West is waiting for me in the hallway. I take her hands in mine and give them a little squeeze before bidding her goodbye and leaving her to her quiet house, to her silent grief.

			The street is busy, people returning home from work. When I glance at my watch, I see it is past six. A few children, two girls and a boy with rounder cheeks than those of the urchins standing in the shadows of doorways, play hopscotch on the pavement. Their mother is washing the front window, smiling as she glances over her shoulder at them every so often. I smile, too, for the sight of children, happy children, goes quite a way to give me hope for this place and its people.

			On the bus, I think about what Maisie West told me, and the image of her husband flashes into my mind. If he borrowed from everyone, alienated friends and family, should the net of suspects be cast wider? Still, I keep returning to Reg Hogan, his menacing manner fresh in my memory. Did Terry offend him? Someone like Hogan would not show lenience, for fear of ceding power, of appearing weak. He reminds me of Anthony Devlin, and not for the first time either, which makes me shiver with disdain, earning me a strange look from one of my fellow passengers. The two cases frustrate me. In both of them women have been left behind, one likely to her benefit, the other to feel sad and alone, to pick up the pieces. If for nothing else but to give Mrs. West back a part of her family, I must find a way to exonerate Wilkins. She told me she tried to visit him the day before, but he would not see her. I hope he will agree to meet with me. I imagine he wanted to spare his sister seeing him in those miserable circumstances and add to her anxiety, yet I think it was wrong of him to deny her. She may have needed to hear, from his own lips, that he had nothing to do with Terry’s death, even if she seems to believe so already.

			I feel personally invested in Terry West’s murder case, for I am fond of Wilkins and am growing fond of his sister, too. With Anthony Devlin, I confess, my mind has led me down a darker path on a few occasions, when I pondered whether finding his killer is truly the path to justice. If his wife is the guilty party, the woman he, by several accounts, mistreated for much of their marriage and whom he likely married largely for the financial injection she offered his failing ventures, I almost understand why she finally snapped and rid herself of her tormentor. Understanding her motivation – should she be guilty – does not necessarily justify the action. However, I cannot condemn it with the fervor I might have, were the man not unmasked as having been such a domestic brute. I am angrier with the person who killed Terry. Despite his shortcomings and the disappointments he caused, his wife loved him, and I feel there was a warm heart beating in his chest. Had he been given the right opportunities, had a dose of luck, everything in their lives might have been quite different. Devlin had everything he could wish for, and still became the man he was. I am not of the opinion that men and women are born evil, but I do suppose some are born with greater tendency to anger and resentment. For if circumstance should solely dictate the outcome of one’s character, Devlin should have been a saint and a man like Hugh, who was unloved at home and poor as a church mouse, a tyrant.

			When I reach Grosvenor Square, I remain uncertain what, if anything, my conversation with Mrs. West added to the case. However, I feel slightly better having visited, and slightly worse for having left her behind. By the time I enter the house, I am only tired and hungry. Daniel is sitting in his study, the desk in front of him littered with papers, on them endless rows of numbers and very small, uninviting print. He looks up when he senses my presence in the doorway and sets down his pen.

			“How did it go? Is she coping?”

			I sigh and sink into the seat opposite him. The leather is so pleasantly cool, I wonder whether I will find the motivation to get to my feet again.

			“As well as can be expected. I felt so sorry to leave her there. She told me about Terry and showed me a picture of their wedding day. If Wilkins loves his sister, he cannot be guilty.” Shaking my head, I slip my feet out of my stiff shoes and tuck them under me. “For example, even if Briony thought you were a cad, she would not be likely to murder you, on account of it making me quite unhappy,” I explain, mustering a little smile.

			“How very reassuring,” Daniel says with raised brows. “Back to your point, I do not for a moment believe Wilkins is guilty. I was able to arrange for you to visit him Sunday morning, so hopefully he can tell you something to move the case along. I hate the thought of him spending a moment longer in that awful place.”

			“What are you doing?” I ask, nodding at the piles of paper.

			Now it is Daniel’s turn to sigh, as he shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair, making a few dark strands stand on end. “Reports Dom sent over. It’s a bit of a mess, actually. Something must change, or we will have to close one of the shipyards, which would mean people losing work.”

			“That sounds serious,” I observe. “What does Dominic say?”

			“He is in a terrible mood, has been for the past few weeks. I am only too happy to take some of the work home and be out from under his feet, even though we are meant to be partners. In moments like these, he tries keenly to remind me who of the two of us has more experience.”

			“Do you think Dominic is the sort of man to take out his frustrations on his wife?” I cannot help myself asking.

			“Evie, no, you mustn’t paint every man a wife batterer because he is coping with unusual stress,” Daniel admonishes gently.

			“No, I suppose not,” I concede. “Do you have any plans on how you might rescue the company?”

			“It is not as dire as that, but I do have some changes in mind, which will not force us to let go any number of workers. I am not certain yet how it would be implemented, so I must ask for your patience until I have a better understanding of it myself.”

			“Will you pause your work and have dinner with me?” I ask.

			“Gladly!” he says, jumping to his feet, making me laugh at his attempt to outrun the stacks of paper on his desk. “I think I will have nightmares about numbers chasing me.”

			“That sounds like me during my school years,” I say, linking arms as we leave the study and walk down the hall. “Let us say, geometry was not my forte. I preferred algebra.”

			“Yes, I might have guessed, solving for x, a detective in the making.”

			“Precisely.”

			Unsurprisingly, the dinner Mrs. Kline conjures onto our table is a culinary delight. Given the tone of today’s events, I did not have much of an appetite all day and am suddenly ravenous. The courgette soup is followed by a proper roast chicken with all the trimmings of Yorkshire pudding, potatoes and tender carrots. When I think I am sated, Franny brings out two crystal dishes of sweet melon ice, for which both of us are able to find room in our bellies.

			Over tiny cups of coffee taken on the veranda, we look at the sky, deep purple with a hazy orange trimming the horizon line. It soon fades away, casting the sky in an inky blue, dotted with just the faintest glimmers of stars.

			“Mrs. Kline could attempt a similar menu on Sunday for our illustrious guest, what do you think?” Daniel asks with a wink to soften the teasing in his voice.

			“I trust her to serve mutton on a bed of grass and make it somehow taste delicious,” I reply.

			“Do you think he will like me?” Daniel asks, and though his voice remains light, I can detect a trace of genuine concern hiding in his question.

			“Naturally,” I say with force. “Why would he not? You are very likeable, my love.”

			“Perhaps we should ask other guests to come?”

			“It might be a bit last minute,” I note. “I think Agnes would make room in her calendar, if I asked her. She is ever so curious about that policeman.” I raise my eyebrows and Daniel chuckles.

			“Yes, ask her and Harold along, too.”

			“You say that because you know she adores you and will probably be terribly rude to Stanton,” I tease.

			“Can I help it, if she is fond of me? I am so very likeable by your own measure.”

			“Touché!”

			We fall silent then, looking out at the sky, the outline of houses crowding in around us. An owl hoots in a nearby tree, rhythmic and melancholy. I wonder whether it is calling out to its mate. The air has cooled pleasantly, the night stripping away the stickiness of the day with a soft breeze, rustling the leaves in the trees and sending a shiver down my bare arms. Pulling up my feet, I tuck them under me, leaning into the crook of Daniel’s arm, feeling his warmth through the cotton of his shirt. I could be happy like this, I could be satisfied. For a long time, I have been restless, anxious to change my circumstance, the path which seemed predestined for me, but now, at this moment, I feel only content, as though after a long time of stumbling, I have found my footing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			“Come in, please,” Mr. Davis holds the door open, allowing me entry into the Devlin house. I arrived at the agreed upon time, still I am once again asked to wait, while Percy is located. Mr. Davis looks weary, taking on the general appearance of all those who reside within these walls. Perhaps it is the rings beneath his eyes, or his sallow complexion, but he appears older today than he did before. He must be past seventy. He has probably been with the family for as long as they have lived here. It is little wonder he feels a special sort of loyalty to them, particularly if he is treated well. By most accounts I have heard, Devlin was cruel only to his immediate family, though I imagine the servants noticed his behavior, even if they could not intervene to prevent it.

			I wait in the same room I have visited on a number of occasions, which is a stroke of luck, as I had been meaning to study the photograph of the tiger hunt once more. Something bothered me about it the last time I saw it; something I noticed and couldn’t quite place, a feeling I cannot shake. However, when Mr. Davis leaves me alone in the room and I turn to the wall, it is gone. In its place hangs a small framed sketch of an orchid. Glancing around, trying to see whether it has been moved someplace else, I am left disappointed. The photograph of the hunt is nowhere to be seen, which leaves me puzzling to what purpose it was taken down. Does it indeed tell a story someone wishes to keep quiet? Or, more likely, somebody simply decided they wanted it elsewhere. Frustrated once again by this family, I sink onto the stiffly upholstered chair against the wall, arms crossed, which is precisely how Mr. Davis finds me when he returns a few moments later.

			“Mr. Devlin will see you now, Lady Carlisle,” he says, already turning, expecting me to follow.

			When I fall into step beside, not behind him, I observe, “It must be very troubling, knowing the murderer of Mr. Devlin was in this house and has not been apprehended. Surely, the staff is as upset as the family.”

			His body stiffens noticeably, though his expression remains unchanged when he replies. “It is upsetting. Nevertheless, we must carry on.”

			“Yes, indeed, it has to be a challenge,” I say, noticing the slight increase in the speed of his step. He clearly wishes to outrun both me and my questions, but I am not so easily shaken off. I wonder what he would think if he knew Percy hired me to look into the crime in addition to the police, still positioned outside, more to ward off the press – a few of whom still linger – than for actual protection of the family, I think. I do not mention, as first intended, Verity’s strange sighting of the mystery man, the potential killer, or the possibility if his invention. Mr. Davis’ aloofness causes me to wonder whether he would rush down to the kitchen and warn Verity not to speak to me. She is young and new in this household and will not carry the same loyalty to the family as other members of staff clearly do. This may urge her to speak more freely if asked.

			The butler announces my arrival formally, but is interrupted midway by Percy’s languid voice, telling him to let me in. He looks a little better than yesterday, the pale-yellow shirt not leeching the color from his face the way his dark mourning suit did. Not all signs of distress are remedied by a change in wardrobe, however. Circles still rim his eyes, and his posture, as he sits slouched on the sofa, tell me of a restless night.

			“Have you received any news since yesterday?” I ask hopefully. His dejected expression gives me the answer even before he speaks it aloud.

			“No, nothing. I almost wish we could just say the killer is long gone and let the matter rest. Father is dead either way.”

			“The police cannot do that, and neither can I. You are worried about the implications for your family, but nothing is proven yet, nothing set in stone. Let me speak with Verity and learn whether she remembers anything concrete, or whether I can get her to admit she has conjured up this story about the mystery man in the kitchen without her getting herself into more trouble.”

			“She will hardly admit she lied to the police,” Percy says skepticism lacing his tone.

			“Not if she has any sense,” I agree. “But if I can make it clear to her that admitting the truth is preferable to continuing to maintain this likely falsehood, she might be persuaded.”

			“If she is lying. Maybe there really was a man.”

			“Maybe,” I say with an unconvinced shrug. “Can you call for her?” He does, and a few moments later a knock sounds at the door and Mr. Davis pushes a young woman, no older than sixteen, into the room. She is small and shapely, with dark blonde hair pulled back from her face. A lovely girl whose loveliness is tamped down slightly by the patent look of fear on her youthful face as her eyes flit from Percy to me and back again.

			“Verity, sit down, would you,” Percy encourages, trying to sound cheerier than he feels, gesturing at the chair opposite us on the sofa. “This is Lady Carlisle, she is my friend, and we would like you to tell us once more what you told the police. Can you do that?” I appreciate that he is being kind, clearly recognizing the anxiety written across the girl’s face. Likely this is her first place of employment, and even the most experienced would have the right to be rattled if her employer was murdered a floor above where she was working.

			I smile at her as she sits down. Wearing the blue and white polka-dot dress I chose for Iona’s party, I hope to look harmless and set Verity at ease.

			“I . . . I don’t know where to begin,” she starts in a soft voice, biting her bottom lip.

			“Tell us about that day,” I prod gently. “I realize it is upsetting, but you could be helping. It could be important.” She nods, seeming entirely overwhelmed by the task set to her. Nonetheless, after a moment’s pause, she finds her voice.

			“I was up early. Mildred, my roommate, she snores, and she kept me up most of the night.” Verity tries a little smile.

			“Quite understandable,” Percy says, smiling. “At school, I shared a room with a chap who could have snored for king and country.”

			Verity giggles. “Yes, well, I was in the kitchen and the cook, Mrs. Marks, told me she was going to the cellar for a bottle of wine to add to the soup she was making for later and that I was to keep peeling the potatoes and accept any delivery. She was expecting a few joints of meat and a sack of flour and sugar.” Verity looks up but avoids my eyes. “And . . . and then I saw a man I didn’t know.” She stops abruptly, and in that moment, I am certain it is a lie. Verity has forgotten her lines.

			“What did he look like?” I jump in immediately, not giving her time to organize her mind. Her flustered expression confirms what I need to know. ”Verity, you can tell us the truth, you won’t be in trouble. Did you really see a strange man in the kitchen that day?” I feel sorry for her as she looks close to tears, but I have no more patience for everyone in this house – save Percy, perhaps – hampering me at every turn. Whoever killed Devlin may have done a favor – even inadvertently – to most members of the family, still he or she is a murderer and cannot go about life as if they have not taken one.

			“Verity?” Percy insists.

			“I can’t remember,” she tries feebly. Her expression, however, tells me she knows as well as we do that this act is over. Time for the curtain call and the charade to end.

			“I think you do, and now is the time to tell us,” I say, my voice hardening a fraction, as irritation seeps out of the bounds of my control.

			“There was no man in the house, was there?” Percy asks, clearly as convinced as I am of this truth.

			Verity hesitates a moment longer before finally shaking her head, a tear escaping her eye. “No,” she whispers, looking down at her hands, which rest folded tightly in her lap.

			“Why did you tell the police you saw someone?” I ask more gently, for she is clearly the instrument, not the fiddler herself.

			“I . . . I don’t know.”

			“Did someone order you to, Verity?”

			“No.” Another lie. I want to shake her. Does she not recognize what is good for her?

			“Verity, we do not want to cause you any problems, but this is a very serious situation -”

			“My father was killed!” Percy interjects with more outrage than I have previously heard from him on the subject. “You must not obstruct the police investigation any longer, do you understand? I am the man of this house now, and your loyalty must be to me.”

			Verity nods, her eyes glistening. “I am sorry. I never meant to cause any trouble. I only -” she clamps a hand over her mouth. I am angry, but not with her, rather with the person who used this child for their own purpose, who put her into a position where she had to lie to the authorities and her employers.

			“We understand,” I say. “But if you want to help, you must explain who asked you to make such a statement. You are not a devious girl, just tell us the truth, and you can go back to the kitchen, all right?” Naturally, this is a small lie, for the police will undoubtedly have a few questions for the frightened girl. I will try to convince Stanton to soften his rebukes.

			“Was it Mrs. Marks?” Percy asks, mentioning his cook by name. Verity shakes her head immediately, with a vehemence I cannot take to be false.

			“Mr. Davis?” I suggest and am met with the same response.

			“Shall I list every person who lives in this house, or will you make it easier?” Percy sighs in an effort to quell his rising irritation.

			“I can’t! She -”

			“She? Was it my mother? My grandmother?” The girl’s expression shifts and Percy casts me a fleeting sidelong glance before continuing. “Was it my grandmother, Verity? Did she order you to say this? You must be truthful, I am the master of this house, not her.” It is harsh, but I think Percy’s firm, if unspoken, reminder that he holds her employment in his hands is enough to finally loosen the girl’s tongue.

			“She thought she saw a man in the house but wasn’t certain. She asked me, and somehow, she made me think I had seen him, too.” Verity shrugs. “I never meant to cause trouble, but she said the police would want to hear from me, that they thought she was just a dotty old woman, but if I said I had seen him, they would believe me. So, you see, he was here, only I didn’t actually see him myself.” Verity falls silent, pressing her lips together as if to prevent them from spilling other secrets…or other lies. From her manner, I judge her natural instinct not to be to spread falsehoods. She seems too guileless for such deception. Unlike Percy’s grandmother, it would appear.

			“And so you told the police you had encountered this stranger, too,” I confirm, and she nods. “Why were you so vague with his description? Could Mrs. Grant not provide a better one for you?”

			“She hadn’t been wearing her specs, miss.”

			“So he might have been an ordinary member of the staff, if she couldn’t make out any discerning features,” I observe.

			“Oh . . . I suppose so,” Verity replies, looking dumbfounded. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Apparently, there were a few things she hadn’t thought about, but I find little point in reprimanding her on that score. She has learned her lesson, I am quite sure. Verity acted foolishly, but she did so due to the manipulations of Beatrice Grant, which has me far more troubled, and Percy as well, considering the way his face has blanched at the mention of his grandmother’s name. When it becomes clear that Verity has nothing more to add, we send her back to her work, which she accepts with evident relief. Once the door has closed, Percy slumps against the cushions and raises his hands to his face, letting out a muffled groan. I rest a hand on his shoulder.

			“It doesn’t have to mean she is involved, Percy,” I soothe, unconvinced.

			Percy drops his hands, revealing glistening eyes. “She can’t have done it, Evie, she can’t have. He wasn’t worth the consequences.”

			“I hate to pursue this thought, Percy, but there is a chance she conjured up the man to cover for someone, and the most likely candidate is -”

			“Don’t say it!”

			“You cannot deny the possibility. You mentioned as much to me yesterday.”

			“That was before . . . before all of this came out.” He makes a vague gesture with his hands. “Part of me, skeptical though I was of Verity’s story, was hoping to be wrong and for it to have been the truth.”

			“There is a chance your grandmother really did see someone, though I know for a fact the police do not dismiss her as a dotty old lady, quite the opposite, in fact.”

			“I’ve rarely met anyone who fits the description less,” Percy says, not looking the least bit happy about his observation. “At the moment, I take no comfort in it.”

			We sit in silence for a minute, both of our minds lost to the possibilities – both enlightening and shocking – which have opened up a like trapdoor at our feet. Did Beatrice Grant kill her son-in-law, then pretend to have seen a stranger in the house before she left for a walk with her daughter and later returned to find the man’s dead body? Or did she plan the murder with Helena Devlin, conjuring up the intruder to cover for her daughter, aware that both their alibis would not be strong enough to hold up under the magnifying lens of the police, especially after realizing that Stanton had something to prove, and would not let go easily. I abandon the idea that she is protecting Percy – unless, she believes him to be guilty, though he is not? The situation is too tangled for me to find a loose strand to take hold of.

			“Percy,” I begin, deciding now is the moment to be entirely honest. “Was your father violent towards you when we were children? Do not deny he was cruel to your mother. I have seen one of her bruises and heard the stories.”

			“He was a bastard, and I don’t apologize for my foul language, he deserves nothing more,” Percy says, venom lacing his voice. He looks at me intently, and I realize everything I heard was true.

			“When did he stop beating you?” I ask quietly.

			“When I turned fifteen. I had grown considerably that year, matched his height and was quicker. One day he came home raving, smashed a glass of brandy against the wall, and would have smashed his fist into my stomach as well, but I was faster that time.” Percy’s eyes glaze over. He is reliving the moment, an expression of triumph mingling with one of misery on his face. “I caught his fist and twisted his arm. Mother was shouting at me to stop –at me! Maybe I should have been grateful. In that moment, I could have throttled him with my bare hands. He didn’t touch me after that, but the next day my mother was limping.”

			“Did your grandmother and grandfather, know about the abuse?”

			Percy shakes his head, rubbing his eyes with closed fists. “No, I do not think they did, until Grandmother moved in a few months ago, that is. Whenever they visited, Father was on his best behavior. Grandfather was a formidable man, and if he felt his daughter was being harmed, his only child and grandchild beaten, he would not have stood for it. He and Grandmother would have compelled Mother to leave. More than once, I considered telling them, but shame and a distorted sense of loyalty prevented me.”

			“I am sorry, Percy, to force painful memories and that you had to suffer in that way to begin with. I am ashamed of my constant complaints about Agnes, when you had the real tyrant at home.” I give his shoulder a little squeeze. “You could have told me.”

			“I was hardly the only one getting a thrashing at home. I don’t think it was terribly unusual. It still is not.” Percy shrugs. “The way he diminished Mother was the worst of his crimes. He took away her dignity, made her defend him, even when she knew what was in store for her. I hated him for that. I didn’t kill him, Evie.” Percy looks at me with an even gaze. “But if the killer had not, I might have. Living in Monaco, I told myself his temper may have improved, he might have mellowed with age. In my heart, however, I knew he had not. Being in London again, I could not have lived here, watched them all the time and continued to accept what he was doing to her. That is why I hoped proving his infidelity might push Mother into action. At the very least, I could tell Grandmother and she would sort father out. He was intimidated by her, everyone is.”

			“What if she killed him, Percy? What will you do?”

			“I can’t imagine a seventy-two-year-old woman of her standing in society will be imprisoned, especially given the circumstances, but it would shatter Mother. I don’t think she has the slightest notion who killed him. She is almost catatonic. You might imagine, with her tormentor gone, she would revert to the way she once was, but maybe this is all she can remember.” Percy’s eyes glisten, and he blinks rapidly, unwilling to shed a tear in my presence.

			“In time she might change,” I encourage gently, not certain it is true. Helena Devlin has been with her husband since she was barely an adult. He formed her into the person she is now and despite Percy’s hopes, maybe she never was as resilient as her mother. Maybe she didn’t even hate Anthony Devlin, and their life together was her normality. Now she feels lost, untethered without realizing her tether was more of a shackle. What will happen if she learns her mother took her husband away from her? Will she be angry or grateful? Or will she sink further into herself, dulled by an inability to function without the cruel puppet master tugging at her strings?

			“I have to inform the police that Verity lied and who prompted her to do so,” I tell Percy before taking my leave. To my surprise, he merely nods, too dejected to argue.

			“The detective always suspected the story wasn’t what it seemed. I suppose he would learn the truth sooner or later.” He shrugs. I give his hands a squeeze and promise I will be in touch as soon as I have spoken with the police. He seems disinterested, listless, probably regretting ever getting me involved. When he closes the door behind me, I feel no excitement having learned the truth behind Verity’s claim, rather a sadness for my friend and the life he led when we were young, which he never felt able to speak about.

			As I climb into my car, I recall our raucous play as children. He often had marks on his arms, but so did we all. Only now do I understand the difference between a skinned knee, a harmless nosebleed, and the dark purple-green of a vicious bruise. Percy is right when he says the occasional beating is not unusual when it comes to disciplining children, but there is a difference between a light smack and a heavy punch. I shiver with disgust at the thought of either punishment. In many ways, I struggled to feel at home with Agnes, but neither she nor Brendan ever laid a hand on me, not at the sight of broken vases, tantrums or other misbehavior. How strange that it has taken this sad revelation for me to realize, in spite of my loss and grief, I have been lucky.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			It is with this warm family feeling that I arrive at Grosvenor Square to pick up Daniel and go to Iona’s party. I am looking forward to some hours of distraction, of being with those I love best in the world, hearing the easy chatter of the children, and feeling the soft heft of Elsa’s little body in my arms.

			The Farnham family’s broad-fronted Georgian villa in Belgravia appears a hive of activity upon our arrival. We are let in by the housekeeper and directed outside, where the table has been laid. Just as we turn down the hallway, Timon comes barreling toward us, roaring, his mouth wide open to reveal the two front teeth missing. He tugs at something at his side and whips a ruler out of the loop of his belt, charging Daniel. Daniel falls right into character, dodging the boy’s attack and pulling a white handkerchief from his pocket. Timon, meanwhile lands a mighty thwack – mighty, that is, for a six-year-old – to Daniel’s thigh.

			“Peace! Peace!” Daniel calls out, waving the hankie like a flag of neutrality, all the while rubbing his leg as though mortally wounded.

			“Are you surrendering?” Timon asks, holding his makeshift sword aloft. I wonder where he heard that word. Likely it comes from one of the adventure stories his sister reads to him.

			“Yes, yes, I am vanquished!” Daniel moans, now on his knees. “You can take me but spare the lady!” He gives me a wink, my savior.

			“I am like King Arthur,” Timon explains, having allowed Daniel to his feet, accepting our defeat with tact. “He had a sword, and he was very brave. Do you think I am brave? Do you think I will be a knight when I grow up? Father says I should be a scholar, but that is boring. I want to be a knight or a prince.” Timon grins at us proudly through the gap in his teeth. I want to make a capsule of his energy, of this youthful joy and delusion I wish he could hold on to forever.

			“Best to keep your standards high,” Daniel says, agreeing with him, as Timon slips his small hand into Daniel’s larger one, leading us into the garden.

			I walk behind them, hearing the constant stream of his excitable babble, feeling the muscles in the back of my neck loosen. It is as though I have stepped into another world, a world of life and laughter and energy, so different from the darkness and lethargy filling the Devlin home from cellar to ceiling.

			“Evie, Daniel, there you are!” Briony smiles as she spots us in the doorway to the garden, Elsa on her hip, reaching out a plump hand for the pearls at her mother’s neck and giving them a vigorous tug.

			“Where’s the birthday girl?” I ask, while Daniel is led away by his captor.

			“She has already had quite enough of the party and has disappeared with her friends Jane and Charlotte. I am so relieved she has found them, and young Thom is coming, too.”

			“Goodness, look at Elsa, every time I see her she has changed a little,” I say, stroking her downy blond hair with one finger.

			“Don’t remind me. I am already a little heartbroken thinking of a time when she is no longer so little I can carry her around with me. My other children didn’t come to me as babies, and I missed that time with them.” Timon, Areta and Iona were adopted by my cousin and her husband Jeffrey two years ago, at a time when Briony worried she would never have a child. A part of me is almost relieved she felt this despair, for had she not, the three of them would not be in our lives, an unthinkable vision.

			“There might be another little one in your future, what do you think?” I ask, taking Elsa from my cousin, marveling at the solidity of the little girl who, only eight months ago, was a tiny newborn so fragile I feared holding her lest I cause the little creature any accidental damage. She has grown more robust, with ruddy pink cheeks, curious eyes and perpetually reaching hands that grasp at everything as she has started to make attempts at crawling after her wild siblings, Timon and Areta. Iona tends to be the one to stop her toppling sideways, admonishing her younger siblings for being too rough or generally playing mother.

			“Thirteen years old, can you believe it, she is turning into a little lady,” I say, as Briony and I settle into a bench in the shade of a cherry tree.

			“Eleven years without us as her family. I often think about that and wonder whether it harmed her in some way we are yet to see. She doesn’t talk about her mother much at all.”

			“She is a wonderful girl, Briony. And the way she has come out of her shell is a testament to you and Jeffrey.”

			Briony takes a deep breath then smiles and nods. “She is wonderful. We are so proud. She is at the top of her class!”

			“I expected nothing less. Listen, I hope you do not mind, my gift to her is a trip to Yorkshire to explore the place where the Brontë sisters lived. I thought it would be better than a dress or a pair of earrings,” I say, disentangling Elsa’s hands from my hair.

			“She will be thrilled,” Briony says, her smile widening. “Jeffrey is so smug about the little bookworm she has become. He thinks it is all his doing.”

			“Where is he? I haven’t seen him in ages. Is he working a lot?” Jeffrey Farnham, Briony’s husband, works for the British Museum, and has been known to get lost in his latest project.

			“Last I saw him, he was with Harold, harping on about some exhibition he is trying to curate with Indian art.” Briony rolls her eyes, but her words are softened by the smile that follows. Briony and Jeffrey have been through a fair number of ups and downs in their relatively short marriage, but it looks as though they have found a balance here with their family, to keep them both satisfied. For a while, when I lived with them on Crete, I worried the union would not last.

			We sit down, watching our friends and family, and exchanging news the way we have since we were old enough to talk. She informs me of her parents’ plans to spend the winter in the south of France, where Aunt Louise spent much of her youth, and I tell her of my plans for the dinner party tomorrow.

			“Why do you insist on this, Evie? Why try to force a friendship?”

			“I am not forcing anything.” I detest the plainly defensive note in my voice, which Briony will take as confirmation of her argument. “Neither Daniel nor I have many true friends, and Stanton is a good man. If the two of them could see beyond what divides them, they might get along perfectly well.”

			“How can Daniel befriend a man who is in love with his fiancée? How can Stanton be a friend to the man you plan to marry? It isn’t fair on either of them, Evie.”

			“Stanton is not in love with me,” I say in a low tone. “Not every friendship between a man and a woman has to be linked by romance.”

			“All right,” Briony concedes, more quickly than I had anticipated. “Maybe I am wrong. I certainly never had many male friends. Even Percy didn’t take to me when we were younger.” She smiles, indicating her criticism of my intentions has ceased…for now.

			“I suppose you were not as willing as I to tear your stockings climbing a tree and risk the wrath of your Mama. It used to take very little to impress a member of the opposite sex.” Briony giggles, and soon the earlier moment of discord is forgotten. We settle into the ease by which our friendship has always been defined.

			After a while, Iona appears and offers me a rare embrace, thanking me for the gift and asking when we will go. She is as close to excitable as I have ever known her to be, and it pleases me to no end to be responsible for the bright smile on her flushed face. Thom and Stanton arrive shortly before a large cake is brought out of the kitchen by Aunt Louise, a cream covered concoction with almond paste roses, fit for a princess. Iona lets Timon and Areta help her blow out the thirteen candles and even Elsa is given a few spoonfuls of the sweet cream, which has her howling in delight.

			“Lovely day,” Stanton says, appearing at my shoulder, as we watch the children hold out their plates for large sugary slices that will have them bouncing off the walls when they go home.

			“A welcome change from the past few days, don’t you agree?” I ask, glancing around, and meeting Daniel’s gaze at the other end of the table. He smiles and gives me a nod. I hope tomorrow’s dinner will go well, and the two men become something akin to friends.

			“I won’t spoil the moment by discussing the case, but Verity’s story is not true. She was instructed by Beatrice Grant to say she saw this man. Grant claimed to have seen him herself.” I provide a short summary of what Verity told Percy and me, and Stanton’s eyes grow wide with disbelief. Thinking I might as well be entirely honest now – in for a penny – I also mention that Percy thinks the Beretta his father owned has gone missing. “There, that is all I know. We can discuss it more tomorrow, but I thought you should be told as soon as possible.”

			Stanton is glaring at me. “Evelyn, you can’t tell me something like that and expect me not to have any questions? Goodness, how on earth did you hear all this?”

			Sighing, I realize it was wrong of me to suppose I could say my piece and be done with it for the time being. “She told Percy and me. I went there this morning and we questioned the girl. It became fairly clear she had been told what to say and was not the original architect of the story. Whether or not Beatrice Grant truly saw the man is unclear. There is a distinct possibility, if she did, it was only a member of the household staff, whom she didn’t recognize. I can’t imagine she is the type to know them all by name.”

			“That woman is as calculating as they come. I had the sense even early on in the investigation,” Stanton says, lines creasing his forehead, as the meaning of this new information takes hold. “Why would she lie, unless it was to protect someone she cared about or herself?”

			“I have yet to find a better reason,” I confess with a shrug. “Though I cannot believe such a solution would bring my employer any peace.”

			“No, I would think not. Still, I will have to question her.”

			“What if she is guilty?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. “Will she go to prison?”

			“I have my doubts she will receive much punishment, to be entirely honest. It would be different if it were her daughter or grandson, but she is in her seventies, wealthy, connected . . . No, I don’t think Beatrice Grant has much to fear other than for her family’s reputation.” Stanton glances at his watch. “Have you warned your friend that you would tell the police of this development? I want to go over there as soon as I can, so she doesn’t have a chance to construct an elaborate excuse.”

			“He knows.”

			“Right, well, I best be off. I will come back later and fetch Thom. Please make my excuses with your cousin. I hope I am not making a bad impression.”

			“No, go on, but remember, I told you this of my own will, I expect some reciprocity.”

			“I feared as much. I suppose it can’t hurt to have another keen nose on the hunt.” He half turns before adding, “Would you have told another detective?” His expression is difficult to read. I do not want to give an answer that would allow him to misinterpret the loyalty I feel towards him as something else. Before I can think of what to say, he shakes his head and offers me a crooked smile. “Never mind, thanks anyway.” With that, he is off, a copper head threading his way back to the door.

			Later, the half-demolished cake forgotten on the table, the children occupied with games, my Aunt Louise sidles up to me, nudging my side.

			“That will be you soon.” Louise smiles and gestures at Briony, who sits on a bench, bouncing Elsa on her knees. I return her smile, and she takes the gesture as agreement. I love my nieces and nephew more than I thought possible, but the notion of having my own child frightens me. To be responsible for a tiny living being, for their physical well-being, their happiness – how does anyone manage it without losing their minds with fear? Fear for them, but also for oneself. I know what it is like to grow up without parents. What if something were to happen to Daniel or to me, or even both of us? How could we leave a helpless little person behind in a world where people are murdered just a hop and a skip away in their homes? It seems downright irresponsible! I share none of this with Aunt Louise, who would likely think me even madder than I suspect she already does but conclude that I probably should tell Daniel at some stage. We both want a family, it seems only right that he knows of my apprehension. He, of all people, should understand its origins.

			Naturally, Agnes corners me a while later, and somehow or other compels me to tell her what I learned about Beatrice Grant. She reacts simply by tutting with satisfaction, as though she expected just this all along. It is a relief to have told her, especially when I detect a hint of admiration in her eyes as she realizes I may actually be suited to this detection lark. I do feel a trace of guilt, passing on this information so easily, but whatever Agnes’ faults, she is not a gossip, nor would she gloat over another’s misfortune. She likes to judge, and her tongue lashings can sting, yet I trust that she will not spread news of Beatrice Grant’s dubious behavior about.

			By the time Daniel and I leave, Timon has fallen asleep on his grandmother’s lap, Areta is playing with her dolls, talking animatedly to herself, and Iona and Thom are exploring an illustrated atlas, a present from her father. The party’s excitement has ebbed, and left are tired children and a ravaged looking table of food. I lean down for my cheek to receive a kiss from Briony, as she brings us to the door. Elsa has long since been taken to the nursery to rest.

			“Lovely party,” I say.

			“It was, wasn’t it?” she observes, then holds up her hand to stifle a yawn.

			“You can be proud of your daughter.” Daniel smiles. “Before you know it, the young and eligible of Belgravia will be knocking on your door.”

			“Oh, I think we won’t have to worry on that account. Iona is more sensible than anyone else in our family.”

			“I can’t argue that,” Daniel says, and we wave goodbye, turning onto Wilton Place towards Hyde Park. The late afternoon sun is bright as it beams down on us from a peerless blue sky. We decide to walk back to Mayfair, after hours of sitting, chatting and eating what we could before one of the sugar-filled little ones tugged us from our chairs.

			We stroll in the shade of the tall, white stucco houses that characterize this area. Belgravia is where I grew up, a few streets away from Briony’s house, in Eaton Square. Like Grosvenor Square, where Daniel lives and where I, too, will reside after we are married, much of Belgravia was owned and built up by various members of the Grosvenor family. It was an endeavor that began in the early eighteenth century, as my Uncle Brendan once explained. The houses are split into terraces and are built around leafy squares, bringing a flash of greenery into every view of the front-facing windows. Belgravia is and has been since its inception, a fashionable address, which came at a price so significant only those who could afford not to flinch at it could live there. This elite attitude may have abated ever so slightly, but having been to Whitechapel and seen the vast contrast to this leafy idyll, the disparity feels prominent indeed.

			Grosvenor Square, another legacy of the family bearing that name, has become popular for the newly rich in the years after the war. Down the street from Daniel’s home, four men known as the “Bentley Boys” – three guesses what they drive – have moved into the large flats and keep the neighborhood lively with endless parties, while blocking the road with their flashy motors. Not that I am one to judge, for one of them, the racecar driver Woolf Barnato, has taken to calling me an honorary member of their pack when he sees me park my own Bentley on the street.

			We soon reach South Carriage Drive, which borders on Hyde Park, and stroll in the shade of the trees reaching across the path. Ahead is Apsley House, once the extravagant home of Baron Apsley, then the home of Duke – later Prime Minister - Wellington and now open to the public, a museum dedicated to Wellington’s triumphs.

			When we pass the Achilles Statue, Daniel asks, “Are you coming home to Grosvenor Square or going to your flat?”

			“I will stop by the flat and see whether Hugh has rung to leave a message. I also want to make sure that Maeve is all right. After she evaded me in Whitechapel, we only had a very brief conversation on the telephone.”

			So I turn to Piccadilly, while Daniel continues along Park Lane. It’s a fairly long walk to get from Briony’s house to my own, but I think best on my feet and I enjoy the movement and the sun on my skin, walking through St. James Park. Summer won’t last forever, especially not in England, and I intend to soak it up, even though Agnes will doubtless comment that I am becoming quite brown with her unambiguous raised brow. That being so, I am relieved when my building finally falls into view, looking forward to a tall glass of water from the American refrigeration machine that arrived a week ago, and which is as brilliant an invention as I have come across.

			Mr. Flynn is sitting behind his desk and throws a greeting my way when I enter the building. “Lovely day, isn’t it? I was out this morning, when it wasn’t quite so hot. Mrs. Hazlett asked me to take her dog for a little ramble. Her Mr. Singh twisted his ankle.”

			We chat a moment longer, before I bid him good day and climb the stairs to my flat on the first floor. It is silent when I enter, but I expected nothing less. Maeve is quiet as a mouse, and if I did not know she was in, I might suspect elves of coming in the night to do my ironing and fill the kitchen cupboards.

			Though part of me is irritated with her for being so opaque and for unwittingly evading me two days ago, I push myself to seek Maeve out, finding her eventually in the sitting room. She holds a duster in one hand and is staring out of the window. She jumps upon hearing me enter and turns to face me, an expression of guilt on her face. Whether this is a result of me finding her idling, or due to her illicit jaunt on Thursday afternoon, I cannot guess.

			“How are you, Maeve?” I ask. “Has your hand healed?”

			“It’s all right now, miss,” she says, though she wears a bandage.

			“Do you have any plans for tomorrow? Hopefully, you will be able to enjoy the sun,” I say, mentioning her day off, wondering whether she will rush off to her secret destination once again. Is she meeting a lover? Am I reading too much into the fact that the girl wants a private life? Probably. I plaster a smile on my face, feeling a rush of guilt for my suspicion and, in hindsight, my rather unwarranted pursuit of her.

			“I haven’t decided yet, miss. I might go to the park a bit.”

			“Yes, lovely,” I say with too much exuberance. “Or to the zoo!”

			“Yes, perhaps.”

			“Or do you go to church? Goodness, I should have asked earlier. Are you Catholic?”

			“I am, miss. I went to mass last week. The priest is from Dublin.”

			“Right.” I nod. “Are you settling in?” As I ask, I remember my plans to get Maeve, Franny and Jane together, which I had completely forgotten until this moment. Before she can answer my original question, I add, “There are a few women your age you might like to meet some time. I am sorry you are here alone so much of the day.”

			“No, miss!” she replies a little too quickly. “I mean, I don’t mind being on my own. I know a few familiar faces by now, from going to the market, and church, that’ll do.”

			“Oh, well if that is what you want . . .” I let the thought hang in the air. She gives a firm nod. “Good, then. I will leave you to your work.”

			“Thank you, miss,” Maeve calls out after me, and I am not quite sure what for. For caring that she doesn’t feel lonely, or for leaving her alone?

			On my desk, I find a slip of paper in neat handwriting, which I take to be that of my maid, telling me that Hugh telephoned yesterday evening and he would try again this afternoon. I glance at my watch and notice that the short arm is nearing four, so I settle into my chair, hoping Hugh will have something interesting to share.

			While waiting, I write down the latest news in the Devlin case, as well as a few perfunctory notes on the West case, the latter of which has me more uncertain than the former. I am anxious to talk to Wilkins tomorrow, to learn, if he will tell me, about his connection to the dubious Reg Hogan. I flick through the weekend edition of the paper, but apart from a tiny mention of the funeral of the distinguished Anthony Devlin, there is little to hold my attention.

			When I told Stanton about Beatrice Grant, I must confess, I felt rather proud of my ability to surprise him. People may doubt my skills, may humor my plans for the detective agency, but Hugh and I have done nearly all the work to move the investigation forward. Despite my frustration with our slow progress, we are at least moving along, and though it remains hazy, I think I can see an end in sight, a clearer picture revealing the truth. Not quite so in the Terry West case, sadly. Wilkins has been incarcerated for a week, and there is no clear path to proving his innocence yet. If Reg Hogan is responsible, the police doesn’t seem interested, and the neighbors are unwilling to risk the man’s wrath by confessing anything incriminating. I hope Stanton will be able to learn the name of the officer who arrested Wilkins and thus decided, simple as that, the crime was solved. I should very much like a word with that lazy chap, and Stanton owes me that small favor. I know he loathes to be seen cooperating with a private investigator, let alone a novice as I appear to be. I shouldn’t complain, really. If the case had gone to anyone but Stanton, I would likely have been left out in the cold. Our previous acquaintance and his observation of my – shall we say - independent investigation instead of meddling has improved his impression of me. He knows, I believe, that I can be a trustworthy partner in the resolution of a crime, even if, once or twice (all right, four times…) I have found myself in a slight bind as a result.

			The telephone shrills, tearing me out of my musings, making me jump in my seat. I wrench the receiver from its stand and raise it to my ear. Hugh’s voice rings down the line.

			“Evelyn? Can you hear me?”

			“Yes, Hugh, how are you? Is everything all right?” I ask, hearing some noise in the background. “Where are you?”

			“Fine, fine. I am in a telephone kiosk, it’s a little loud.”

			“Have you learned anything new?” I ask, raising my voice so he can hear.

			“Possibly, well, what I mean is, it could be interesting. I was planning to come back this evening, but a chap from work has asked me to have dinner with his family, and I didn’t want to turn down the offer.”

			“What have you heard?”

			“From what I gather, the people here have mostly never met Devlin, some don’t even know he is dead. The foreman, a Mr. Smith, is the one in control of operations, at least in this factory.”

			“You do not believe the workers would have been motivated to kill Devlin?”

			“Here my news comes in. I was asking around about the conditions, trying to make idle chatter, when the chap next to me said there had been a few accidents lately. One man died, a young fellow.”

			“How awful!”

			“Yes, and he wasn’t the first to get hurt. I can see why, the conditions are not up to par. I suspect the foreman agrees, but he doesn’t have the power to make significant changes. I -” Hugh is interrupted by a sound. I hear muffled talk and a raised voice.

			“Hugh, are you still there?” I ask, straining to hear what is happening in that telephone kiosk across the city.

			Finally, his voice is clear on the line again. “Sorry, Evelyn, there is a chap here who is very keen to get to the phone. I don’t want to cause a fuss, but I wanted you to hear about the accident. I plan to meet the victim’s family tomorrow after church. I will try to call again and tell you more then.”

			“All right, we can discuss the developments on my end tomorrow. Good luck and be careful, Hugh.”

			“The same to you,” he says, and ends the call.

			I replace the receiver and rest my elbows on the tabletop. What does it mean? Would the family of the dead man kill the owner of the factory for his lack of care? It is certainly a possibility. Maybe Beatrice Grant is not implicated, after all. It would make Percy happy to have another suspect in the mix, but I can’t say it pleases me much. Another suspect complicates the path I am currently paving, but if the murderer proves to be from the factories, from Leamouth, the papers will imply that a poor man killed a rich man, nothing new there. No one would be bothered about the motive. People would assume it was jealousy, disgruntlement, the usual. Devlin will never be exposed for the man he was, and though Percy and his family surely prefer it that way, I hate to think of Devlin becoming, essentially, a martyr, when he was anything but. For a moment, I contemplate telephoning Percy to tell him of the new development, but I dash the idea aside, he has heard enough of this sorry affair for a day, and I do not want to raise his hopes based on so vague a thread of possibility. Added to that, I wonder whether he is already aware of the accidents, the working conditions. He went to speak to some of the other men in charge of the business, but they may not have felt it necessary to burden him with more worrying news, or they dismissed him as an overindulged young man who shirked his responsibilities for too long. Running off to Monaco for the better half of a decade can do that to one’s reputation. I should not be surprised if, once this nightmare has ended, he will sell the company and leave this country once more. He has no passion for the life of a businessman, especially not a business his loathed father tried to force on him, built up by funds his ill-treated wife supplied. No, I would not be surprised at all, if Percy packs up and says goodbye to old England once and for all. Whether or not his mother and grandmother will be free to join him remains to be seen.

			I make a few more notes, marveling at the way the pages of my notebook are filling up, frowning that even this collection of facts and hypotheses has not led Hugh and me to the truth in either case. I write down a few questions I want to ask Wilkins tomorrow, mostly concerning Reg Hogan, and also a reminder to buy him some food and maybe cigarettes. I have read all sorts about what goes on behind those forbidding iron bars. A bartering system is the way of that world. I want to do all I can to keep Wilkins in favor with the real criminals in Brixton Prison houses.

			Wandering to the window, I observe the quiet square beyond. The sun is high in the sky, the vast blue canvas interrupted only by the streak of birds occasionally flying by. Moments like this one would let me believe the world can be a peaceful place, and yet there is malice beyond this window, not only in the dark alleys of Whitechapel and Poplar, but in the villas and mansions of Holland Park as well. It is born of a strange combination of circumstance and character. Was Helena Devlin pushed so far she finally snapped like a brittle twig? Did Reg Hogan have enough of Terry’s promises and decided it was easier to end the man’s life than to accept his excuses? Both seem plausible answers to these mysteries, and yet I feel a piece of the puzzle is missing. Something ugly is writhing beneath the surface, and when it breaks free, I must be quick to catch it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			The idea to speak with one other person of my acquaintance who knew Beatrice Grant many years ago, comes to me as I dip the shortbread finger Maeve has baked into my second cup of tea. A person who last supplied me with a far more fragrant brew than the one sitting in front of me. Dulcie Hazlett. I push aside the untouched cup and walk into the kitchen, where I pile a number of the buttery biscuits onto a plate and leave the flat to climb the flight of stairs to my neighbor’s floor. I knock on the door, quite certain the lady of the house is home, because I have never known her not to be. Nevertheless, it takes a few moments before I register movement behind the door. Mr. Singh finally opens it. He is leaning on a cane, and I remember Mr. Flynn told me he twisted his ankle, and the concierge thus had to take Dulcie’s little pup for his walk.

			“Mr. Singh, I hope I am not troubling you. Mr. Flynn told me you injured your foot, and I wanted to bring up some biscuits. I find baked goods go a long way in healing a great number of ailments, though I fear I cannot take credit for having made them.”

			“Very kind of you, Lady Carlisle,” Mr. Singh says in his melodiously accented voice. “Won’t you come inside. Dulcie always enjoys a visitor.”

			“If you are certain I am not disturbing her,” I say, my foot already crossing the threshold.

			“I am sure she will relish the company. She has been a bit poorly lately,” he tells me, leading me slowly down the hall, leaning heavily on his cane. I am pleasantly surprised that he speaks so openly with me, as one might with a friend. I wish I felt bold enough to ask him all the questions floating around in my mind. Where he came from, where his family lives, what his relationship to Dulcie is, how his life in London has been. But all too soon we arrive at the colorful sitting room I have visited on past occasions, and Mr. Singh knocks lightly on the door, announcing my presence.

			“What a lovely surprise,” Dulcie says, smiling widely as she sits up in her seat, smoothing out the front of her skirt. She looks a little paler than usual, and the blue veins in her fluttering hands seem to shimmer through her near-translucent skin. The curtains are drawn, too, their color – a bright fuchsia – casts the room in an almost otherworldly glow.

			“How are you, Dulcie?” I ask, as I sit opposite her in my usual seat on the mound of cushions.

			“As well as I can be at my age, dear. Are you enjoying the sunshine?”

			“I was at my eldest niece’s birthday party earlier. She is a little lady now, thirteen.”

			“Ah,” Dulcie nods, still smiling. “I remember that age, though it seems a century past. I met my first love when I was thirteen.”

			“Was he the son of a ludicrously rich maharaja?” I tease, feeling suddenly as if I am dipping into another world, the way I do every time I visit.

			“No, nothing so glamorous, I am afraid. He was the son of a commander visiting Simla for the summer. Oh, I might as well tell you, you only know him as the Brigadier, but to me he was Eddie, Edward Grant”

			“Beatrice Grant’s husband!” I marvel.

			“Perhaps I should have told you earlier, but I didn’t want to be considered a woman pining after another’s man. Then again, he was nothing to Beatrice then. They only met a few years later.”

			“Did he court you?” I ask, imagining Dulcie as a young girl, trying to catch the eye of the Commander’s son, whom I paint in my mind in an image that resembles Percy - his grandson – as I knew him as a boy.

			“For a summer, yes, you could say so. Then his family went away again, and we lost touch. Adolescent boys tend not to be the best correspondents. His letters grew sparse very quickly.”

			“I hope my niece is spared such a romance,” I observe, thinking Iona far too sensible to pine after such a fellow in any case.

			“Oh, but that is life. We have triumphs and disappointments. Your niece will discover for herself. There are worse heartbreaks than being the jilted lover when you are merely a girl.”

			“Indeed,” I agree, thinking of my own, and wondering about hers.

			“You did not come here to listen to my stories,” Dulcie observes. My face grows warm, and I hope my blush is concealed by the pink light filtering through the curtains.

			“I am very happy to listen to your stories, but you are too clever for me. Yes, I have come to ask you something relating to the case – one of the cases – I am currently investigating.”

			“How intriguing! May I assume it is still the murder of Anthony Devlin? I read about his funeral yesterday. I can only imagine the clump of gossips who crowded into the church.”

			“It was a rather busy affair,” I admit.

			“Yes, I know London society. There is nothing they enjoy more than a scandal, and Anthony Devlin being murdered in his own home is enough to satiate those inquisitive souls for some time.”

			“Naturally, what I tell you must not leave these four walls.” I meet her gaze. She smiles and gives me a little nod. “You knew Beatrice Grant long ago. Do you think she is capable of doing someone harm?”

			Dulcie frowns and folds her hands in her lap. “You mean murder?”

			“I suppose I do.”

			“You do not reach my age without acquiring a certain cynicism about the nature of human beings, even those who, on the surface, appear placid as a frozen lake.”

			“An interesting metaphor,” I observe.

			“Before I give you an assessment of Beatrice’s character, tell me, what is your impression of her?”

			“I may not go so far as to call her frozen, but the woman can certainly send a chill through someone, if she means to.”

			“She was not always as frosty as that. When we were younger, Beatrice was the center of attention. I did not know her well enough to have called her a friend or a foe, but I knew of her. She had a certain energy about her which attracted people, made them bend to her will, in a sense. It couldn’t have hurt that she was strikingly beautiful either, I suppose,” Dulcie observes with a wink.

			“She manipulated people?”

			“Well, that sounds a bit harsh, but I might say she knew how to get what she wanted. People were always trailing in her wake, ready to pick up a dropped hankie or to hold the door for her. It didn’t seem like manipulation at the time, because she was lively, chatty, on easy terms with everyone from her amah to the viceroy.”

			“It is hard to reconcile such an image of her with the impression I have of Beatrice Grant now,” I admit with a shrug.

			“It was many years ago, before she was married, before she became a mother and before she returned to England. People may say I was another woman forty years ago, too. They will say the same of you. Time has a tendency to twist us into shapes we would once have failed to recognize.” Dulcie leans back in her seat and regards me for a moment, her eyes glittering in the dim room. “Now you think Beatrice has become a murderer.” She speaks the words as a statement, not a question.

			“I am entertaining the possibility,” I concede. “She had reason to loathe her son-in-law. As a mother yourself, would you not feel anger towards a person who hurt your son, and did so for the span of much of their marriage? I have no children, but I can imagine my own rage, should I become aware of such cruelty.”

			Dulcie takes a slow breath, and I notice her right hand clutching at the fabric of her skirt. Have I gone too far? Have I upset her?

			“Dulcie -” I begin, trying to apologize should I have caused her distress. She raises her left hand and shakes her head.

			“No, no. I have simply been feeling a bit unwell. I should have eaten more today.”

			“Shall I fetch you something?” I ask, wondering where Mr. Singh went with my plate of biscuits.

			“It is all right now.” She offers me a weak smile. “To answer your question. Yes, I can imagine what a mother is capable of, should her child be in danger. I understand that fear only too well. The Beatrice Grant of our youth was a light-hearted woman, but she could be determined as well. There is not an occasion I can recall then, when she accepted no as an answer. If she set her mind to it, she would be capable of just about anything.” She sighs and shakes her head sadly. “It may still have been too late for her daughter, though.” Before I can ask what she means, she starts coughing violently.

			“Dulcie? Let me get you something to drink!” I jump to my feet and, finding only an empty jug on the side table, I hurry from the room. The layout of the flat is a little different from my own, and I puzzle which of the closed doors hides the kitchen. When I open the first one to the right and know immediately I have erred. Despite this realization, I do not instantly step back, for what my eyes take in causes me to gasp. The room is a shrine. I take one step past the threshold, that is all it takes for me to see the portrait of a boy, whose eyes and mouth so resemble his mother’s. There on the bookshelf stand framed photographs of him at various ages, from a toddler in short pants, plump legs peeking out, to the last one of a man in military uniform, his expression solemn, his features sharp. Children’s books and a wooden toy train line the other shelves, as well as a leather box, propped open to display a medal.

			“What are you doing?” I hear and swing around to find Mr. Singh standing in the doorway, a stern expression on his face.

			“I . . . I am so sorry, I meant to find the kitchen. Dulcie, she was coughing.” I shake my head and hold up the empty jug of water. “I did not know which room -”

			“It is not this one,” he says, and I nod, hurrying out and into the hallway.

			“I am sorry, truly. I never meant to intrude, but when I opened the door, I didn’t think…”

			Mr. Singh’s expression softens when he takes in my genuine regret. “Those things, they used to belong to Rupert, Dulcie’s son.”

			“He is dead, isn’t he?” I ask, thinking back to our conversations, when she mentioned him in the present tense, as though he might pop in at any moment.

			“He died nine years ago, two months before the armistice.”

			“I didn’t know.”

			“She doesn’t tell anyone,” he answers with a deep sigh, which tells me more than his words do.

			“Is she unwell?” I ask, thinking this is perhaps the wrong term for a mother who can never lay aside her cloak of grief.

			“I cannot speak about it anymore,” Mr. Singh replies. “I will not betray her trust, but she likes you, and in time she may be willing to explain as much as she is able to.”

			I nod, wanting to say something more, something meaningful to show him that I am willing to wait, that I want to earn Dulcie’s trust as well as his own. Yet a moment passes, and the words do not come to me. He gives me a small smile, takes the empty jug from my hands and gestures to the room where Dulcie is waiting. “I will bring the water,” is all he says, before turning away and limping down the hall.

			Not long after this exchange, I bid my goodbye. Dulcie looked quite pale, and I worried about overtaxing her, particularly on the subject of what mothers might do to protect their children. Back in the flat, I turn on the radio and the smooth sounds of Bessie Smith singing the blues fill the air.

			The aura of melancholy I have taken with me from Dulcie’s flat remains. I wallow in it for a few moments, silently commiserating with my new friend for her dreadful loss. Nine years have passed since Dulcie Hazlett’s son was killed, and it seems her feet have never found even ground again. What a contrast to the death of Anthony Devlin who, from what I can surmise, is not genuinely mourned by more than a handful of people, if that. Even his son is not sincerely grieving the man. How many people touch our lives so powerfully they leave an indelible mark, an etching beneath our skin, in that spot near the heart, which reminds us of what we used to have? I can count myself fortunate to have a number of such people in my life, but many have only one, maybe two, and what happens when those people cease to exist? How does one go on living in a world that hardly takes notice when a part of one’s very being has been cut away? The wound is invisible, and yet often it never heals. I was four when I lost my parents to the fire on that fateful day, and still I think of them all the time. When Daniel asked me to marry him and I accepted, my mind leapt to the sad reality that my father would not lead me down the aisle. When I completed my studies at Oxford, the celebration was bittersweet, for I could not prevent my thoughts from conjuring up the image of my parents at the table with us. Would they have been proud of their daughter? From what my aunts and uncle have told me, the answer is yes, but their assurances cannot fill the void where my parents’ voices should be. How must it be for Dulcie, who knew her son for thirty odd years? Briony told me she hardly remembers a life before her children, is the same true for Dulcie? If it is, she never had an identity beyond the one connected to her son. When he died and she was left with a gaping hole in her life, it may have seemed easier to convince herself he was still alive and could come home to her again. My Aunt Iris has been doing much the same for the past decade, but my cousin Hamish has never returned. I spoke to Iris about Hamish when I visited a few months ago. She as much as told me she knows he will not come back, but she can never speak the words. To say aloud that her son – billed missing in action - found his grave long ago in a foreign field is as venomous to her as slipping poison past her lips.

			I resolve not to ask Dulcie about her son, though I would happily listen. In my lifetime, I have learned there is no singular way of coping with grief, and no right method to prescribe. Time can seem a thief and does not heal all as some claim. I have found for myself, it is only a balm for my sorrow, never a cure, and that is, perhaps, as it should be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			It took Daniel and me nearly an hour to get from Mayfair to Clapham, where the Brixton Remand Prison is located, and when we finally did arrive, another forty minutes to gain entry into the space where visitors meet their incarcerated friends. Daniel decided to wait outside, for we both believe Wilkins may feel even more ashamed of admitting wrongdoing if the man who hired and trusted him sits in on our conversation. I cannot be sure he will speak openly with me, but I will tell him of my visit to his sister, my encounter with Reg Hogan and the man’s wife and maltreated daughter. Perhaps this will show that I am trying my best to do right by him.

			When Wilkins is marched into the spare room by an expressionless guard, I want to jump from my seat and take both his hands in mine. He looks shattered. His face is gray, and his eyes have sunk deeper into his skull. The shirt he wears has sleeves so short, his thin wrists poke out. I can hardly believe it has only been a week since his arrest.

			When the guard takes up position in a corner, picking at his nails, we sit opposite one another at the scuffed table. Wilkins won’t meet my eye at first, staring at his hands which rest folded on the table.

			“How are you coping?” I ask in a low voice, not wanting the guard, apathetic as he may appear, to listen in.

			“I’m all right,” Wilkins says unconvincingly, then raises his gaze to meet mine. “Thank you for visiting, you are very kind.”

			“Oh, Wilkins, you mustn’t be so formal! I am your friend, at least I hope to be. Daniel and I, as well as your sister, are convinced of your innocence, and I want you to know we are doing our best to prove it.”

			“You have met my sister? How is she?” His expression shifts, concern warring with pain.

			“She is worried about you. The funeral was on Friday. I spoke with her afterwards and she is grieving, but she does not believe you are guilty of causing her heartache.”

			“I always thought Maisie was far too good for Terry, but I wouldn’t have touched a hair on his head, if only for her sake.”

			“That is exactly what I thought,” I reply with a firm nod. “But there is something else.” I tell him of my encounter at the church with Reg Hogan and his wife and daughter, and also his wife’s words. “She told me Hogan would not have killed Terry on your account. What did she mean by that?” I lean forward a little and add in a whisper, “You must not be afraid of sharing the truth about Hogan, if it proves your innocence.”

			Wilkins takes a slow breath and tightens his clasp on his own hands so that the bones beneath the pallid skin gleam. “I suppose you heard that I paid Terry’s debts with Hogan? His trail of arrears runs through the East End, but Hogan was the only one whom he owed a rather substantial amount.” Wilkins frowns, and I realize he is thinking of just how he got the money to pay the debt, of the stolen silver and candlesticks neither Daniel nor I are bothered about at this point.

			“So Hogan should have been satisfied?” I ask with barely suppressed urgency, for the clock on the wall opposite is ticking away, and I am allowed only twenty minutes’ visitation.

			“He should have been,” Wilkins nods, then sighs and shakes his head.

			“What is it? What aren’t you saying? Please, you must be honest, this could help us free you,” I plead, sensing his reticence, yet aware that there is more to be said resting heavy on his tongue, which could shed more light on the situation.

			He opens his mouth, closes it, then nods, more to himself than to me, and begins to speak. “I imagine my sister has told you we come from humble circumstances. Well, when I was young, before the war, I fell out with my father and decided to move to London to try my luck.” He lets out a mirthless laugh. “I had read about men coming to the city and doing well, making names for themselves. In my youthful exuberance, I was determined to be one of them. Little did I realize that I would arrive nearly penniless and be forced to take whatever odd jobs I could find to pay the rent for my dingy room. I was standing outside a bakery one day, looking in at the trays of pies and cakes, the smell of fresh-baked bread heavy in the air, when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned around, prepared to defend myself. The man standing behind me was smiling. It was Reg Hogan, as you may have guessed. I was nineteen and easily impressed. He bought me a pie and told me to meet him at his house the next day, if I wanted more of where that came from.

			“I was wary but went all the same. A hungry belly will do that to you, and I still had ambition. I was at the address he had given me ten minutes before the agreed upon time the next day. He could sense a mile off that I was eager, though I hardly knew for what. In the beginning I was running errands for Reg, fitting in some task or other around the job I was working at the time. After a while, when it became clear to him, I was trustworthy, he gave me more responsibility, more money, too. I stopped working at the factory, where I cleaned floors and machinery, slipping around in the filth, and joined him full-time.”

			“What did he want you to do?” I ask, unsure I want to hear the answer, yet absorbed by his tale.

			“Nothing criminal, if that is what you are asking, but always bordering on it. A year after I joined Reg and his merry band of scoundrels, to put it gently, my sister married Terry and they came to the city as well, to escape the disapproval of our family. Terry got wind of my connection to Reg and he quickly understood what the man was about. By then, I was well aware that Reg Hogan was no good Samaritan. He took me along often enough when he squeezed the last drops out of a man. He could smell desperation a mile off, and gamblers were always his easiest targets. By then I was tall and strong, well fed, and though I did not fight, he liked to have me with him when he went to collect his debts, an intimidating presence though he is as much on his own as you will have noted. I will not lie, it suited me at the time. I did what he asked, was paid well, possessed what I thought was his friendship. Do not misunderstand, I realize what sort of a man Reg Hogan is, but in his own way, he was good to me.”

			“Why did you break the connection? Did he threaten Terry or your sister?”

			Wilkins shakes his head. “No, they had nothing to do with Reg until after the war. Terry was a fairly upstanding man and even disapproved of my work. No, it wasn’t that.” He takes a breath, swallows and continues in a low voice. “Reg was accused of murder. Everyone knew he had it in for the chap who died. No alibi either. The police were round his place in a second, and I was there.” Wilkins hesitates before adding, “I told them he was with me all day. I lied for him. At the time it felt like the only option.”

			“You gave him a false alibi?” I try to hide my outrage. “Was he guilty?”

			“I don’t know. He denied it, but I never knew with any certainty. Still, after that and the declaration of war, I decided to enlist and get out, but Reg owed me. He would not have killed Terry and caused the one member of my family I love such grief. He may not have excused Terry’s debts, but he lowered them when he realized I was paying them off. Reg is a bastard - excuse my language - but he has a strange sense of honor, and he would not have forgotten what I did for him all those years ago.” Wilkins falls silent, carefully watching my reaction across the table. My disappointment that he gave Hogan a false alibi is tempered slightly by the fact that he trusts me enough to be open about it. Maybe he just recognizes a desperate situation for what it is and thinks he has little to lose. Either way, now is not the time to reprimand him for his actions well over a decade ago. If someone I cared for, like Daniel or Briony, needed an alibi, I would give it without hesitation. Perhaps Reg Hogan had become something akin to family to Wilkins in the years he worked for him. Loyalty will make one do things one ordinarily would not.

			“Did you ever regret it?” I ask, and he knows exactly what I am referring to.

			“Almost instantly,” he is quick to reply. “Reg was good to me. He pulled me out of the proverbial gutter. I worked hard for him, too, not always doing what was right. Still, that crossed a line in my mind, and though I stood by my words, I constantly toyed with the idea of righting the lie. I thought about Maisie and our parents, the way we were raised, which was far from what I had become. After the war, I wanted to start afresh, and Mr. Harper gave me the chance.” I hear the unspoken words hanging in the space between us, the knowledge that he betrayed Daniel’s trust by stealing and keeping so much from a man who offered friendship and opportunity, but now is not the time for accusations, for diminishing him even more. Wilkins is beaten, and I came here to let him know he must not count his losses just yet.

			“Do you have any guess who killed Terry?”

			Wilkins sighs heavily and drops his chin into his hands. “I have been thinking of little else. Terry borrowed and gambled, but people didn’t hate him. I don’t believe he was much worse than others with the same affliction. Then again, people have been killed for far less.”

			“What is your impression of Mr. and Mrs. Truitt from next door?”

			“The Truitts? Oh, I hardly know them. The woman came by a few times when I visited Maisie. Seems a bit of a gossip, harmless, though. The husband, I don’t know much about him either. I think he has learned more about me, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had found out about my former association with Reg. He is extremely pious, the sort that goes about preaching the rights and wrongs of society. There are worse, but I can’t say I took to him on the few occasions we met.” Wilkins meets my eyes. “Do you think he is tied somehow to Terry’s death?” His voice carries a note of incredulity, and I can’t blame him. I hardly have anything concrete to go by, yet Mr. Truitt consistently strikes me as though he is holding something back. I say as much to Wilkins when the guard steps forward, announcing in a sharp tone that carries more than a hint of glee, “Time’s up!”

			Wilkins gives me a little smile, while he is pulled to his feet. “Thank you.”

			“Don’t give up hope!” I call out, but leaving the prison and meeting Daniel on the street outside, I am not certain whether my statement has any basis in truth. Though I am convinced of Wilkins’ innocence, he told me little that can lead us to the real killer. If he believes Hogan to be unconnected to the crime, who is guilty? Can I condemn Mr. Truitt purely on the basis of neither Wilkins nor myself having warmed to him? No, but I must learn more, for I am convinced there is something circling his mind, which he is unwilling or unable to disclose. Persistence is as good as my motto, and so I shall continue.

			Daniel and I travel back across the river before we find a café and settle in for an early lunch. Neither of us had much of an appetite for breakfast, and our bellies are reminding us not to neglect them any longer.

			With steaming cups of tea in front of us, and our order for two slices of egg and mushroom pie taken, we rehash what Wilkins confessed.

			“I assumed his background was less than pristine. He never told me he worked for a veritable criminal,” Daniel marvels, shaking his head.

			“It is hardly something he would wish his employer to discover. By the time you two became friends, he might have simply wished to leave that unsavory portion of his history well behind him. I can’t say I blame him.”

			“No, I can’t either. Still, that and the fact he was stealing from me make it difficult to trust him as implicitly as I had before. He did not kill Terry, I am convinced of that, but he covered for someone who may well have been a murderer, and goodness knows what he did for him in the past.”

			“I thought the same. We must not forget, though, he was only a few years older than Iona when he came to London. He was desperate and Reg Hogan fed on his desperation and groomed him to be what he wanted him to be. It is only lucky Wilkins realized it sooner rather than later,” I say.

			Daniel rubs the bridge of his nose in thought. “True enough. Nonetheless, it is difficult to take it all in.”

			“You have to decide what you want to do when he is released. In the meantime, we must concentrate our energies on making that happen. However, he has disappointed you, he is innocent in the murder of his brother-in-law, and it is wrong that he is being punished for a crime the police are too lazy to investigate. It makes my blood boil to think of the man-power invested in the Devlin investigation and the complete lack of attention given to Terry.”

			“Mercy and justice just like wealth are not evenly distributed in our society, though I suppose I shouldn’t be one to talk.”

			“I feel quite a bit of pressure for my fledgling agency to save Wilkins and find the real murderer,” I confess, earning a curious look from the waiter who arrives at just that moment with our food, and lingers a few moments too long, clearly intent on learning more of what we are discussing. I am afraid we do not oblige him, simply smiling and tucking into the food until he trounces off again.

			The pie is delicious. I hadn’t realized what an appetite the journey to and from prison had stirred in me. We are both half-way through our meal by the time our conversation picks up again.

			“You haven’t failed yet in any of your enquiries, even if the past ones were rather less official,” Daniel comments with a hint of a smile. In hindsight, I suspect he is quite proud of my previous forays into detection, while at the time, especially when we were in different cities, he was less enthusiastic. Admittedly, I did stumble into the odd treacherous situation or other, but here I am, hale and healthy, so all’s well that ends well, isn’t it?

			“I don’t think my calling myself a detective really changes anything, except that I have badgered Percy into signing a contract,” I concede, taking a sip of tea.

			“You will see, once you have solved these mysteries and word-of-mouth spreads of your excellent reputation, you will have clients queuing in the hallway,” Daniel predicts, more optimistic than I feel at the moment. I am filled with a sudden rush of affection for him and his faith in me. I cannot think of another man of my acquaintance who would encourage his fiancée or wife to embark upon such a business just because they know it would please her. He is not entirely thrilled about this venture mainly based on the reasonable concern regarding my safety, but he has never tried to prevent me moving ahead with it. I think it helps to settle his mind that Hugh is on board as well. A more loyal partner could not be imagined. I say as much to Daniel, who nods his agreement.

			“Who could have guessed what a dear friend he would become when we met him?” I muse.

			“I have many acquaintances, but I can count the number of true friends on the fingers of one hand,” Daniel observes, holding up his hand as if to demonstrate.

			“And he is adapting better to London now that he has a proper task to occupy him. He is very sharp, and I think working any odd job would not satisfy him.” I hesitate, then continue, “I only wish he were a little more sociable. Do you think he might want a family? Or a wife?” Daniel predictably rolls his eyes.

			“Evie, you must leave the business of wife-finding up to him. He is a very independent man.”

			“And very reserved, too!” I counter. “He has us, of course, but he might like a companion?” I pause, then add in a whisper, leaning slightly across the table, “Or do you think he prefers the company of men?” I raise a meaningful eyebrow.

			“If he does, he hasn’t told me.” Daniel shrugs.

			“In any case, I am wondering whether he might have cast an eye on Maeve.”

			“Your mysterious maid?” Daniel’s eyes widen, and he crosses his arms over his chest. “Just because he is polite it does not mean he has romantic ideas about her. Besides, you said she is quite young.”

			“As if a youth has ever prevented a man from falling in love with a woman! Good heavens, Daniel, sometimes I think you are being deliberately obtuse! And she is not that young. She must be – oh – twenty-one or twenty-two. Hugh is in his early thirties, such an age difference hardly causes a scandal. Added to that, she made her own way from Ireland to London and took initiative coming to see me about work, even without any references. That shows she has a sense of independence just like Hugh, don’t you agree?”

			“Which could mean they are entirely too independent to be romantically suited.”

			“Oh, you are no fun!”

			“I am looking out for my friend’s interests,” Daniel counters. “What do you know about this Maeve anyway? You were clearly suspicious enough to trail the poor woman halfway across town.”

			“I knew I should not have told you,” I say with a frown.

			“Well, you did, and before you are convinced she is not worth being investigated like a criminal, I will not endorse your matchmaking between her and one of my closest friends.”

			“I suppose that is not unreasonable,” I mope, balling up my napkin and dumping it on the table.

			“It is not,” Daniel agrees, unable to hide the slightly smug twist of his mouth.

			On our way home to Grosvenor Square, our talk is easy, and we sidestep the topic of murder as well as the coming evening’s plans. Daniel is slightly on edge about entertaining Stanton, especially since Briony insisted Thom come to Iona in Belgravia, instead of the two young ones joining us. I feel for Stanton, too, though. Without Thom, he is lacking an ally. Though the person I feel most sorry for is frankly myself. If the dinner goes badly, I will have to play intermediary all evening long!

			When we arrive at the house, Franny and Jane are hurrying about on the orders of Mrs. Kline. Daniel so rarely plays the role of host in his house that the maids are excitable at the prospect. Mrs. Kline is preparing to show off her culinary skills in a manner to befit a royal visit, rather than a simple meal between friends – or adversaries, depending on how it goes.

			Daniel takes himself to his study, while I grab a book and sit on the veranda under a parasol I have propped up to provide shade. I open the book, the latest by the marvel that is Agatha Christie. Even she cannot hold my attention for long today, though. The character of the maid in her story makes my thoughts drift to Maeve. I wonder what she is doing today. Her vague suggestion of going to the park is likely untrue. Is she off to that place she rushed to before? Does she, perhaps, already have a lover, rendering the prospect of a romance with Hugh distinctly less likely?

			Hugh told me he will try to meet the family of the man who died in Devlin’s factory today. Will their meeting offer us anything new? Anything to shift the potential culpability from Beatrice Grant to a figure as yet unnamed? In a way, I hope it will. Percy would be distraught to find his grandmother apprehended for murdering his father, even if he despised the man. In truth, however, her guilt seems logical. She had a motive, it is plausible that the servants would protect her, or at the very least, follow her order to keep quiet, should they suspect. And if she is guilty, none of the members of staff would have been suspicious of her presence in the house. They may merely suspect something is amiss, not know with certainty. Even if they did, they may keep quiet because either they also disliked Devlin and believe he got what was coming to him, or they fear an arrest of one of their mistresses or master would cause the house to be closed and them all to be out of work. I hope Stanton was able to speak to Beatrice Grant yesterday, and that he will not be stingy with the details tonight. I haven’t heard anything of an arrest. Even Percy has not been in contact since we spoke yesterday morning. Surely, he would have been round here or telephoned, if his grandmother had been taken away by the police, or if he had learned anything new. I suspect, he rather regrets getting me involved. Yet it speaks for him. He would surely have kept prying eyes out of the affair, if he had any suspicions toward his remaining family members. There is a chance, of course, the whole family is pulling wool over my eyes. I do not consider Percy to be guilty, still I wonder. If Beatrice Grant or even her daughter killed Anthony Devlin, what was the catalyst, after so many years of abuse, to push them to act now? If Percy was aware of his father’s cruelty, as he confessed he was, might he not know of something significant to induce the arrangement of Devlin’s death? I lean back, the wicker chair creaking, as I close my eyes and turn my mind back to the party at the Harpers, where it all began for me. Of course, it didn’t, I have learned. It began when Anthony Devlin caught the eye of the wealthy Helena Grant thirty years ago. When did violence enter their marriage? Was he ever truly in love with her? She must have been a few years his junior, perhaps enamored by this confident man. Maybe he was handsome once, though I struggle to assign any attractive qualities to the man I now know to have had such a foul core. His behavior towards his son, Johnny and Esme struck me as rude even at the party. Some of it has been explained as his jealous reaction to her finding another beau. Still, it demonstrated how badly he reacted to disappointment. Perhaps when they went home, he vented out his anger and frustration on Helena Devlin. She was hiding a deep bruise on her leg the next day, the day of his murder. However I twist and turn the situation, the people I most suspect are the victims of Devlin’s wrath, Helena and Percy, and by connection Beatrice Grant. If I take Percy out of the equation, the picture holds only the two women in its gilt frame. The Devlins created an illusion of a perfect life long enough that I would not be surprised if, once again, there is more here than meets the eye.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			Stanton is holding a bottle of wine in his hands when I open the door. He is wearing a light suit, different from his usual somber work wear.

			“Come in.” I smile to ease the tension tugging at his features. Daniel comes out of the sitting room and offers Stanton his hand.

			“Good of you to make the time. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Only good,” I assure him.

			“What will you drink?” Daniel asks, playing the role of jovial host a little too exuberantly, but I appreciate his effort. We settle in with our drinks in the plush parlor. As is my habit, I sit in the armchair, which leaves Stanton and Daniel to sit on the sofa, side by side. It makes for a rather comical scene, two tall, broad-shouldered, besuited men trying to appear nonchalant on a powder blue velvet sofa. I bite my cheeks to stifle a giggle. Really, what are we about! We are three adults. We should be able to enjoy an evening in one another’s company.

			“Have you been following the cricket?” Daniel asks. Daniel himself does not, in fact, follow the cricket.

			“No, but my son is keen. He wants to play for his school when it starts again.”

			“Yes, excellent, excellent,” Daniel observes, nodding sagely. “What is his position?”

			“He likes to be the bowler.”

			“A good position!” Daniel says with such exuberance, I cannot stop myself any longer and burst out laughing. For a second or so, the men stare at me, then at each other, before joining in, shaking off the initial awkwardness of the situation.

			Once we have calmed ourselves again, I notice Franny in the doorway, looking at us with wide-eyed curiosity, before announcing that dinner is ready to be served. Not wishing to spoil Mrs. Kline’s triumph by letting anything grow cold, we proceed into the dining room. The mood is lighter now, though I am responsible for darkening it once more when I cannot stop myself from asking whether Stanton was able to speak with Beatrice Grant the previous day. The policeman casts a quick glance at Daniel.

			“I am well informed,” Daniel says with a weary shrug.

			“Come now,” I coax Stanton. “I told you just about everything I could. And do not think I’ve forgotten the policeman who arrested Wilkins. Did you learn his name?”

			“Straight to business, I see,” Stanton muses. If I am not mistaken, he and Daniel exchange conspiratorial looks. “You lure me here under the pretense of a nice dinner, and now I am being squeezed like an overripe lemon.”

			“I assure you, you will be fed,” I reply.

			“The policeman’s name is John Sharpley. I do not know him. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but when I asked around, I heard he has the reputation of being an idler.”

			“Arresting Wilkins without further investigation must have suited him well,” Daniel observes with a frown.

			“I am afraid so. Men like Sharpley give the police a bad reputation.”

			“I would be very curious to hear him speak about this crime,” I say, already wondering how to engineer such a meeting.

			“You will not like me telling her this, Mr. Harper -”

			“Daniel,” the man himself interjects, and Stanton nods and smiles.

			“But I heard of his reputation from a former colleague, who told me they like to frequent a public house on Middlesex Street in Whitechapel, auspiciously called the Pig and Crown. Do with that what you will. However, if you intend to see the man there, promise not to go alone.”

			“I may have done one or other foolish thing in the past, but I am not reckless,” I assure him, wondering whether Daniel is curious enough to embark upon this errand with me. “Tell us about Beatrice Grant.”

			“You couldn’t have expected her to forget,” Daniel says smiling, as Stanton sighs.

			“No, you are like a hound with her nose to the ground.”

			“You flatter me. Now do go on.”

			“My superiors would have my guts for garters, if they knew I was working with you on this,” Stanton observes wryly. “They are on my back constantly about finding the solution, though I am not at all sure whether they will be happy with the one I produce in the end.”

			“So, you do believe Mrs. Grant is involved?” Daniel asks, as curious as I am – well, almost.

			“When I questioned her, she admitted that she instructed Verity to claim she had seen the mystery man in the house. I asked her why she thought it was a stranger, and even asked all male members of the staff to come into the room for her to confirm it was not one of them. She denied it, and I had to send them on their way again.”

			“What excuse did she offer for not telling you of her mysterious sighting herself?” I ask, leaning over my empty soup bowl.

			“She wanted to distance herself from the investigation, and it would upset her daughter if she had seen the man who killed her husband.”

			“A rather flimsy excuse, if you ask me,” I note with a pointed look.

			“I agree, but she is adamant she saw him and that he is the one responsible.”

			“Was she at least able to provide a better description than the girl from the kitchen?” Daniel inquires.

			“Hardly,” scoffs Stanton. “In any case, I am still unconvinced this person is real.”

			“But you have no further proof that Beatrice Grant is guilty?”

			“No, and part of me is relieved, for my superiors would not be at all pleased should I arrest the woman. Neither would I, to be perfectly honest. A few particularly persistent members of the press are even now perched outside the house. It would look appalling to march the seventy-year-old matron onto the streets and into a Black Maria to be shuffled off to prison. Not that she would be there for long,” Stanton adds with a frown of dissatisfaction. “Her premium rate solicitor would have her out in no time and never to return either, I suspect.”

			“Even if she confesses?” I ask.

			“One might assume a confession makes a conviction inevitable, but there are politics at play in cases such as these. I would not like to speak badly of my new employer, but keeping the favor of the men and women in whose social circles he likes to parade himself is, possibly, more important than prosecuting an elderly woman for killing her daughter’s abuser.”

			“That is a rather cynical supposition,” Daniel remarks, as Franny and Jane enter the room to clear our soup plates. The girls are trying their level best to appear as polished as I am sure Mrs. Kline has instructed them to be, but they still drop a plate, which cracks into three pieces on the floor.

			“Oh! Oh, dear!” Franny exclaims, while her sister clears away the rubble. They are dear girls and coping without the steady hand of Mr. Wilkins must have caused them quite some unease. I will offer them tickets to the pictures for next weekend, so they can feel appreciated. Naturally, they are paid, but they are also barely out of girlhood and deserve a bit of a treat.

			When they bring out the main course – roast chicken with whipped potatoes, sweat peas and gravy – our conversation regarding death and murder cases withers. None of us wishes to spoil our excellent meal with morbid chat. Somehow, without my noticing, an ease has crept into the space between us. Stanton’s rigid posture has relaxed, and the strained, polite smile affixed to Daniel’s lips has softened. Perhaps there is a chance the two men could truly become friends. When I hear them talking easily of Thom and Iona, of the heatwave that has been sweeping our city, of Daniel’s work and even a reference to his troubles with Dominic, I feel it is distinctly possible. Neither man has many friends in London, and though they may have thought all they had in common was me, I am beginning to see that is far from true.

			By the time a fatigued Franny sets dishes of Eton Mess in front of us, I wonder why I ever worried at all. And when we wave goodbye to Stanton, who has to venture to Belgravia to fetch his son, it is with a promise to repeat the evening soon, and with Daniel’s assurance that Thom is welcome to have his seats in the Harper Ltd. Box at Lords for the cricket whenever the boy pleases.

			“There,” I say, when I close the door. “That was not so bad, was it?”

			“No,” Daniel replies, then shakes his head. “No. And if he weren’t so obviously in love with you, I might think we could be friends one day.”

			There is no point arguing with Daniel about his assumption after dinner, so we go to bed with a strange atmosphere surrounding us, not conflict, but not harmony either. I thought it went well, and Daniel seems to like Stanton, and vice versa. I want to tell Daniel that Stanton has not once made any advance or hinted at flirtation since he arrived in town. Even in Oxford, I made it clear that there was none to be found, but explain that to a man!

			All in all, though, I am reasonably satisfied with the evening. If nothing else, I got the name of the arresting officer in the Terry West murder, which is worth a little flare of the male ego.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			I am barely awake, when there is a timid knock at the door. Beside me, the bed is empty, but Daniel wouldn’t knock. I slip a robe over my nightgown and cross the room to open the door. A nervous looking Jane is standing in the shaft of light that streams through the tall hallway window.

			“Miss, a telephone call for you,” she whispers, as though she might wake Daniel. The staff, if they are scandalized by us essentially living together before we are married, do not show it. The fact that I keep my flat in St. James probably suffices to fulfill the requisite decorum demanded.

			“Who is it?” I ask, following her, tying my robe in the process.

			“It is Mr. Lawrence. I would have told him you were still sleeping. It is rather early,” she adds quickly, lest I think she is judging my idleness. “But he sounded rather urgent and said you would want to hear his news.”

			“Right, well, it was good of you to listen. I was waiting for a call from him.”

			“Oh, good. I didn’t like to disturb you,” Jane says, and I hear relief in her voice. She and Franny are still new to this occupation.

			“You did well,” I assure her, then add, “Yesterday, too. I was most impressed. You and Franny ought to go to the pictures next weekend as a treat. Would you like that?”

			“Oh, yes, miss!” Jane bursts forth, then holds a hand to her mouth. I place a hand on her shoulder and give it a little squeeze.

			“I will arrange it. Thank you for now.” Nodding at her, I slip into the study, where the telephone and hopefully some useful intelligence await me. Picking up the receiver, I say, “Hugh?”

			“Evelyn! Good, I’ve caught you in Grosvenor Square. I was worried you might have been at the flat already.” Hugh is clearly more aware of Daniel’s and my arrangement than I thought, which makes me blush and wonder who else is!

			“What is so urgent? Is everything all right?”

			“I am fine, but I have learned something rather interesting. I am coming back and will be at the house in an hour. Can you wait for me before you go to the flat? I need to tell you something, and my bus will arrive at any moment, so I can’t do it over the phone. In any case, I want to be there when you go to St. James.”

			“Why? What is happening, Hugh?” I ask, impatient and anxious in the face of his urgency.

			“It concerns Maeve. I will explain everything soon, now I have to go, my bus is coming.” The line goes dead. Maeve? Whatever does he mean? It concerns her? Is she in trouble? And if so, what has Hugh learned about it? Though he won’t be here before an hour has passed, I quickly wash and get dressed. Only as I am tugging a brush through my hair do I see the folded note on my vanity. It is from Daniel. He has gone to the office and didn’t want to wake me. I take the fact that he wrote it – unnecessary really, since I had little doubt where he has gone on a Monday morning – as a peace offering. We aren’t quarrelling, yet his observation about Stanton last night left behind a bad taste. Neither of us copes well with conflict or confrontation, so I assume this note is Daniel’s way of telling me to forget about what he said, for us to move on, which is precisely what I intend to do. I am a detective. If Stanton was in love with me, surely I would have noticed. He is fond of me, yes, and I am fond of him. He is a fine chap, and I value his respect for my opinion. Shaking the thoughts from my head, I slip into a pair of shoes and go downstairs, where a light breakfast has been set up. I am not very hungry, my head buzzing with thoughts of Hugh’s possible discovery. Does he know who killed Devlin? Goodness, could it have been Maeve after all? As I sip my coffee and nibble at my toast, I try to distract myself by flicking through today’s paper. The front page is devoted to Charles Lindbergh, who managed to complete the first passenger flight from New York to Los Angeles. There is a large, grainy picture of the man, looking handsome and triumphant. But even his adventurous tale cannot truly catch my attention. The clock seems to have slowed to a crawl, time itself holding me captive.

			It is twenty past eight when the knock at the front door finally arrives, and I pounce on it, having paced the hall for the past quarter of an hour in anticipation. Hugh, standing on the doormat, looks well enough. At first glance, I can detect no injury to alarm me and usher him inside.

			“Hugh, what on earth is happening? You cannot leave a lady in such suspense, my friend!”

			“My apologies.” He closes the door of the parlor behind us, before indicating for me to take a seat. I obey, eager for him to explain.

			“Do you remember my plans to visit the family of the man who died at the factory?” Hugh asks, sitting across from me, expression intent, elbows resting on his thighs as he leans forward.

			“Of course, I do,” I say somewhat impatiently, keen for him to get to the heart of his story.

			“The man was not much more than a boy, really. Aidan O’Connell was his name, only twenty-one when he died. He and his mother moved from Ireland to London because her cousin, who lives in Poplar, said there was work to be found. She is a widow and could find next to nothing at home, nor did she have remaining family in Ireland. The son was apparently unhappy about her decision, but he went with her in the end.” Hugh explains. “I met her. Her name is Kathleen O’Connell.”

			“Do you think she killed Devlin out of revenge?” I ask, imagining this woman, now all alone, riddled with guilt for having insisted on the move which cost her son his life.

			“No, not at all. I spoke to her. The chap I met at the factory – Bobby - was not buying my story, and suspected I was, for whatever reason, looking into the background of the factory and its workers. In any case, he is a friend of Kathleen O’Connell’s cousin, and he made the introduction. The reason I do not believe her guilty of Devlin’s murder is twofold, as it happens. First of all, Devlin, or at least his foreman, organized a fund, a payout essentially, after Aidan died, which went to his mother. She views this as an acknowledgement of responsibility on their part.”

			“Money, no matter the amount, nor an admission of guilt will ease the pain of her son’s death,” I observe, thinking of Dulcie, who is still unable to accept her son’s death a decade later.

			“If you spoke to her, you would understand. She is not vengeful, which brings me to the other reason she would not risk such a crime or its consequences. She has a grandson.”

			“Oh! That is . . . a comfort, I suppose.”

			“She only met the child after her son’s death. The little boy is ten months old. Aidan died five months ago.”

			“Why did she not know of the boy earlier?” I ask. Mathematics has never been my forte, but even I am able to perform this small calculation.

			“Because Aidan was unaware he had fathered the child.” Hugh straightens a little in his seat, not entirely at ease discussing the conception of illegitimate babies. When I open my mouth, he raises a hand to stop my question before it is spoken. “I also met the mother, a young Irish woman.” Hugh raises his eyebrows, and a piece slots neatly into place in the puzzle I have been constructing in my mind. A young Irish woman. Maeve. It would explain her melancholy, why she is so secretive, why she came to London without prospects or references. She wanted to reunite with the father of her child, only to find him gone.

			“Can it be true?” I whisper, more to myself than to Hugh.

			“I assure you, it is.”

			“She has been keeping such a secret all this time,” I marvel, wondering whether the woman I share my flat with ever came close to confiding in me. I tried to assure her she could, though I never expected this to be the nature of the mystery she was holding on to. “Tell me the rest.”

			“Maeve arrived half-way through my visit with Kathleen. Bobby and Kathleen’s cousin were there, too. They all seem to like Maeve and dote on the little one, who is also called Aidan, after his father. I felt for her, when she saw the recognition on my face. The others noticed it, too. Then I was forced to tell the truth, if I wanted them to be honest with me. To their credit, they did not appear much troubled by my subterfuge. Maeve herself didn’t even look at me at first, just held little Aidan, bounced him around. But when Kathleen insisted she should sit with us, she obeyed. I think the two women have not always seen eye-to-eye.

			“When the O’Connells and Maeve still lived in Cork, Aidan and Maeve were stepping out together, and Kathleen did not approve. However, she also did not know her son had left the young woman with child by the time they decided to move to London. Aidan told Maeve he would earn money and send for her to join them when he could afford to marry her, though he neglected to tell his mother. She was already three months along, when Maeve learned she was pregnant. As soon she could not hide it any longer, her Catholic father threw her out. She lived with an aunt until the child was a few months old, when she decided not to wait any longer, and made the journey to London. The aunt apparently was never very kind, and let Maeve feel that she was only letting her stay because she was a good Christian. Maeve had written to Aidan and he to her, but she was afraid to tell him of the baby. She worried he would not think of her as he did before, though I do not know what that says about their relationship,” Hugh raises an eyebrow, creasing his forehead in lines of disapproval.

			“Poor Maeve, having to cope with all of this on her own,” I say sadly, wishing the woman had trusted me enough to be honest. I would have helped. I would have understood. But then, how was she to know that? Even a tolerant employer might balk at the thought of keeping on a maid who is mother to an illegitimate child. Still, it would not have been me.

			Hugh, reading my thoughts, says gently, “Her secrecy was not meant to reflect on you as her employer. She was frightened and alone for so long and was dealt one disappointment after another. In time, she would have confided in you.”

			“I suppose it doesn’t really matter,” I reply, though I think we both know it does. “Do you think she sought work with me, because she had read my name in conjunction with Devlin’s in some society rag? We occasionally attended the same events, and while we did not interact, there was the odd write-up about some dress I wore and who else was at the party. Did she want to find a connection to take revenge on him?” Could Maeve be so conniving? Clearly, she was able to put on an act, though I gauged fairly quickly all was not as it seemed with her. It is quite a leap to suspect one’s maid of being secretive, to thinking she planned to murder a man and used her employment to get close to him.

			“She told me how horrified she was when she learned he had been killed, Evie, and I believe her. You know how suspicious I am of just about everyone, but like Kathleen, Maeve has someone to live for. She dotes on her son, and frankly, having been raised with my father, I wonder whether the boy is lucky to be surrounded only by his mother and grandmother.” Hugh shrugs, offering a smile. I am not ready to joke about this labyrinth of connections just yet.

			“So, you wanted me to hear all this before I wandered unsuspecting into my flat?” I ask.

			“Yes, and I thought it would be easier on Maeve if I told you first. I understand you are disappointed, but she’s had a bad time of it this past year.”

			“I am not angry, nor do I blame her, really,” I say, half meaning it. I hesitate a moment, then continue, “What did she feel when I asked her to help out at the Harpers’ party where she was confronted with Devlin? It must have been a very strange situation, to say the least.”

			“You must ask her yourself. But for what it is worth, I do not think it ever crossed her mind to harm him, nor can I imagine how she might have procured the weapon.”

			“It was likely Devlin’s own Beretta, Percy tells me, which has since gone missing.”

			“That does not imply Maeve gained entry to the Devlin house unseen. Besides, the staff and residents would have had no reason at all to protect her.”

			“No, I suppose you are right. I just feel I have been living with a complete stranger.”

			“People’s staff are often strangers to their employers,” Hugh reminds me.

			“Yes, but that is not how I wanted it to be!” I exclaim, remembering the times I tried to draw Maeve out of her reserve.

			“It is not always up to you, Evelyn. Maeve has a right to her privacy and a right to choose whether or not to befriend you. You are her employer. You will never be equals, even if you try your best to make it that way. Neither of you should feel ashamed for who you are.” Hugh falls silent, coloring slightly at the vehemence of his words. He rarely speaks so energetically, Maeve and I are rather fortunate he is willing to do so on our respective behalves.

			“You go away for a few days and come back with wisdom dripping from your very person, my friend.” I venture a smile.

			“It was always there,” Hugh says, smiling back. “This blasted heatwave has me emanating it from every pore.”

			“I will be gentle with Maeve,” I promise solemnly.

			“I know.” Hugh nods and runs a hand through his short hair. “It doesn’t bring us much closer to the real killer, does it?”

			“Maybe not, but I have some news as well.” In as swift a way as I am able, I summarize everything that has happened since Hugh left for Leamouth. I tell him of the possibility – even the likelihood - that Beatrice Grant is behind the crime herself and of her deception with Verity, the kitchen maid. Hugh appears suitably impressed, and vaguely amused when I mention Stanton’s cooperation and his visit yesterday evening.

			“How did the dinner go?” he asks with an unreadable expression, which nonetheless tells me the subject of Inspector Lucas Stanton has arisen in conversation between him and Daniel in the past.

			“It was perfectly civilized,” I reply, well aware this phrase will not suffice when I recount the evening to Briony later. To his credit, Hugh accepts my sparse words, probably expecting he, like my cousin, will receive a better report at another time, from another person.

			“It sounds almost too simple, Beatrice Grant killing Devlin. Why, after all this time?”

			“She has only been living with them for some months. Maybe before then her daughter could keep the mistreatment she was suffering a secret. It is a source of shame to the victim, more often than the abuser, I have found.” It is not a secret that some women appear with bruises, the odd broken finger and the cause is not their clumsiness, as they eagerly claim, but their husbands’ bad temper. On more than one occasion have Briony or Agnes and I exchanged knowing looks in such situations, uncertain whether it is a kindness to accept the woman’s excuse, or a cruelty to maintain the façade.

			After Hugh drinks a hasty cup of strong tea and scoffs down a plate of eggs and toast, we decide to make the short journey to St. James. Maeve will be on pins and needles with anxiety, I suspect, unless she has abandoned her position altogether. Walking towards the park, I think of Elsa, who will be blessed with every advantage her parents can afford her. The very best of everything, including a loving family. She is no more innocent than Aidan, and yet he will grow up never having known his father. What will be his prospects in life? What will become of Maeve? One thing is certain, the situation as it stands cannot continue. Aidan already lost the chance of ever meeting his father, he should not be raised apart from his mother as well. Perhaps there is a better solution to be found for everyone involved.

			When we reach the building that houses my flat, I feel a prickle of nerves flutter in my chest. Hugh senses this and gives my arm an encouraging squeeze. I only manage a quick nod at Mr. Flynn behind his desk, who has accepted my frequent male guests without so much as a scandalized eyebrow. Perhaps he got wind of my little business and understands I am a snoop, nothing more and nothing less.

			“Should I speak to her alone?” I ask Hugh, as we stand in front of the door. Hugh shrugs, rocking back on his heels.

			“It might be best. I will stay in the office, make a few notes, read over yours.”

			“If you are so sure of Maeve’s innocence, why did you insist on coming with me?” I ask, suddenly suspicious.

			Hugh sighs and gives me a very particular look.

			“Oh, all right, let us get it over with,” I mutter resignedly and unlock the door. As ever, the flat is silent as the morgue. I am beginning to wonder whether a child’s babble might not brighten the place up a bit. I certainly cannot have Maeve sobbing to herself for missing the little fellow all the time.

			Hugh disappears into the office, closing the door, though leaving a sliver open. I roll my eyes. What is he thinking, that Maeve will attack me with the meat cleaver because I learned her secret, and he will rush to the rescue?

			Maeve is found in the kitchen. She has baked a cake and three loaves of bread. Likely she is the sort to work with her hands when she is anxious. At least it smells good. She turns around when she hears me enter, eyes wide as she tries to read my expression.

			“Hello Maeve, I think we should have a little talk, don’t you agree?”

			She bites her bottom lip then nods, wiping her hands on her apron before taking a seat. I sit down opposite her. She carries none of the softness Briony has yet to lose entirely, which suits her role as doting mother very well indeed. No, Maeve is all sharp angles, from her pointed chin to her protruding clavicle. How did I not notice that she is eaten up by worry?

			Maeve mistakes my frown for judgement and cautiously says, “Mr. Lawrence told you, didn’t he?”

			“He did,” I confirm, watching her reaction, while she watches mine. Her eyes, for once, do not seek to evade my own. In a strange way, I feel this is our first proper conversation since I hired her. Maybe Hugh is right, and it is idealistic of me to expect a deeper friendship, but he is wrong if he believes I will not at the very least give it my best effort.

			“Maeve, you could have told me about Aidan.” I add, “About both of them.” She swallows, and her jaw tightens for a moment, before her bottom lip begins to quiver. I realize now how much this young woman has been holding in, what an effort it must have been to keep herself upright all this time. My frustration forgotten, I tug a clean hankie out of my pocket and press it into her hand. I do not know if it is this action which breaks her last barriers, but within a few seconds, her shoulders hunch over and sobs make her body tremble. She presses the hankie to her face, as if the gesture could prevent me from noticing her distress. Maeve is a proud woman and stoic in her way. It will be hard for her to break down in front of her employer, yet just for a while I wish she could forget the barriers of upbringing and circumstance that Hugh believes will forever separate us and trust my intentions to be good.

			As she weeps, I slide into the chair beside her and place and arm around her shoulders, muttering words meant to soothe, but which I doubt she even hears. “There, it will be all right, Maeve, it will be all right,” I whisper, knowing it is impossible. My mind drifts to Aidan O’Connell, the elder, though elder is not a word one can rightly associate with a twenty-one-year-old who died in an accident that might easily have been prevented. A change in circumstances could have meant he lived to see his son mature, watched the child grow into a man, seen the man marry, known his grandchildren. Three men are dead in my sphere of the world, and all of them victims one way or the other. Devlin and West were killed, and Aidan died because he worked overtime to save enough money to bring home to his mother or for his girl in Ireland. Hugh said the factory paid Aidan’s mother, but what recompense are a few pounds for a life?

			When she finally gathers herself, swallowing the last of her sobs, she lowers the sodden handkerchief and lets out a deep sigh before meeting my eyes.

			“I am sorry,” she whispers in a cracking voice.

			“I am sorry as well,” I say gently, sliding back into my seat to give Maeve a little space. “Did you come to work with me because you realized there might be a connection to Devlin?” I ask, trying hard to keep any judgement from my voice. There is no point in being upset, not in the face of her misery, which seems to vastly outweigh my own frustration.

			“No,” Maeve says, unable to master much vehemence behind her words. “If I had known of any connection, it would have prevented me from coming to you for work. I wanted nothing to do with that man or his family, nothing at all. He never even wrote Kathleen so much as a letter after Aidan died. She got some money, yes, but never an apology, never so much as a word of sympathy.” Maeve’s voice is even, weary, but I detect a trace of outrage, tempered, perhaps, by months of grief.

			“I hardly knew him myself,” I explain. “Although recently I have been learning rather unsavory details of his character.”

			Maeve nods and dabs at her nose. “When I saw him at the party, when I heard how he spoke to that actress woman, and how he spoke about his own son, I was so close to telling him what I thought of him, so close to saying the father of my little boy was killed because conditions in his factory are not safe.”

			“But you bit your tongue.”

			“I had taken quick measure of him, and I knew my words wouldn’t touch him. When I told Kathleen, she said to leave it be, to move forward for little Aidan’s sake, so I have tried.” She sniffles and bites her bottom lip before adding, “And then he was shot.”

			“Yes, he was, and we still do not know who killed him. He was not a well-liked man.”

			“I am not surprised. It’s terrible, miss, but when I heard the news my first thought was a happy one. I was convinced he got what he deserved.”

			“I cannot justify murder, but I confess, having learned what I have about him makes it easier to guess at a motive.” I do not bother asking Maeve whether she has anything to do with the crime. Suddenly, I am as convinced as Hugh that she is telling the truth. She may have hated him for her own reasons, but the love she feels for her son outweighs any malice she held towards Devlin. She would not have taken the risk.

			“What will happen now?” Maeve asks quietly, after a few moments of silence have passed between us, each contemplating the other’s words.

			“What do you want to happen?” I counter.

			“Can I . . . will I be allowed to keep my position?” she asks, watching me carefully.

			“If you would like to. I am entirely satisfied with your work. I was simply worried you were unhappy here, but I understand the reason for your melancholy now. Would you like to stay?”

			She nods quickly. “Yes, please. I . . . Kathleen can’t take on more than some sewing and the settlement from the factory won’t last forever.”

			“You are taking care of them on your own? That is quite a responsibility.”

			Maeve shrugs. “They are my only family.” A tiny smile touches her lips. “When we were in Ireland, Kathleen never approved of me. Nobody was good enough for Aidan. She has changed, though. When I found her, the little one in my arms, she saw the resemblance between him and his father instantly. There was no hesitation. She took us in then and there, never asked any questions or made accusations.”

			“She must be happy to have her son’s boy around, when she has already lost him. Maybe he is a comfort.”

			“He is to me, too.”

			“Maeve, you are very welcome to stay here, but I do not like to keep a mother from her child, and he is still so very young. You must miss him all through the week.”

			“Of course, I do,” she replies instantly, almost defiantly. “But what use will I be to him, if his belly is empty and his clothes too small?”

			“You are doing very well, Maeve, I am not criticizing you. I only wonder whether we can think of a better solution. For the next few weeks, why don’t we agree you work half-days, so you can spend some time with Aidan every day, would that suit you?” I add, “Your wages would remain as they are. This flat does not require constant attention, and I can just about make myself a cup of tea.”

			“Yes, but . . . but why are you doing this?” she asks, her brow creasing with curiosity mingling with suspicion. It saddens me how she must have been disappointed in the past for my offer of a simple kindness to elicit such a response.

			I open my mouth to say something to that effect, when I recall all she has laid bare to Hugh and to myself. “I lost my parents when I was four years old. I know what it is to grow up wondering and wishing, despite my aunt and uncle taking me in. I wouldn’t want to keep a mother from her child.” I meet Maeve’s gaze.

			“Thank you,” she says, and I nod.

			“I would like to meet your son. When all this trouble is over and the cases are solved, perhaps you can bring him here, his grandmother as well.” Maeve looks around, as if only now realizing where she is, but she nods. I get to my feet.

			“I best get back to work, but I am glad we spoke, and I hope we will get to know each other a little better now.” Before I leave, I catch a hint of a bewildered smile spreading across Maeve’s mouth at the shift in her circumstance. Aidan O’Connell will never come back, but his death and the negligence of the factory foreman and owner should not ruin any more lives. Kathleen O’Connell will forever mourn her son, and Maeve will remember the man who should have been at her side, witnessing their child’s first steps, words, day of school. Yet they still have each other, and that is worth something, everything, really.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			I decide not to try to find Police Constable Sharpley in his favored watering hole, but rather to take a more direct approach and appear at his police station. Perhaps unsurprisingly, he is not out investigating, instead leaning over the front desk, joking with the sergeant on duty and using language not entirely suited to the ears of a visiting lady. Nonetheless, I am pleased to be spared the tedious task of chasing the fellow down foreign lanes and alleys of Whitechapel, though when I make myself known to him, he appears not to share this sentiment.

			Grudgingly, he agrees to speak to me, after I loudly insinuate I have important news regarding a murder. We sit down on hard-backed chairs that suggest a confession is preferable to enduring the discomfort they provide any longer. Sharpley is younger than his jowly appearance and balding pate might suggest. I do not like to judge a man by his appearance, still I cannot help associating idleness with the rounded belly he displays proudly above his belted trousers. His complete lack of interest in Terry’s murder and desire to rest on his laurels play no insignificant role in the lack of an adequate investigation.

			I draw myself up to my full height in the uncomfortable chair, tilting up my chin the way Agnes does when trying her hardest to appear superior (an aim she always achieves).

			“I understand you arrested Adam Wilkins for the murder of Terry West,” I say matter-of-fact and do not wait for a response before continuing, “It has also come to my attention that you have no tangible evidence.”

			Sharpley scratches his chin and frowns at me across the scuffed table. “What’s it to you?”

			“Adam Wilkins is an acquaintance of mine, and I do not like injustice done merely because the police assigned to the case are not able or willing to do their work. Neither would the police commissioner, who happens to be a dear friend of my family.” The lie slips easily past my tongue. I only wish I had thought to learn the name of said commissioner before coming here. It seems to do the trick and Sharpley straightens in his seat. My approach could result either in the man going on the defensive, to prove he was right acting as he did, or the offensive, trying to ingratiate himself with me, and thus, as he may believe, the police commissioner. Either suits my purpose. I desire only for the man to talk.

			“Wilkins is the only reasonable suspect,” Sharpley splutters, clearly wishing he had not agreed to our meeting.

			“Because you did not look for others,” I reply icily.

			“He had been in a public fight with the dead chap. The whole neighborhood witnessed it!”

			“Did they also witness Mr. Wilkins strangle Terry the following day?”

			“Well, no, but it seemed the most likely course of events.”

			“Ah, but there we have it, Mr. Sharpley, it seemed. Surely, you as a policeman know appearances can be deceiving. How did you find Mr. West?”

			“It was that neighbor called us, said he’d found the man strangled dead.”

			“Did you notice signs of a struggle?” This question has little to do with Wilkins in particular, but Sharpley does not appear to notice the slight shift in our conversation. He is too flustered by my rightful accusation of his negligence.

			“No, not a struggle, but Mr. Wilkins knew the house. He might have surprised the man.”

			“A clever thought,” I observe with a raised brow. “However, as I understand it, Mr. West was a large man. He would have fought back, thrashed about. Yet you observed no trace of a struggle.” I nod, tapping my forefinger against my bottom lip. “Was there an indication, an odor perhaps, telling you Mr. West was drugged, and thus made easy for prey? Did the coroner notice anything of the sort?”

			Sharpley shrugs, looking more uneasy by the minute. “The coroner was busy that week. We had a violent robbery a few streets down.”

			He cannot be serious. “Are you telling me Mr. West’s body was never examined? The body of a murder victim?” I have to stop myself from gaping openly at the man and the disorganization of this station.

			“It was clear for anyone to see, the man was dead. A big, healthy man doesn’t drop dead with marks round his neck for nothing. I saw the body myself.”

			“You saw signs of strangulation?”

			Sharpley nods, as though he has scored a point. “Yes, unmistakable.” He narrows his eyes at me. “A lady shouldn’t be troubling herself with death and murder and the like.”

			“Thank you for your concern. However, I am troubled when a man of whose innocence I am convinced is in prison for a murder in which the body has never been formally examined. You must have breathed a sigh of relief when Terry was buried last week.”

			“I resent your accusation, miss!”

			“Resentment is unwarranted in the face of your inaction.” Sensing, from Sharpley’s gaping mouth, that little more is to be gained. I get to my feet. “I expect you will tell the judge what you told me when Mr. Wilkins goes to trial. Good day to you, Constable Sharpley.”

			I leave the station both energized and appalled by what I have learned. How could a murder victim escape a coroner’s consideration? Shaking my head to myself, I walk to the bus stop. Then I pause and glance at my watch. I am meant to meet Percy in the early evening, which leaves me with time to stop by Maisie West’s house, it is, after all, in the vicinity. As I walk along now almost familiar streets, more used to the lines outside the Salvation Army and beggars crowding into doorways, I wonder whether I should tell her what I just heard. Would it do her any good, bring any comfort? I decide it would. It has given me hope that the police will look inept when Wilkins goes to trial. If I cannot find the real culprit in time, this information will hopefully hold some sway with his judge. I must let Wilkins’ solicitor know as soon as I am near a telephone.

			Mrs. Truitt is sweeping her front steps when I approach. She gives me a cheerful nod before calling out, “Coming to visit Mrs. West?”

			“I am. Is she in?”

			“Haven’t seen her leave,” Mrs. Truitt replies. Well, if Mrs. Truitt hasn’t seen poor Maisie West leave, then she is surely at home. I doubt Mrs. Truitt misses much, which makes me wonder whether there may not be something she noticed on the day of Terry’s murder after all. I have suspected her husband of being secretive, but his wife may be more forthcoming if she has anything to offer.

			“Mrs. Truitt,” I begin, stepping closer, the glint of the gold cross around her neck flashing in the sun. “I wonder whether you have a moment to spare?”

			“I am a Christian, Miss Carlisle, I always have an open ear for my fellow beings.” Somehow this statement sounds sincere, despite coming from a woman I have inwardly dismissed and I cannot help but feel moved.

			“You are kind. I am sure you have been a great help to Mrs. West in these difficult times.”

			“Oh, I do try!” She lowers her voice, “Maisie is ever so private. She prefers to stay home alone, though Joe and I invite her for tea every night.”

			“I suppose she isn’t up to socializing yet,” I suggest.

			“Ah, well, better sooner than later, I like to say. Her husband wasn’t the type to encourage it even when he was alive.“

			“He kept to himself?”

			“Maybe not at first. However, in the year before his death, I would say so, yes, I would,” Mrs. Truitt confides earnestly. “Joe and I tried to bring him out of his shell a bit for Maisie’s sake, but he seemed quite downcast much of the time. I suppose it was to do with his debts,” she says, whispering the last word. “My Joe wanted to bring Terry closer to God and take him to church a few times, but he always resisted. One time he said the war had taught him there is no such being as a benevolent God.” Mrs. Truitt shakes her head in disappointment. “Joe and I forgave him, of course, it is only Christian. ‘Forgive as the Lord forgave you’.”

			I do not quite know how to respond to her words, for my opinion is not so very different from poor Terry’s. The loss of my parents, then my cousin and uncle during the war and the Spanish Influenza made me doubtful of the God of my childhood. I have since softened but cannot embrace religion with such fervor as the Truitts do. Part of me envies true believers the comfort their faith brings them; another pities them for the even greater disappointments they may suffer than skeptics.

			Mrs. Truitt does not appear to notice my reticence and continues, “Joe told me more than once he worried for Terry’s soul. Goodness knows what he did during the war, and later the gambling and debts. Greed is a sin, after all.”

			So is pride, I almost say, settling instead on, “We all have our trials.”

			“Indeed we do. Joe and I still prayed for him and Maisie. In the end the good Lord decided it was Terry’s time.”

			I suck in a sharp breath, knowing there is no sense in arguing with her on this point, and yet it strikes me as very wrong to dismiss Terry’s death so easily.

			“He was not a happy man. Perhaps our creator wanted to spare him further misery and Maisie, too.”

			“I would venture to guess Maisie is rather miserable at the moment,” I say, controlling my voice.

			“Oh, she will find a way to move past this,” Mrs. Truitt assures me.

			“Let us hope so,” I say. “I must see her now, thank you for speaking with me, Mrs. Truitt.” I turn away, forgetting any further questions I had for her. The way she spoke of Terry’s death, one might almost believe she chose to name herself the hand of God and do his bidding, sparing Terry any more life to live.

			Mrs. West – Maisie as she keeps reminding me to call her – musters a smile when she sees me on her doorstep and offers me a cup of tea. She looks weary and pale but listens intently when I tell her about Sharpley’s negligence. If she is outraged, she does not betray it, shrugging her shoulders, as if it is inevitable that the whole world should disappoint her.

			“This is an area full of crime,” she explains, taking in my bewilderment at her calmness. ”I am not surprised the police made a priority of a different case.”

			“I cannot excuse their carelessness so easily, but it may, at the very least, afford your brother an advantage in court.”

			She nods and looks at me for a moment before speaking. “You do not believe that the real criminal will be found?”

			“I am not giving up hope, Maisie. Unfortunately, there is a chance he will not be discovered before your brother goes to trial. I wish I could make you promises and tell you I was on the cusp of handing the guilty party over to the police, yet I cannot give you false hope. Reg Hogan still seems a likely suspect, despite your brother’s story about a certain loyalty the man feels toward Adam. I think he may be romanticizing a code of honor amongst thieves.”

			“Adam should never have mixed with Hogan,” she observes sadly. “At least he got away in the end, not that it is doing him much good now.”

			What can I say to that? Everyone makes mistakes and while Adam Wilkins’ were more than the typical indiscretions of youth, his circumstances were not aligned with morality as a priority. I am still hopeful we will find Terry’s killer, as I keep assuring his widow. However, I am not convinced she believes me. When I leave a short time later, I wonder whether it was wrong to give her hope by telling her of police negligence, or whether she would have been better served not knowing how little they cared about her husband’s death or her brother’s fate.

			The flat is empty when I return. Hugh has gone wherever he goes, and Maeve has taken my advice and left for Poplar to see her son. So much has come to light in the past twenty-four hours, I am trying to organize my thoughts when I hear a knock at the door. I am not surprised to find Percy standing in the bright light of the hallway a good hour before we had arranged to meet. He looks worse than the last time we saw one another, and I wonder whether there have been any developments Stanton did not share with me. Ushering him inside, I take note of his rumpled linen suit, the patch of a beard he has neglected to shave, the bloodshot eyes speaking of sleepless nights and boozy evenings. I send him to sit in the office, while I go to make him a strong coffee. He looks as if he is in need of it and of a few moment’s respite. I suspect he cannot feel quite at ease in the house where he was humiliated and abused by his own father and where said Papa was consequently murdered, possibly by his own Grandmother! No, I cannot blame the chap for being rather the worse for wear. The kitchen is empty, but I find a tin of honey biscuits and the cups and saucers. The actual brewing of the coffee proves more of a challenge, and I feel an utter child when I cannot guess how much of the grounds I must add to the pot. In the end, I think it is best to be generous and add a few spoons. When I carry the tray across the hallway to the office, I find Percy sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk, his eyes closed. He looks so peaceful, so in need of rest, I almost contemplate tiptoeing out of the room again. Then the china on the tray makes a clinking sound and I hurry forward to set it on the table, lest I drench myself in the boiling brew. Percy opens his eyes and blinks a few times before straightening in his seat.

			“Sorry, Percy,” I say with a shrug. “I would have let you sleep, but . . .”

			“No, no, it’s fine. I have to speak with you anyway. I shouldn’t be dozing off in your office.”

			“You do not look very well, if you don’t mind me saying so,” I observe, pouring the coffee – rather on the pitch-black side – into our cups and handing one to Percy before opening the tin of biscuits.

			Percy eyes the contents of his cup before cautiously taking a sip and sputtering. “Good God, Evie! Are you trying to kill me, too!”

			I take a tiny sip, which nearly brings tears to my eyes. “Oh. Well, this is the way it is drunk . . . in Greece.”

			“I could turn the cup over and wouldn’t spill a drop.” Percy grins, holding up his cup as though readying himself to demonstrate the experiment.

			“Not on my new carpet, you don’t!” I exclaim and push the biscuits toward him. “Have one of these instead. Don’t look at me like that, Maeve made them.”

			“Thank the heavens for that,” Percy says, though his grin has widened, lighting up his weary features, and he takes a handful of the baked treats.

			“Stanton told me he questioned your grandmother and nothing much came out of it. There hasn’t been a new development, has there?”

			“If you are asking whether Grandmother has been arrested, the answer is no, thankfully. I do not know who I would pity more: her or the arresting officer.” Percy lets out a mirthless bark of laughter, then falls silent, looking down at his hands.

			“Percy?” I ask, sensing there is something else, another reason for his drained demeanor. He doesn’t respond, pressing his lips together as if willing whatever words rest on his tongue to remain locked inside. “Has something happened?”

			When he finally speaks, he does not meet my eyes and his voice is low, almost pained. “I want you to stop the investigation.”

			“Pardon? What did you say?” I ask, agog, thinking my ears must have betrayed me.

			“Evie, it is only causing my family more pain. I should never have engaged your services. Naturally, I will pay whatever I owe, but I can’t continue. My grandmother is an old woman, to have her questioned by the police -”

			“You just said she was as formidable as the police themselves!” I exclaim. “And even if I ceased my investigation the police will most certainly not follow suit.”

			“Well, I cannot change that, but you are my friend. I do not want you poking into the dark recesses of my family life anymore. Can you understand that?”

			“No, I cannot,” I speak quite firmly – some might even call it petulantly. “Because I am your friend, you should trust me especially. I did tell you I would have to report certain findings to the police. I can’t understand why you are behaving this way. Clearly the situation is taking a toll on you.”

			“It is taking a toll on my whole family. My mother barely gets out of bed anymore. I just want this to be over.”

			“It is not going to end simply because you wish it to, certainly not if you ask me to stop investigating, don’t you see?” I ask, leaning on my elbows, my body slanting over the desk. “Unless . . .” I begin, a thought striking me with the force of a physical blow, “you found out something you are not telling. Do you know who killed your father, Percy? Do you know? Is it someone in your family, your grandmother?”

			Percy takes a deep breath, and for a moment I wonder whether he is about to tell me he has discovered the identity of his father’s killer. Yet the moment passes, and he rises to his feet, suddenly towering over me.

			“Stop it, Evelyn. It wasn’t anybody in my family. I am your employer, and I want you to stop.”

			“You signed a contract,” I insist, but it comes out weaker than intended.

			“I will pay whatever you ask,” Percy says, looking much the way I feel. Why is he doing this? He makes for the door. I get up and follow him into the hallway.

			“Percy! Please, don’t leave like this. We are friends, are we not?”

			Percy turns and looks at me strangely, his eyes glinting in the low light. “I don’t know who my friends are anymore.” Then he opens the door and by the time I have reached it, I see the back of his cream colored jacket fluttering as he rounds the stairs, escaping me and my questions.

			Almost in a trance, I return to my office. What was that? Why would he come here and tell me my services are no longer required, unless he believes doing so will protect his grandmother, his mother . . . or himself? Does he think so much of my abilities that he rates them above those of the police? I should be flattered, but instead I am disturbed and saddened by his shift in behavior towards me. What does he expect me to think? What does he expect me to do? Does he truly believe I will end my investigation simply because he mysteriously decides I should? If that is so, he does not know Evelyn Carlisle as well as he thinks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Stanton is willing to meet at a café on Pall Mall after work. Thanks to the long, warm days, it is still light when I step outside at seven-thirty. Across the Square I see Mr. Singh, his cane in one hand, the lead of Dulcie’s little dog in the other. I raise my hand in greeting and he waves back. I really should have visited again after I stumbled into her son’s room. Did Mr. Singh tell Dulcie of my faux pas? I hope not. I would not like her to think less of me. From what I have learned of her thus far, and the fact that she seems always to be at home, receptive to my visits, she does not have very many friends here, in spite of having lived in England more than half her life. Maybe after the death of her son she found it easier to lock herself away and pretend she had gone with him. My Aunt Iris might have done the same, had she not had three other children to look after. Everything Dulcie told me of India and what I heard about her son reveals to me she does not want to be here, and yet she cannot make the long journey to the place she still thinks of as home, nor can she bring herself to take the irreversible, fatal step of joining her lost child, thank heavens. She must feel caught in a sort of purgatory every day. I would like to help but cannot think how except to be a friend to her.

			A friend is what I am to Stanton, too, despite what Daniel may suggest. He is already waiting, sitting at one of the small round tables on the pavement as the simmering heat of the day begins to dissipate to a pleasant warmth.

			I do not waver long before sharing with him why Percy visited me. “Has there been a development he did not tell me about?”

			“I wish there had been. I am growing more and more certain the man Beatrice Grant saw is a fiction, yet I have no way of proving it. She would never confess, that much is clear. I am beginning to worry this case will never be solved, though my superior is desperate for a resolution to avoid accusations of negligence or incompetence. Apparently, the department has been on a losing streak since before I arrived.”

			“The policeman who arrested Wilkins made his work far easier for himself than you are. He has so little proof and none of it tangible. The coroner did not even examine the deceased!”

			“Appalling,” Stanton observes, yet he does not appear quite as shocked by the revelation as I was. “You cannot imagine I would do the same?”

			“Naturally, I do not. But I am sure there are others who do not wholly disagree with Sharpley’s actions.”

			“I remain struck by how conspicuous Percy Devlin makes himself and his family appear by trying to prevent your further investigation.”

			“I wondered the same. He looked a wreck when he came by. Clearly, he is deeply troubled. Something must have happened for him to fall apart in so short a time span. If you remember, at his father’s funeral, he was quite composed, very tidy and more or less his usual self, which in itself could have seemed odd, had we not known what a fraught relationship he and Anthony Devlin shared.” I pause to take a sip of wine the waiter has just brought, to soothe my dry throat after the walk in the heat. “I wonder whether he has spoken about any of this with his friend Johnny Harper. I haven’t heard from him since the secret about Miss Leonard came to the surface. Perhaps I should ask him. Or his sister, Imogene. As I remember, she was making eyes at Percy at the Harpers’ garden party. Goodness, that seems an age ago now!” I marvel, remembering the afternoon in the Harpers’ shaded garden. Maeve had only just started working for me, and now I know her deepest secret and hope we are on our way to becoming friends. I did not even know Stanton was in town at that point.

			“When I spoke with Mrs. Devlin a few days ago, she told me something interesting,” Stanton says, putting down his glass. “She seemed exhausted. I do not think she had the energy to make up grand tales. In any case, if someone is engineering this situation, I suspect her mother is the puppeteer.”

			“What did she tell you?” I ask.

			“I questioned her about Devlin’s family, his past. She surprised me by explaining he had no relationship with his brother, who lives in Surrey. His parents have both died. When I offered condolences, she waved them away and said Devlin had not been in contact with either of his parents since he left home. I let her speak freely and was afraid she would stop if I interrupted. Helena Devlin said both Anthony and his brother were treated very badly by their father. I took this to mean he beat them.”

			“Like father like son,” I muse.

			“It appears so, yes,” Stanton agrees. “It isn’t the first such case I have come across, yet it never fails to bewilder. Having felt small and helpless, made a victim oneself, one might logically assume the victim would learn not to become what he himself loathes.”

			“Logic has little to do with human conduct at times,” I observe. “Some people may, even inadvertently, learn to normalize the very behavior they fear.”

			“Devlin did not idolize his father. He cut him cleanly out of his life.”

			“True, but he might have shared the man’s temperament. I wonder what sort of a person his brother is. If Percy hadn’t shunted me off, I could ask him whether he is in contact with his uncle, though it is unlikely, I suppose. You don’t think he had something to do with Devlin’s death, do you?”

			“I plan on visiting him tomorrow. It was fairly easy to locate him. He runs a farm in Surrey.”

			“Maybe he wasn’t in keeping with the image Devlin preferred to project. If his brother is a farmer, it is clear he does not come from wealth. People in my circles, I am sorry to say, frown upon self-made money. Rather absurd, but it is true.”

			“If Devlin wanted to find the capital to bolster his failing company, a marriage to Helena Devlin, daughter of the eminent Brigadier Grant and his wife the heiress, suited his purposes very well.”

			“I wonder whether she has realized this. I feel sorry for her in either case,” I observe, envisioning the woman so shrunk into herself in that colossus of a house, swathed in mysteries and uncertain whether to think of her dead husband with love or loathing. Unless of course, she made up her mind and liberated herself when she shot him between the eyes.

			“Her situation does not exclude her from my list of possible suspects, I am afraid,” Stanton says, drawing me back into the moment. “Unfortunately for them, the whole family has the flimsiest of alibis, as do most members of the household staff.”

			“Will you let me know once you have spoken to Devlin’s brother?” I ask.

			“If you tell me whether you learn anything from your conversation with the Harper siblings,” Stanton replies with a crooked smile.

			“We make quite a team. Are you certain you do not want to abandon that pesky position you have been promoted to and join my agency?”

			Stanton sighs. “Ask me again if this case isn’t solved in a month. I may have no other choice.”

			“You do not want to return to Oxford?” I ask, my mind flitting to my beloved city, its golden stone buildings, which gleam in the sun and are steeped in history and tales. Sometimes I wish I could return to the time I spent there, a student again.

			“No, I want to stay here,” he replies before we part ways. Despite my fervent denial of Daniel’s claim, I feel Stanton’s eyes on me as I walk down the street.

			The door to Briony’s house is opened not by the butler, but by my nephew, who has lost another tooth, he proudly explains, bearing his gummy smile.

			“You are looking more and more like Elsa,” I tease. My youngest niece has only a handful of teeth to her name. “Is your Mama at home?”

			“Timon! I told you not to open the door!” That answers my question. Briony bustles into the foyer, waving a finger.

			“It’s Aunt Evie!” Timon justifies himself, his lack of teeth making him lisp.

			“You did not know that, did you, young man? Back to your room, it’s bedtime!” Timon frowns, then scampers towards the stairs, though not before rolling his big, brown eyes at me. I give him a wink, the rascal.

			“Evie,” Briony says, kissing my cheek, “what are you doing here at this time?”

			“It is a quarter to nine, Briony,” I observe.

			“Is it?” She frowns. “These children have robbed me of the time adult people keep. In my mind, it is bedtime for someone all the time. If it isn’t Elsa going down for a nap, it’s one of the others. I am only glad my dear nanny is here to help. Otherwise it would be me who needed to drop down for a rest every other hour.”

			“Am I interrupting your dinner?” I ask, following her into the house, quiet for once, the children tucked up in bed – or meant to be, at least.

			“No, Jeffrey is at a function with colleagues, and I was so put off by the prospect of eating alone, I sat down with the children and had sausages and mash hours ago. I am turning into a savage!” She giggles happily.

			“Sausages and mash are hard to beat, aren’t they?”

			“I could be tempted by a rather more adult tipple. Care for a glass?”

			“Oh, all right, a small one to keep you company.”

			We settle into the cushioned wicker chairs in the conservatory. Beyond the glass ceiling, the sky is wide, the color of violets with streaks of ripe apricot, vibrant as the canvas of an expressionist painter.

			“What has been happening with your cases? Was Mr. Wilkins released?”

			I shake my head sadly, envisioning the gray-faced man I met in Brixton, almost resigned to his fate. Briony listens attentively while I explain all that has taken place between the time of Iona’s birthday party and tonight. Only a few days have passed, but the convergence of mysteries and the descent of tiny droplets of clues into my slowly filling bucket have stretched my sense of time. It feels skewed, too slow when I am waiting for news, for the telephone to ring, or Hugh to arrive, and too fast when I look back and think Wilkins has been in prison over a week and Devlin dead even longer.

			“I feel the same with the children. Every few days I look at Elsa, as she learns something new, or Timon and Areta, or Iona, who seems older and wiser than all of us, and I wonder where the hours and days and even the years have gone since they came into our lives. Soon enough, Iona will leave me, rush off to university and bury herself even deeper in a mountain of books and knowledge. Jeffrey will be proud and I will be wretched, but that is the nature of it all, isn’t it?”

			Nodding, I take a small sip. “Percy told me today he is no longer in need of my services as a detective.”

			Briony’s eyes widen. “Goodness! What reason did he give for his change of heart?” she asks.

			“He was cagey, said it was to spare his family, but the police will keep investigating. I don’t see the harm in us continuing as well. Percy knows something he isn’t saying, or he is trying to protect someone.”

			“Beatrice Grant would be at the top of my list of suspects. I was speaking with mother, after we read some story about the funeral in the paper. She said she was always quite intimidated by the woman, that everyone thought her husband, being a military man and all that, would have naturally ruled the roost, as one says. But Mother told me anyone who knew her then – and probably still – knew she was always the one tugging at the reins in their marriage. Naturally, though, this does not make her a murderer.”

			“No, it does not, but it might prove she is hardier than some may think. If pushed enough, she will do what she deems necessary. I can’t recall ever meeting her husband. My neighbor knew them both from their time in India.”

			“Ah, yes, that is right. I heard they met overseas. Apparently, Grant was quite fond of the ladies.”

			“However do you know such a thing?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

			“Mother said her cousin, who was in the same regiment as the Brigadier told her so.” Briony adds with a giggle, “I wonder whether there are a great number of young Brigadier-lookalikes running about the hills of India.”

			“If there are, they will be well past middle age by now, not quite so young then.”

			“Oh, don’t spoil my fantasy! I get out of the house too rarely, and all my adult company revolves around teas and children and what so-and-so dared to wear to Ascot. Good heavens, I have come to look forward to your tales of murder and mayhem by now!”

			“We will see how much longer I can provide them. The agency has only one case remaining, and that is unpaid.”

			“Business will pick up. Give it time. Besides,” she says with a knowing smile, “do not for a moment expect me to believe you will simply bow to Percy’s directive and cease your investigation. I know you too well, Evie. If someone closes the door in your face, you climb through the window instead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			When I wake the next morning, it is with the strong conviction that I cannot allow Percy to dismiss me. I will try once more to change his mind. I slip on a light cotton dress and eat a hasty breakfast, all the while formulating potential arguments that might arise in our conversation. Percy is a late riser – though it does not appear he has been sleeping much at all lately – so I make certain to leave the house around nine and jump into the Bentley to make for Holland Park. As it happens, much of working London had a similar idea. The roads are thick with cars, buses and cyclists as well as pedestrians, who step onto the road, disregarding all motor traffic.

			I am fairly exhausted by the time I have traveled west and reach the Devlin’s Holland Park residence. There are still a few straggling reporters leaning against the park gate. I can see the smoke rising into the morning air from the ends of their cigarettes.

			Leaving my car by the side of the road, I brush past the journalists and skip up the polished stairs to the front door. My knock is not answered quickly, and I shift my weight from one foot to the other waiting, acutely aware of being observed by the reporters.

			Finally, just as I have raised my fist to rap the door once more, it swings open to reveal the stoic—faced butler, Mr. Davis.

			“Good morning. I have come to see Mr. Devlin, Percy.” I offer the man a smile, but it misses its mark. He does not return it, eyeing me cautiously as though I have brought something contagious with me and he is wary of allowing me entry. When he does, it is patently grudgingly, bound by obligation instead of his personal approval of a guest.

			“I shall have to see whether he is available,” he informs me. Something in his manner tells me I already know the answer with which he will return. As with Mr. Truitt – or just about everyone involved in either case – Mr. Davis gives the distinct impression of being a secretive fellow. Maybe butlers are trained in such a way, never revealing more than they ought to, still I cannot remember Mr. Harris, Agnes’ long-suffering butler, treating anyone quite so frostily.

			As expected, I am led once again to the dark sitting room. I settle into one of the stiff chairs, eyeing the bland drawings on the walls, wishing I could, instead, catch another glimpse of the photograph which used to take pride of place here before.

			Unlike previous occasions, this time Mr. Davis returns with speed. I wonder whether he even had the time, in this gargantuan house, to locate Percy and request his presence. In any case, he tells me, not without a flicker of triumph in those slate gray eyes, Percy is unavailable to meet visitors this morning. I can try again another time, he says and intimates that it would be best if I made an appointment before my arrival.

			“Please ask Mr. Devlin to call me at his earliest convenience,” I say to Mr. Davis, as he leads me back to the front entry.

			“Certainly,” he replies, though I cannot be certain of anything when it comes to the members of this household. The butler, when he opens the door, exposing himself to the bright sunlight, appears as weary and drawn as his employer. His age must be creeping well towards – or even past – the seventieth mark. He, like the other members of staff, evidently feels a strong bond of loyalty to the family, which says something about them, I suppose. Allowing myself to be shunted out, as politely as it is possible, I find myself at a loose end. Part of me expected to be turned away, and yet another, more hopeful, trusted I could speak to my old friend, change his mind and learn what has troubled him so much that he seems almost to fear me.

			Dejected, I amble down the steps and aim to return to my car, when I hear a sharp whistle. I look around, thinking just for a fraction of a moment, that Percy has changed his mind and is calling me back. Then I realize the sound came not from the front door, but from the neighbor’s gate, against which a man is leaning, a pipe pinched between his lips and a newspaper tucked beneath his arm. He takes the pipe out of his mouth and gives me a wolfish smile. He is young and dressed nattily, in a jaunty straw hat and a three-piece suit, though it has seen better days.

			“Turned away? You can join the queue if you like.”

			“You are a reporter?” I ask, making my disdain heard.

			“Guilty, and I am not the only one on this street who should make that claim.”

			“What do you mean?” I approach him warily

			“Someone in that house isn’t right.” He taps the side of his head.

			“The fact that no one has thus far been arrested suggests the opposite,” I say, not appreciating his crude insinuation, despite having thought much the same.

			“They’re not mad, you’re right, I s’pose, but they’re not as high and mighty as they like to pretend. I’ve been here more or less since the news broke, and I’ve learned dear Mr. Devlin was not as golden as this life he led -” he nods at the house, “would suggest.”

			“Do all newspaper men make a habit of gossiping with passersby? You do not know what loyalty I feel for the Devlins?”

			He chuckles, and it changes the contours of his face, softens them, and forms parentheses around his mouth and eyes, lines of laughter etched deep into his skin. “I know who you are, Lady Carlisle. I’ve heard all about you.”

			“I very much doubt that!” I say sharply, reeling at the thought of anyone making such a claim.

			“Ah, do not be offended, it is only good, or good by my interpretation. Word is you have started a detective agency, is it true?”

			“What is it to you?” I ask, more haughtily than I intended, defensive despite myself.

			“We could work together, what do you say?”

			“Sell my knowledge of the Devlins for a story? You must think very little of me, Mr. -”

			“Napier, Hollis Napier. You might have come across my name. I write the society column”

			“Right, well, Mr. Napier, I am not interested in any such arrangement. Good day to you, sir.” I try to sweep past him, but he falls into step with me. I do not perceive a threat from this man who falls a good two inches short of me and is built like a dancer, yet I do not like his audacity.

			“Don’t be offended,” he says, softening his tone. Sighing, he continues, “I am trying to get away from the rather tedious task of describing the latest Chanel dress and who is wearing it, while laughing a little too hard at a joke not told by their husband. I want to be taken seriously. For that, I need a real story.”

			“I understand,” I admit, slowing my step a little, though not enough to offer further encouragement that I have changed my mind. “But this is London, surely there are stories galore to be found.” And suddenly I have an idea. I stop walking and face the reporter. His expression brightens.

			“I have persuaded you?”

			“Not quite,” I say quickly before he can get his hopes up. “However, I have another story that may not sound as titillating as the murder of Anthony Devlin, yet I venture to guess it could go even further in helping you make a name for yourself as a serious journalist.”

			“I am all ears,” he replies. “I can certainly imagine more exciting things to do than to stand outside this house for ten days, hoping some trickle of information will drop down on me. Even if it did, I would probably have to wrestle other reporters for scraps.” He picks a piece of invisible lint from the lapel of his jacket. “And I do not much go in for that manner of a fight.”

			“I might have guessed as much,” I say, unable to stop a smile. Hollis Napier’s unrestrained manner is growing on me, though much more importantly, I have a story for him that would help me in turn. When he told me I might recognize his name, I recalled that I do indeed, giving me some confidence. Even if he disappoints me, I won’t give him anything that would go against my clients wishes, even if said client prefers to think of himself as such in the past tense.

			We find a small café, serving tea, coffee and little else, and sit down at the only empty table near the window. The surface of the table is scattered with crumbs and a ring of drying tea. Hollis – as he insists I call him – whips a hankie from his breast pocket and sweeps the space clean with a flourish before pulling out a chair for me. He is rather foppish, but harmless, I believe. After I tell him my plan, I can assign an undeniable acuity to his character as well.

			“Will you be able to publish such a story?” I ask.

			“It could work,” he replies slowly, nodding as he rubs his smooth chin. “Not quite what I expected, but certainly more worthwhile than what I had in mind. Yes, it just might get me noticed . . . and the cause, too, of course,” he adds quickly. I am not under any illusion that Hollis is going along with my plan to aid the cause, as he calls it. Whatever his reason for agreeing to my request, it should produce the same result in the end.

			“Very well, now tell me, what do you want to barter for? I have given you what I could, but what can you give me in return?” I watch him carefully, as his mouth slides into a sly sort of smile.

			“You are quite the negotiator, Lady Carlisle, I must say, I admire that. If I did not know you are spoken for, I might fancy my chances.”

			“We are all entitled to our dreams, Hollis,” I say with a smile and a shrug. “Go on now, and do not disappoint me.”

			“As the lady commands!” Hollis replies with a little bow of his head. “How much do you know about the Devlins?”

			“If you expect me to tell you everything, you will be sorely disappointed. Whatever has happened, I still have some loyalty to the family.”

			“We will see how you feel when I have told you what I heard.” Though his words have the intended effect of drawing me in, it is not without a sense of trepidation and awareness that what I am to hear from this near stranger cannot be unheard again.

			“Please,” I say with a nod, prompting him to end his obtuse allusions and tell me what he believes to be so very critical.

			Hollis glances around, but there is no one within hearing range. Still he leans forward a little and lowers his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I have it on good authority that Percy Devlin is otherwise inclined, if you interpret my meaning.” He waggles his brows meaningfully.

			Though his insinuation startles me, particularly in light of Percy’s recent flirtation with Imogene, I try not to let my expression betray me. “Where did you hear this?” I ask cautiously, crossing my arms.

			“I have my sources, and as any reputable reporter will tell you, those sources must always remain secret.”

			“Assuming they are not mistaken, why should Percy’s . . . inclinations decide anything in the case of his father’s murder? And why haven’t you published this gossip? It would be the height of salaciousness.” While I am aware of sounding harsh, I am more concerned than peeved. This sort of information in the wrong hands could bring a world of trouble to my friend’s door.

			Hollis looks affronted, pouting before he replies. “I am not that sort of reporter. While it is a rather juicy morsel, I am not in the business of ruining people. Skewering a debutante’s style – or lack thereof – or exposing a general who has a penchant for groping the staff is one thing. This could land a man in prison.”

			“Indeed, it could,” I reply, watching him warily.

			“It will not come from me, if it does,” Hollis says, meeting my gaze. “If he goes to prison, it may be for his father’s murder instead.”

			“You still have not told me how the two are linked.”

			“If you wish to be a proper detective, you will have to learn greater patience, Lady Carlisle,” he reprimands me with a grin. “Have you not considered that his father, the notoriously rigid Anthony Devlin, would not have been pleased with his son’s predilections? It is widely known Percy Devlin has no profession, nor income of his own. Does it not seem plausible – even likely – that Papa decided to disown the son he found to be so disappointing? His mother would not have defied her husband’s wishes and continued to support her son. Everyone saw he had her too firmly under his thumb for such an eventuality.”

			“You insinuate that Percy killed his own father to protect his inheritance?” I note gravely, while the thought takes shape in my mind. Could it be? I always dismissed any notion of Percy’s guilt. Even now, I cannot truly lend it credence.

			“It sounds probable enough to me. Patricide - a little Greek perhaps, but all myths hold some morsel of truth, do they not?” Hollis appears quite cheerful as he makes this observation, taking a swig of his tea, and crunching on the crumbly biscuit in his saucer.

			“Even if what you say is true, does it not strike you as strange that Percy hired me to investigate the crime?”

			Hollis shrugs. “Not particularly. How was he to recognize your keenness in the realm of detection? He knew you as a child, an adolescent, nothing more.”

			“Goodness, you do your research, don’t you,” I marvel, slightly put out, wondering what else he knows about me, my friends and my family.

			“I make it my business to learn. Some have the fortune of visiting universities, others must make do with what life provides.” I cannot fail to note his slight jab at my education, but neither am I ashamed of the privilege.

			“Have you spoken to the police at all?” I ask, certain of the answer before he voices it. Hollis leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest, mirroring my vaguely petulant pose.

			“It is illegal,” he says, frowning. I sense the issue is, perhaps, more personal to him than at first I realized. “If he murdered his father, Percy Devlin should go to prison, but not for this,” he raises his eyebrows.

			“I entirely agree,” I reply evenly, meeting his eyes. He holds my gaze for a moment, before breaking into a smile once more, an expression that seems as natural to his face as trees to the forest.

			“Then we have made our exchange fairly, don’t you agree? I get my story, you get a suspect, though I gather from your demeanor you are none too happy with the bargain.”

			“Percy is my friend,” I say lamely.

			“Every murderer is someone’s friend or lover or, at the very least, child. People do things one would not expect of them every day, my dear lady. If you have not learned that much in life, I fear you will suffer quite a number of disappointments.”

			“And from where do you take all this wisdom?” I ask, noting he cannot be more than one or two years my senior, if that.

			“I may earn my crust writing about debutantes and dresses, but I read every paper that falls into my hands. I have learned more than you may think. You have your books, your Greek and Latin, I have life and the city to guide me.” I am surprised by his urgency to prove his worth, to weaken the value of my education and enhance his own. Different though they may be, I never insinuated valuing one over another. My initial haughtiness had little to do with the man himself or with his mind, as it did with his position of lurking outside the Devlin house.

			“You mentioned earlier that stories like those of my Greeks and Romans hold a kernel of truth,” I note, sensing Hollis Napier is a man who respects a little intellectual combat.

			“So I did,” he replies, his smile widening. “Perhaps both, when taken together, make for the best results.”

			“We can agree on that,” I say, mirroring his smile. Hollis Napier is indeed wasted on the society pages, and I wish him well when we part ways, inviting him to contact me for more information about his story. He gives me a little bow and doffs his hat, before prancing away along the pavement. A strange fellow, and I do not doubt Hugh would disapprove of our bargain, yet I feel my information is in safe hands with him. If he wanted to cause harm, he could have told the police what he told me. Perhaps I should be suspicious he did not if he truly suspects Percy as the killer, but I think I understand his motive. I would not be in the least surprised if he knows exactly what sort of man Anthony Devlin really was. He intimated as much when he spoke of Helena Devlin. No, if I were in Hollis Napier’s shoes, I might have done precisely as he did, considering the fate and reputation of a man like Percy, who is gentle and warm, over that of one who tried his best to trample that good nature into the ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			With the information regarding Percy still whirring about my mind, I decide to make the short journey to the Harper house. I would like to speak with Johnny and Imogene, especially the latter, in the light of what I learned. Did Percy continue to pursue Elizabeth and Dominic’s daughter? I imagine Elizabeth would not be unhappy about such a union. He is certainly, on the surface, the sort of catch any mother would wish for, particularly as her son’s love is quite the opposite in her view. Maybe I will put in a good word for Esme. She did not wholly convince me of her good intentions, but she struck me as one who has been judged much of her life. Perhaps as a reaction she slipped into a profession allowing her to be someone else. If she and Johnny complement one another, I would not like to ascribe anything ugly or mercenary to the relationship. The truth of Esme’s past is out now – at least to those who need to hear it – and that is what matters, as far as I am concerned.

			As it happens, I am spared a discussion regarding the merits of her son’s romantic life, as I am told Elizabeth is out. The butler, who remembers me from prior visits to be the fiancée of Dominic’s cousin, informs me that Imogene Harper is, in fact, at home. I suppose I am not likely to find Johnny here, when he is at loggerheads with his parents. Nonetheless, I am pleased to hear that Imogene will see me and am led into the conservatory at the back of the house, where she reclines languid like a cat on a low settee, sunlight streaming through the windows.

			“Evelyn,” she says in the slightly imperious manner she has perfected, tilting her head back and shading her eyes. “Come, sit with me. I have been unwell and missed out on all the events of the past week. It is tragic!”

			“I am sorry to hear it. What’s the matter?” I ask, sitting down on one of the cushioned wicker chairs.

			“One of those bouts of summer malaise,” she drawls. I wonder whether there is more than one actor in this family. She looks hale and healthy as ever. I suspect she simply required an excuse or other to avoid fulfilling an undesired obligation. Imogene is, in my experience, loath to make any manner of sacrifice, even if it demands only an hour of her time. Initially, I had a negative impression of her, but beneath her idle loveliness is a warm heart, as she illustrates on rare occasions.

			“I don’t suppose news of Percy’s father being killed has evaded you, despite being indisposed?” I inquire, noticing the flicker of curiosity in her eyes.

			“Certainly not. Poor fellow, though I found him rather unappealing, I must say,” she comments, and I have to smile at her candor. Whoever she chooses as her husband will require the skin of a rhinoceros.

			“I cannot disagree. Have you spoken to Percy since? At your parents’ party the two of you seemed rather chummy.” With most others, this comment may have elicited a girlish giggle, but Imogene only shrugs, as though it is natural that a charming, eligible man such as Percy would spend the afternoon flirting with her.

			“Percy’s a laugh, and he has better stories than some of the other fellows in my acquaintance. All they go on about is Daddy’s estate, or the best hunts. Percy has actually been places.” She sighs. “That being so, I do not think I will be going anywhere with him.” Imogene raises a sharp eyebrow at me, which I take to mean she knows more than I do about my old friend.

			“In any case, I might as well tell you, he hired my detective agency to investigate his father’s death.”

			“Oh, how adventurous . . . of you both.”

			“Very droll. In all seriousness, do you have any suspicions?”

			“You must not be very good at your job, if you have to resort to asking little old me,” Imogene observes, though I can tell she is pleased. “Everyone is so concerned with Johnny and his actress, they’ve forgotten all about me.” Her tone is flippant, but her pout indicates she genuinely feels the slight.

			“You should be relieved you do not suffer the attention your brother does.”

			“At least Johnny is free to go out and do as he pleases. If I were to run about town, coming back whenever I want and gallivanting with bohemian folk, Father would send me to a convent!” She sits up and crosses her arms, which only serves to make her appear more like a stubborn child. I swallow a laugh and try my best to be sympathetic. Not long ago, I felt similarly trapped.

			“You might find yourself an occupation, a cause, there are many worthy things you could do with your time,” I suggest, having trouble visualizing Imogene in her custom Lanvin prancing about the East End, doling out soup and donated coats. Predictably, she wrinkles her nose.

			“I would rather do something like you. Snooping around, making my own rules suits me very well. Don’t you need another detective in that little agency of yours?” I let out a snort of laughter, then realize she is serious.

			“Imogene, your parents would have me put away if I employed you as a detective! It is a job not without risk. Besides, you need some experience.” Taking in her frown, I soften my tone and add, “That does not mean you cannot help unofficially. I will certainly keep your offer of assistance in mind for the future.”

			“I am more observant than you think, Evelyn,” Imogene says, eyeing me with her shrewd gaze. “Did you ever meet Brigadier Grant?” When I shake my head, the hint of a smile plays on her lips. “I met him years ago. I liked him. He must have been seventy, but he still had a twinkle in his eye, and he knew it, too. Mother told me later he was quite the philanderer in his youth, much like his son-in-law, I suspect. Do not look at me like that, Evelyn, I am not a child!”

			“My apologies,” I say, while she pouts like a five-year-old. “Go on.”

			“Well, I noticed something intriguing that day. The Brigadier – or Eddie, as he told me to call him – had very striking blue eyes, though not quite as bright as those of his wife.”

			“Fascinating.”

			“It is,” she replies, squaring her shoulders, “when you take into account the muddy brown eyes of their daughter.” It takes a moment for Imogene’s insinuation to take root.

			“You think Helena is not Brigadier Grant’s daughter?” I ask.

			“Seems likelier than her not being Beatrice Grant’s,” she observes.

			“Hm . . . it is possible, I suppose, still there can be exceptions.”

			Imogene shrugs. “Possibly, but isn’t is far more likely she is someone else’s?”

			I lean back in my seat. Imogene is quiet, letting me think, clearly pleased to have caught me by surprise. Dulcie’s words ring in my ears, an observation made so easily, that she never heard of any illegitimate children, despite the Brigadier’s philandering ways. Then there was her comment on the hurried wedding. Was it prompted on Beatrice’s side to avoid the shame of a visible pregnancy without a husband? Such an eventuality would be frowned upon even today. Helena Devlin must be nearly fifty, how fraught would the situation have been in the latter part of the past century? If Beatrice Grant had become pregnant by someone else, she had little option but to find herself a husband post haste or be sent away and give the child up.

			“If the Brigadier is not Mrs. Devlin’s father, why did her mother not marry that man instead?” I wonder aloud.

			“Maybe he didn’t want her,” Imogene muses. “She is not the most likable of people I have ever come across. I could hardly blame a chap for running far and fast in the other direction.”

			“Imogene! That is quite severe! Maybe she was . . . taken advantage of.”

			“If that had been the case, I would feel very sorry for her, but I have trouble believing it.” A sly smile spreads across her lips, and I inwardly groan at what is about to come out of her mouth. “Do you think she had an affair with one of those Indians? Helena is pale, but she has dark eyes, doesn’t she?”

			Out of principle, I want to dismiss Imogene’s salacious speculation out of hand, but what if it is true? If Beatrice fell in love – or at least in lust – with a man native to India, she could not have married him without risking tremendous scandal and even being disowned, no matter how much Dulcie insists her parents doted on her. In the north, where Simla is located, people tend to be lighter skinned, and Helena would be half British. Maybe she got her father’s eyes and her mother’s coloring. It could explain why Beatrice wanted to return to England in a hurry. India was home for her, after all, she knew it better than Britain. However, in India the real father of her child might have guessed what had happened and made demands. Or, more romantically, she couldn’t bear to be near the man she truly loved, knowing they could never be together again.

			“Evelyn?” Imogene interrupts my musings. “What are you thinking? It’s true, isn’t it?”

			“Who else have you told?” I ask. Imogene is not a gossip, still she is young, was even younger when she made her deduction. Something may have slipped out at a time when she felt she was not enjoying sufficient attention.

			“Only mother, what do you take me for? I may seem aloof, but I am not cruel.”

			“What did Elizabeth think?”

			“She chided me quite energetically, which told me all I needed to know.”

			If what Imogene suggests is true, it could have an impact on the investigation, though I am not entirely sure how. Promising to contact her in good time and thanking her for her candor, I leave her, abandoning the plan to seek out Johnny and Esme in the West, returning instead to St. James.

			I am lost in thought when I walk to my car, which I left in a side street before seeking out a meeting with Percy. Suddenly, I am aware of something crunching beneath my heel. Peering down, I notice splinters of glass littering the street, and when I look up, I see just where they came from. The driver’s side window of my beloved Bentley has been brutally bashed in! Jagged cracks creep like lightning bolts up the broken pane. Stunned, I look around, but the street, so beautiful and elegant with its mansions and white stucco, is peaceful. In a stupor, I step closer to the broken window and run a finger along one of the jagged cracks. The glass is hot from standing in the sun, and sharp to the touch. It takes this long to dawn on me that someone willfully damaged my car, and that, in all likelihood given the neighborhood, the assailant came with a target in mind. I shudder and step back, feeling a chill despite the heat rippling from the pavement.

			Someone followed me and decided to send a message. They may as well have written it across the windscreen. Stay Away! Swallowing the wave of fear threatening to rise up inside me, I square my shoulders and clutch my bag more tightly. Is whoever did this watching me now? I glance at the houses all around. There is no one to be seen. It would be easy enough for someone to hide behind a curtain, folding back a corner to observe my distress. There is nothing I can do. The driver’s seat is littered with fragments of glass. I have to abandon my car and go home to call for assistance. Suddenly, this neighborhood, just across Hyde Park from my own home, seems very far away. I feel exposed to the ill-will of the person who acted so violently against my property. I wish I could call Daniel or Hugh, but I do not want to return to the Harper house, nor to that of the Devlins. Goodness knows whether the one who smashed my window resides in the latter.

			With hurried steps, stopping myself from breaking into a run, I move towards Kensington High Street, where there are more people to be found. There I can get lost in the crowd as I find a bus to take me away. I am trying to do a worthy job, trying to solve a crime, to find justice, but I am being thwarted at every turn. Was it Percy, who refused to see me, while clearly aware I was there? Or did his grandmother, once again, use someone in the household to do her bidding? I cannot stand the uncertainty anymore. Throughout the bus ride, I am watchful of my surroundings, taking in every new face, while trying not to let my imagination overwhelm me. The ride seems to last an eternity. My fingers are stiff from gripping the handrail so hard from Holland Park all the way to St. James. I contemplate disembarking in Belgravia and knocking on Briony’s door, or even at Agnes’, but they are worried enough as it is when it comes to my chosen profession, so I force myself to wait a little longer, until I finally reach home. The coil of tension in my shoulders eases when I step into my building and spy the perpetually affable Mr. Flynn at talking to Mr. Singh.

			“Lady Carlisle,” says the latter, stepping towards me. “Are you all right? You are pale as a ghost?” His kindness breaks my last barrier, and I feel a tear escape the corner of my eye. I dash it away, but Mr. Singh has seen. Carefully, he guides me towards a cushioned bench near the stairs. I notice him exchange a look with Mr. Flynn, who slips around his desk to join us.

			“Can I be of assistance?” he asks cautiously, clearly uncertain whether he is overstepping, yet to his credit, unable to ignore my distress.

			“I . . . my car -” Sighing, I tell them what has happened to my lovely motor. Though it is on the tip of my tongue, I do not mention the fact that this action was likely a threat rather than a random act of vandalism.

			“Oh no!” Mr. Flynn exclaims, shaking his head. “My dear Lady Carlisle, you must not worry yourself. I know just the garage to contact. It will be taken care of, not to worry.” Relieved to have a task, he sets about contacting the necessary people, while Mr. Singh offers to escort me to my flat. I am moved by their kindness and mumble something of the like, when I am deposited at my door.

			“Do call on us, Dulcie and me, should you require any further assistance,” Mr. Singh says, making me wish I had a Mr. Singh in my life as well. I nod and thank him, feeling better already. He gives my arm a little pat and leaves. The flat is, as I have come to expect it, quiet. I can hear someone moving about in the kitchen and guess Maeve has returned to her duties. Though I am interested to hear how she is coping, and how her would-be mother-in-law took her news, I haven’t the energy at the moment. Kicking off my shoes which have left painful blisters on my feet, I pad down the hallway and into the office, relieved to find Hugh there, working slowly on the typewriter we got delivered last week. He looks up when I enter and lets his hands drop into his lap.

			“Evie? What’s happened?” I slump into a chair and, for the second time in the span of fifteen minutes, I explain, including my suspicion that someone from the Devlin house was involved. Finally, I summarize my meetings with Hollis Napier and Imogene and the revelations they brought.

			Hugh leans back in his chair, eyes wide. “What a day!” I nod in silent agreement. “I would like to say I have been as efficient, but I have only been attempting to type up our notes on this contraption. Do you really think the aggressor was Percy or someone else from the Devlin household?”

			“I can’t imagine who else could have a motive for warning me off,” I reply with a shrug.

			“What of the reporter?” Hugh asks. “He could have distracted you so one of his pals could damage your car.”

			“Why would he?” I shake my head. “He seemed amiable enough. And then there is what he told me, and what Imogene seemed to confirm about Percy. Do you think the possibility of us finding out is the reason he wants to discontinue our services?”

			“If he knows you at all, he must understand that you would never dream of causing him trouble on that front.”

			“But does he know me, really? Or I him? So much time has passed since we were friends, before the war, before he went away, and before I did. I have changed, so he must have, too.”

			“Change does not make a man a murderer, it can be for the better, too. Look at me, for example,” Hugh says with a smile.

			“The question remains whether I can truly place trust in the friendship we once had. Both the murder and the vandalism towards my car are violent acts, and I have never perceived Percy as the sort capable of such behavior.”

			“His father certainly was,” Hugh observes not without a trace of bitterness in his voice.

			“Yes . . .” I agree, still unable to reconcile the notion of Percy being the culprit. “But he loathed his father. And he recognized the injustice in the older man’s actions. Would that not speak him being guilty?”

			“It has been a very long time since I claimed to understand the motives of other people, let alone what they are capable of. I am perpetually left surprised, at times pleasantly, at others to my distress,” Hugh replies with a vague shrug. As a man who witnessed and fought in the war, which ended less than ten years ago – and never for some – Hugh has earned the right to be cynical. He has seen what must comprise the stuff of the darkest of nightmares, lost his dearest friend and almost his mind. Nevertheless, I find myself unable to match the level of his general distrust. Yet I must admit, I can only defend Percy as far as I know him, which may be to a far more limited scope than I believed. Hugh goes to ask Maeve for some tea, leaving me to think as I stare out of the window onto the quiet square below.

			I lean back and exhale slowly, feeling the breath which tightened my chest finally escape. Stanton told me of the pressure he is under to solve the case, a pressure born of professional ambition. While I have high hopes for our agency, I share his aim largely because of the need to return a small modicum of order to a chaotic world. Why do some walk through life dipped into the waters of the River Styx, while others have not only an Achilles’ heel, but a similarly vulnerable heart? Why do some commit cruel acts and some are made victims? I suppose it is all a matter of fortune and the inherent fallibility of humans, though both seem entirely dissatisfying answers. What can be done to spread and strengthen the battle shield of good luck, and to fortify the character and courage of those who tread this earth? It is naïve, perhaps, but to the latter I say it is kindness and compassion, sympathy and patience. Too little lead to feelings of anger, the perpetuation of dire misunderstandings. Hugh would call me soft, but I do not think that I am. I do not advocate sympathy for cruelty, but if compassion came before malice developed the world could be a different place. I have witnessed death, accidents, war, murder, and while they leave me shattered at times, angry and disturbed at others, I have not lost hope, have never been desperate enough to step into the shadows myself. What pushed the killer of Anthony Devlin so far that he risked, for lack of a better word, his soul? Hugh once told me killing changes two lives forever, that of the victim and that of the murderer. Even if they feel justified, even if their guilt is tempered by a sense of vindication, something inside them shifts. Surely they understand, deep in their core, they have been a part of something irreversibly destructive. What can be more valuable than life? What can be more unforgivable than taking one? I think of the people connected to our cases; think of their behavior, signs of guilt and distress, sorrow for themselves disguised as sorrow for the victim. Many had motive and opportunity to commit the crime, but who took the final step? Whose finger was on the trigger? I close my eyes and review the morning I visited the Devlin house. My inner eye shows me the scene - being led to the dark sitting room by Mr. Davis, then seen by Mrs. Devlin in her feminine parlor, noticing the bruise on her leg and telling her of my planned meeting with Percy. It was she who suggested I call my flat to find out whether her son had been in touch. It was Helena Devlin who told me to use the telephone in her husband’s study and it was she, too, who led me there, knocked on the door, stepped inside and screamed. I can see it so clearly, the wood paneled room, the figure of Anthony Devlin slumped behind his desk, illuminated by a ray of sunshine streaming through the window behind him. It was closed, an intruder could not have entered that way. It had to have been through the door, risking being caught by any one of the members of staff or the family. Yet an outsider, even if this mystery man Beatrice Grant claims to have seen existed, could hardly have known Devlin was at home, nor where to find him in that colossus of a house. Every road leads me back to one door, and behind it lingers someone who resides at that fateful address. Someone who is familiar with the house, and the man he or she decided to kill. How to set a trap, root out the culprit when they have closed ranks around one another; when even Percy has shut me out? I am not keen to confess what happened to my car, and what it likely signifies, yet I decide to call Stanton. Together, he, Hugh and I may be able to formulate a plan to put an end to this charade.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Stanton was not in his office, which is not shocking, given the time of day. Still, I am frustrated, feeling once again as if I have run up against a brick wall. Maeve has timidly bid us goodnight and taken herself to Leamouth to be with her son. Hugh is musing aloud the meaning of Beatrice Grant having found herself pregnant with another man’s child, coming to no conclusion I have not mulled over myself, when I hear a knock at the door.

			“I’ll go,” I say, getting to my feet with a sigh and ambling barefoot down the hallway.

			On the doorstep, I find Mr. Singh, the usual placid smile stretched across his lips. “Lady Carlisle, Dulcie sent me to ask whether you have recovered?”

			“Oh, that is very kind.” I smile in the face of their care. “Yes, I am quite all right again. It was a shock and the heat . . . well, it is on its way to being resolved. Mr. Flynn told me the car has been picked up by a friend of his and will be right as rain in no time.”

			“Very good, very good,” he says. “Dulcie also asks whether you might like to come up and have a cup of tea with her. She was quite agitated when I told her of your trouble – perhaps I should not have – she struggles to leave the flat but likes to hear of the outside world.”

			I have suspected as much, since I have never seen her further beyond those four walls than the entry hall of the building. It is always Mr. Singh walking the dog, or out in the square, taking in the glorious weather. Although I should wait by the phone for Stanton to call me back, Hugh can take on that task for a while, and I should like to soothe my neighbor’s nerves. I have not spoken with her since I discovered her son’s room.

			“All right,” I say, slipping into the shoes I abandoned earlier. I call out to Hugh and follow Mr. Singh upstairs. Dulcie is expecting me, waiting at the door, stroking the little dog in her arms as the creature squirms to break free. A worried smile on her face, she reaches out a hand to squeeze my own.

			“Evelyn, that must have been a shock,” she says shaking her head, allowing the pup to leap onto the floor, where he starts circling my legs until Mr. Singh shoos him away into another room.

			“It was that,” I agree, as a sense of calm comes over me as it has on other occasions I have visited. There is something about the lush décor, the warm scent of spice lingering in the air that sets me at ease, not to mention the pleasant company.

			“Come in, dear, Sunil will get us refreshments.”

			I follow her to the sitting room and settle into what I have come to think of as my seat, which is comprised of a pile of Indian silk covered cushions. If Mr. Singh told Dulcie about my foray into her son’s room, she gives no sign of knowing, nor of anger, for which I am grateful. I was worried, initially, that she might hold my misstep against me, and it would prevent a deeper friendship from blossoming. Even though I plan to move into the Grosvenor Square house when Daniel and I marry, I intend to keep my flat. I have grown fond of the people I associate with it even more than the space itself. Dear Mr. Flynn, who is as helpful as they come, Dulcie and Mr. Singh and Maeve.

			Mr. Singh arrives promptly with a tray of tea and a bowl of strawberries, then disappears again, quiet as a ghost into the hallway, closing the door behind him.

			“Am I right in assuming you were in Holland Park to see the Devlins regarding the case? It isn’t usually the sort of place a motorcar is vandalized in broad daylight.” Dulcie eyes me, and I see that her mind has gone precisely where mine and Hugh’s went before.

			“Percy Devlin discontinued my services. I went to dissuade him, but I was never able to speak with him at all.”

			“Fobbed off by the butler, I suspect?” Dulcie speculates and I nod. “Typical. And now you question whether one of them is connected to the damage to your car?”

			“I do not see who else it could be, unless the attack was entirely unrelated. All the same, I struggle imagining Percy taking such drastic action, nor his grandmother who walks with a cane.”

			“Beatrice was always the sort to find the means to an end, better yet if it kept her hands clean.”

			Struck by the rancor in her voice, I observe, “You told me you were acquainted with Beatrice Grant and her husband in India.”

			“He was not her husband then, he was simply Edward, and she was not Beatrice Grant but Bea Cavendish,” Dulcie muses with a distant smile. “Yes, I knew them. Him better than her, though you mustn’t give me that look, my dear. He was a friend to me, and perhaps we shared a mild flirtation, became pen pals for a while.” In a low voice she adds, “He was more than a friend to quite a few other young lasses, though.”

			“I have heard much the same. Someone suggested there might be a number of young Brigadiers running about in India now.”

			“Perhaps. That being so, I never knew of a single accident related to Edward. At that time, he was not the illustrious Brigadier, just a simple army chap. Illegitimate children would have caused quite the scandal.”

			“I don’t suppose you would have a photograph from that time? I saw one of a tiger hunt in the Devlin house, and something has been tugging at my mind about the picture. It was removed from its place, and I have not seen it since.”

			“I have a few pictures.” She slowly gets to her feet, gripping the arm of her chair with her ringed fingers. “At my age, it is a practice both of pleasure and of pain to look at them and see the passage of time, how lovely we used to be, how old I am now.” She chuckles. “But I am still alive, which is worth something, isn’t it?” Stepping to a large cabinet of dark wood, inlaid with a lighter wood in the pattern of a tree, she opens one of its drawers and takes out a box. “Here we are,” Dulcie comments, carrying it back to the chair and sinking down before flipping it open and pulling out the smooth, slightly discolored photographs. She handles them gently, almost reverently, mementos of a treasured time which might crumble in her hands, slipping out of her grasp like the life she once led and turning to dust. There are only three pictures. She shows me the one on top first. It is slightly faded, yellowing at the edges, but I recognize Dulcie instantly. She is standing next to a young man with dark hair and a charming grin. They are outdoors, hills rolling in the landscape behind them.

			“That is Edward,” Dulcie says with a hint of a smile. “He went away shortly after the photograph was taken. The next time I saw him, he and Beatrice were engaged to be married.” If this development saddened her, she does not show it. From the way young Dulcie smiles at young Edward while he looks at the camera, I suspect she felt a little more for him than friendship. Did it hurt her when she learned he had many women and she was not one of them, or when he chose the daughter of the Chief Commissioner over her? Or was there never any romance between them, and I am creating a fantasy and the reality was rather different?

			“I clearly remember that day, even though it seems a hundred years ago.” Dulcie gazes at the image. “It was so hot, you can’t see it, but there were flies everywhere, and the photographer had to tell us to keep still when we wanted to swat them away. The man was testing his equipment on us, before preparing to take a formal photograph of the visiting viceroy, so he let me keep it.”

			“How long did Beatrice and Edward stay in Simla after they were married?” I ask.

			“They left three months later. She fell pregnant very quickly – to be honest, there were rumors she was pregnant already when they married, that is why it was such a hurried affair.” Dulcie raises a meaningful brow.

			“A scandal?”

			“Hardly. The girl, Helena, was born a reasonable eight months later. Not enough to be certain, but there were whisperings. Nonetheless, her hasty departure to England was apparently motivated by a desire to raise her child there. Edward was loath to go, but his father-in-law supported his daughter in everything she asked, and so they were packed off. Beatrice was his only child, you see. There was another daughter, but she died after coming down with a terrible flu when she was only little. Her parents became very protective of Beatrice.” Dulcie’s eyes grow distant, her mind has likely shifted to her own son, her only child, whom she could not save. To draw her back to the present and away from the demons of regret, I ask to see the next picture. It is of better quality and depicts a group, six people, two women – Beatrice and Dulcie – and four men. One I recognize as Edward, two are Indians, wearing long white shirts and broad cummerbunds, smiling shyly into the camera. The last man is of a similar age to Edward. There is something familiar about him. I wonder aloud whether it is Dulcie’s husband, of whom I have seen a framed picture when he was much older hanging in the hallway.

			“No, that isn’t Jack, it’s Charlie,” she replies with a smile. “Jack never met Beatrice and Edward. I married when they had already been back in England a year or so. The photograph was taken one Easter. It was so hot, but look at the long frocks we wore! You young ladies have it easier than we did, with our petticoats and corsets. Those two men were brothers,“ she points at the Indians. “Manjit and Anwar were their names. They worked at the house. They had never been photographed before and so Beatrice insisted they hop into the frame. She was like that, decisive. Sometimes it was a lark, at other times it was tedious. In either case, you couldn’t help but be vaguely enthralled by her.”

			I squint at the image, looking at the young version of the woman I now know only as a matron who walks with a cane. I imagine vitality back into her bones and erase the strain of recent times from her features. Yes, I see it, the same determination which still holds her upright, softened by youthful joviality. She was not the sort of beauty odes are written about, yet even from the image before me, old and yellowed, the effect Dulcie describes her having on those around her is perceptible. There is something striking about her. Edward and this Charlie fellow have their eyes on her, while she smiles broadly. Manjit and Anwar crowd in, shy and clearly excited to be included. Dulcie herself stands to the far right of the cluster, a reserved smile on her face.

			“Here is the last one.” Dulcie slides the final photograph to the front. “My wedding day. It is not the official wedding portrait, but I like it better.” She smiles, looking down at the image, another group scene, with men and women in formal dress, Dulcie in a white gown, with flowers in her hair, her arm tucked into the crook of her husband’s arm. “This was right after the ceremony. There, you see that man? He was my father, next to him Mother in her best dress. And here is Manjit again, and my old amah and Charlie. Oh, he had that great plaster on his head, I had almost forgotten. He walked into a branch one night and cut his forehead, poor chap. And here is Anwar with his sister, Navneet. Despite what was to come, it was a happy day.” Dulcie’s thumb strokes the edge of the paper. Of the people in the photograph so few are alive today. She takes a breath and looks up, meeting my eyes with sudden intensity.

			“Sunil told me you know about my son.” Her statement is so direct, it takes me by surprise. I hesitate a moment before replying in the affirmative.

			“I did not mean to pry, Dulcie,” I say with genuine contrition. After everything she has shown me of her past and private life, I would not like her to think I was so nosy I could not be patient enough for her to tell me more in her own time.

			“Sunil said he believed it was a mistake,” Dulcie acknowledges, adding, “And that he thinks you are a friend to me.”

			“He is a wise man.”

			“Indeed, he is.” She nods sagely, resting her hands on top of the box of photographs. “Rupert died shortly before the end of the war. A gunshot wound. It was no enemy rifle which took my boy’s life, but his own.“ I reach out and place my hand on Dulcie’s, feeling her warm, paper-thin skin and her cool gold rings against my palm. “He wrote to me often. I kept his letters. His commanding officer was a good man and visited me after the war. He was the one who kept it quiet the manner of Rupert’s death, didn’t want him to be viewed as a coward, to be denied the honor of a fallen soldier. He was a fallen soldier, despite everything. The war still killed him.”

			“I am sorry, Dulcie,” I say gently, knowing from experience that these simple words when spoken in such a situation do little to salve a never-healing wound. Yet they are uttered all the time and with genuine feeling as I say them now. I am sorry, so very sorry this dear, kind, eccentric woman was one of the many mothers who had to bury her child.

			“To have lived through something like that and then to give up two months before the horror ended, it was too cruel,” she continues bitterly. “I could have given up ever speaking to him again, accepted never seeing his face, if only I knew he was alive somewhere. Anything but dead and in the ground.”

			Dulcie’s words make me think of Daniel and Hugh and other men I knew who went away. Some returned, many did not. Not a single one came back unchanged. There is a unique sort of pain reserved for those who survive any tragedy, and to live through one of such scale and atrocity is nearly unimaginable. How must the men who fought in this war have felt, trying to filter back into a world they no longer recognized as their own? Carrying the burden of the living and the terror of what they saw and did themselves. People condemn those who cannot bear to live any longer as cowards, as weak, but maybe they are simply tired or lonely; maybe they cannot think they are worth anyone missing them. Maybe their nightmares follow them every waking hour, and they cannot sleep or eat or think without their memories chasing them like the Furies. Is that what went through Rupert Hazlett’s mind? When I look into Dulcie’s face, I know he was wrong. His mother, for all her airs, is consumed by thoughts of him. She would not have abandoned him, no matter the circumstance. I wonder how many people know what truly happened to her son. I hope telling me has relieved her of just a tiniest fraction of pain, even if only for a moment. Nothing will bring her boy back, but she need not be alone either, she need not punish herself for something that cannot be undone, something she did not understand and therefore could not seek to change.

			Dulcie is close to tears, and so I slide out of my chair, and onto the seat beside her, taking her hand in mine once more. A hand with fine wrinkles and liver spots, gold rings on several fingers, a hand that has curled into a fist of rage at the unfairness of life, and a hand that cradled the tiny head of her newborn son, whose own hand grasped her finger, but let go too soon.

			There are no words to be said, so we simply sit together for a while, each remembering the past, and the way in which our histories can hold us captive even in the present. When I finally take my leave, I feel as though a window has opened in the space that separated us. I hope she senses it, too. When she shifts to wave goodbye, the box and photographs slide onto the floor. I bend to retrieve them, and pause midway, noticing a fourth has slipped from the box. It shows Beatrice, but in the corner, I notice another figure. A sense of familiarity strikes me, yet I cannot pin it down. I bid Dulcie goodbye with the strange feeling that I have learned something rather valuable, even if, at this moment, I cannot quite comprehend its meaning. Maybe discussing it with Hugh will bring me greater clarity.

			Mr. Singh leads me to the door, leaning on his cane, a smile on his lips.

			“She told me,” I say, knowing he understands exactly what I mean.

			“I was confident she would.” He gives me a little nod, before closing the door behind me.

			Half in a daze, I hurry down the stairs to my own flat rushing into the office, disappointed to find Hugh missing, eager to discuss what I may have discovered of Beatrice and her hurried marriage. What if one of the young Indian men, Manjit or Anwar, was the father of Helena Devlin? It would surely have been quite the scandal. I try to remember the faces of the two young Indian men Dulcie said Beatrice pulled into the photograph. They were handsome with broad, white smiles and thick black hair. Did Beatrice feel anything other than a friendly kinship with one of them? Was the Brigadier so easily fooled, or did he learn the truth and for reasons of his own did not leave her and the child? Perhaps, if Dulcie’s observation is true, he knew his virility was not what some believed and he was happy to have a child to his name, even if it was not his own. Briony and Jeffrey certainly love their adopted children as much as any parent could. Though adoption is rather different than being saddled with a cuckoo’s child . . . And then there was that final picture.

			My mind spinning, I wander to my desk, where I find a note scribbled in Hugh’s slanted writing.

			Evie,

			Have just popped out. Percy called and asked to see you. Said he was sorry about earlier. He wants to talk, and can you come to the house? Nothing yet from Stanton.

			-H

			Percy called? Well, this day is filled with surprises! While I am tempted to leave him stewing and am in no mind to trek across the city again, nobody answers the phone when I ring the Devlin house to ask Percy what this is about. It is past six, and by the time I reach Holland Park it will be edging closer to the hour. Nonetheless, I lack the resolve to stay here and leave Percy to wait after he has snubbed me and my detective agency. So it is that a few minutes later I am once again closing the front door behind me and sweeping down the stairs.

			My car out of commission, I flag down a cab and instruct its driver to take me to the Devlin home. He seems jolly enough at the prospect of a robust fare, and chatters on and on about the weather and his joints and his ne’er-do-well of a son. I let him talk, responding with the odd sound of agreement, as I look out of the window, watching London roll by. It is the time of day where the streets fill with besuited men, newspapers tucked under their arms, rushing for buses or the Underground, street vendors packing up their stalls, selling the last of their greasy pastries or half-price bruised fruit, which has turned soft and sickly sweet, almost like jam in the day’s heat. The sky is pale blue and seems very tall and far away, a vault above the pale stucco buildings, not touched even by the highest church spires.

			My cab rolls past Wellington Arch, the grand commemoration to Britain’s victories in the Napoleonic Wars, and into Knightsbridge proper, the broad, lush expanse of Hyde Park reaches out a sweeping, green arm to my right and to the left are the homes of many a well-heeled Londoner. White stucco, red brick, columns and swirled ornamentations above the windows paint the picture. We pass by, but do not turn onto, Brompton Road, which leads to the haven for shoppers, Harrods, and farther along, an entrance to the majestic Victoria and Albert Museum. At every turn this city offers new sights, opulence and deep-rooted poverty in tandem. Moving in the vicinity of Hyde Park, through neighborhoods like Mayfair, Belgravia and Holland Park, one might never know that a few miles in the other direction is a quarter of dingy alleys and gaunt figures, with children on the street instead of at school and murder cases shunted off without due examination. The world in which the Devlins and I exist is so very different on the surface, but wealth, it has proven, does not imply a rich conscience or pure character.

			The serpent of traffic loosens its hold near the Royal Albert Hall, and my cabbie pounds the wheel and steps on the gas pedal. At Phillimore Gardens we turn right, away from the park and Kensington Palace, towards the opulent enclave of Holland Park. The park itself, broad and dense is to my left and I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the imminent encounter its proximity signifies. What will Percy have to say for himself? Will he confess that he is behind the damage to my car? I doubt it, as I still doubt his guilt. No, more likely he wants to apologize for disregarding me in the morning and for terminating our contract. Or has he learned something new? Something significant? If he has, and wishes to tell me, he must be desperate. The police, after all, would be more than willing to listen.

			The cab stops at the Devlin house. The driver lets out a whistle, taking in the mansion’s grandeur. I pay him and he taps the brim of his cap before pulling away. The reporters have gone home for the night, though the hour is not late. Squaring my shoulders, I climb the steps to the front door, reach for the heavy brass knocker and tap twice. It is opened almost immediately, sending me off balance as I almost stumble over the threshold.

			“All right?” Mr. Davis asks, steadying me.

			“Yes, thank you. Percy called me to meet him. It is getting late and I do not want to interrupt the family’s dinner, but it seemed urgent,” I babble, staving off a feeling of uncertainty that has come over me since I neared the house.

			“If you would wait here,” Mr. Davis says sedately, and I could shake him. Instead I obediently follow him to the room where I have spent what seems an inordinate amount of time in recent days. It is dim, lit by an electric lamp. The window on this side of the house allows in barely any of the early evening light.

			“Please, make yourself comfortable. I will let Mr. Devlin know.” I obey and Mr. Davis leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I hope Percy doesn’t dawdle. More than anything, I want to get this over with and go home. I am heartily sick of the Devlins and their secrets. Though they are, ostensibly, victims as well, I cannot muster anything close to the sympathy I feel for Maisie West. Anthony Devlin was a brute and not worthy of the title of husband and father, and no one in this family save, perhaps, Percy, has made any effort to bring his murderer to justice. If I were the widow and loved my husband who had been killed in my own house, I would be pounding on the inspector’s door every day until an arrest was made. Yet Helena Devlin has been as good as invisible since the murder occurred. Then again, perhaps her apparent withdrawal is a consequence of her spouse’s control and cruelty.

			Crouched – as I seem to be far too frequently – on the stiff chair opposite the wall, a strange sense of déjà vu assails me. I know I have been here before of course, but there is something else nagging at my mind. I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes, trying to channel my thoughts to sharpen the blurry image. When it doesn’t, I open them again, focusing squarely on the wall, where the tepid watercolors hang, and I remember. The photograph of the hunt. I knew there was something about it, something . . . odd, and now I understand what it is. That photograph and the one Dulcie showed me have something in common. A figure, at once familiar yet obscured by a veil I could not shift. Thoughts spin around my mind. The hunt. Simla. Beatrice. Charlie. Charlie, whose surname Dulcie could not remember. Charlie, who stood to the side in the last photograph, the look in his eyes as he watched Beatrice was unmistakable.

			With sudden comprehension, my eyes grow wide, my jaw drops, and I jump from my perch, hurrying across the small expanse of the room toward the door. But when I twist the knob it sticks. No, it is locked. Locked! A swell of panic rises in me. Did Percy call me, or was it a ruse? Hugh would not have known his voice from that of another young man, and there are enough of those - biddable ones - in this household. Does Percy know the truth? My head spins with possibilities. I place a steadying hand against the wall, hearing the loud throbbing of my heart hammer in my ears.

			Forcing myself to take a few slow breaths, I calm my breathing. The wild fluttering of my heart slightly abates, and I let my gaze trawl the breadth of the room. There is a window to the side, small, certainly, but large enough for me to squeeze through. I take the few steps that separate me from it and push aside the curtain only to groan with frustration. There are metal bars placed in front of the pane of glass, intended to prevent someone from unlawful entry, but having much the opposite effect today. I am imprisoned.

			All the puzzle pieces begin to slot together in my mind, forming a picture both entirely plausible and undeniably grotesque. I rattle the door handle again, and debate calling out, but who would come to my aid? This household is a law unto itself, lying, scheming, murdering. Who knew the truth? Was it a conspiracy among them all to do away with the man they watched every day become more and more of a tyrant?

			I bite my lower lip, pacing the room, feeling like a caged animal, dizzying thoughts running rampant in my mind. My hands are clenched fists at my side, my nails dig into the soft flesh of my palm.

			What to do? What to do? For one thing is certain, even if my deduction is not correct, I am a prisoner here, and I do not know whether to hope for someone to open the door, or for them to stay away. Both options seem equally dire.

			I press my ear to the thick wood of the door which parts me from my liberty. At first there is only silence, not even the sound of distant voices, but then I discern the steady pattern of footsteps. Approaching footsteps. I step back. Looking around, I see nothing I might use to defend myself. No heavy door stop, nor a hefty candlestick. The room is as spare as it can be without looking as austere as a prison cell. In any case, my time is up, for there comes a click, the sound of a lock turning, and the door opens, first a crack, then enough to expose the pointed end of a gun. The Beretta. And behind it, with his finger on the trigger stands Mr. Davis. Charlie Davis, who looked so adoringly at Beatrice in the photograph.

			“Please,” I say, holding up my hands as though my armor of flesh and bone could stop a bullet. “You do not have to do this. Please, Mr. Davis!”

			He steps inside calmly, a look akin to resignation on his face, pushes the door shut with the heel of his shoe, his dark brown eyes on me. He has been watching, observing everything from his near-invisible vantage point. The butler, seen but not noticed, not really. Did Anthony Devlin discount him as easily as everyone else? If he did, it cost him his life.

			“Please, sit, Lady Carlisle,” he commands in an even tone, and points the butt of the pistol at the chair. His manner, absurdly polite even as he threatens murder, startles me and I almost have to laugh. When I hesitate to follow the instruction, however, something in his expression hardens, and he says more firmly this time, “I am afraid I must insist.”

			“All right,” I say in little more than a whisper. Breathless with alarm, I sink into the stiff chair, while Davis, who is hardly more than a few inches taller than I am, seems to tower over me. I can’t take my eyes off the pistol, thinking of the hole in Anthony Devlin’s forehead, thinking how this small object can end a human life with the simple twitch of a finger.

			“I am sorry, Lady Carlisle,” he announces finally, his voice still calm, almost friendly. “When I got wind that Percy had asked you to poke your nose in, I was irritated but not alarmed. I must commend you, you have proven to be a worthier adversary than I expected. Alas, at the end of all such stories one must come out the victor. I have already eliminated one pest from our lives, and though I will not equate you with that vile man, you, too, I am afraid, must leave us.”

			He delivers his little monologue with shocking clarity. I am stunned, speechless for a moment. Percy did not know, that is something at least, though it won’t save me now.

			“Mr. Davis, please, let us talk. This isn’t necessary. There has been a… misunderstanding.” I wrench my eyes away from the Beretta and try to meet his gaze, try to compel him to see me, a human being, a woman who is the same age as the man I now am convinced is his grandson. “Percy, he would not want this. I appreciate you are trying to protect him, to protect your family, but it was never me who wished them harm. I understand why you hated Anthony Devlin.” I pause, watching his expression. When he does not react, I carefully continue. “I understand why you hated seeing your daughter hurt. How long had you known?”

			Mr. Davis’ features shift ever so slightly, softening for an instant. “Too long. How do you know about Helena? You certainly proved to have a better nose for feeling out this family’s secrets than the police.” A hint of a smile touches his pale lips, then vanishes as if it was never there at all. This man is not a stone-cold killer. Whatever he did to Devlin, it cannot be easy for him to murder a young woman, the friend of his only grandson. I hesitate before bringing up Dulcie’s name to answer his question. I do not want to risk placing her in harm’s way.

			“It hardly matters,” I say dismissively. “How did you keep it secret for so long?” The question is banal, but I am trying to buy time. Surely, sooner or later, Mr. Davis will be missed in the house and someone will come looking. I hope that particular someone will be on my side.

			“It wasn’t difficult. I only learned the truth when Helena was fourteen. It was then I returned to England and met Beatrice and Edward by accident, at a picnic. Helena looked exactly like my younger sister, the dark hair and eyes, nothing like Edward with his fair hair and blue eyes. It confirmed what I suspected before.”

			“Did you begin to work for the Grants then?”

			“I was out of work, looking for something and Edward, whom I had befriended during our time in India, offered me a position. They had recently moved house and were looking for staff. Beatrice hated the thought of me being so close to my child, exposing her secret, but Edward must have persisted, for a week later, I moved into my room in their house.”

			“And when did you come to work here?” I ask nervously, interested and yet distracted, for he still stands firm, holding the pistol pointed directly at my chest.

			“Percy was three when they moved into this house. Anthony had just made a deal which brought him a huge profit, so he decided to trade up and move into this… extension of his self-worth. Helena tended to be easily overwhelmed, and her mother decided it would be best if I joined their staff. They did not have a butler at the time, so it suited everybody well enough. Helena was always fond of me.” Pain tugs at his features, and I can only guess how he must have felt knowing his daughter would never think of him, love him, as she did the man she believed to be her father.

			“Helena remains unaware of the truth?” I ask quietly.

			He shakes his head. “I wanted to tell her a thousand times, but some loyalty to Edward or Beatrice or a sense that she could not stomach it always prevented me.“

			What would it have felt like, living with the constant anxiety to tell the truth to his daughter and weighing it against the very real possibility that she would reject him? If only Mr. Davis were not standing there, a threat looming above me, I might even have pitied him. As matters stand, though, fear and impotent rage are all I can muster while trying to appear calm. I imagine Esme would put on a more convincing show.

			“Is it true that Mr. Devlin was violent towards his wife and son even when Percy was still a child?” I ask, desperately looking around to find some means of overwhelming Mr. Davis before we run out of things to say. The chair I am sitting on seems the obvious choice, but by the time I am on my feet, he will have fired the first shot. People may hear it, but then it could be too late for me. Mr. Davis, this man who has lived in the shadows for so long, has little left to lose.

			“Beatrice and I did not know, not until Percy was at least six or seven. He came home one day filthy, mud up to his knees. Helena tried to usher him away to the nursery, at that moment Anthony came home and was in a terrible mood, terrible. He saw the boy and the dirt tracks he had left on the floor and lost all control.” Davis’ chin quivers. “I was in the basement, and one of the maids came running. None of us knew what to do. I went upstairs, hoping my presence would shame him into stopping, but by then it was too late. The next day at breakfast, Percy had trouble sitting down without wincing, and Helena’s wrists were rimmed in bruises, though she tried her best to conceal them. I cannot say whether this was the first time. Probably not. It should have been the last.” He shakes his head and repeats, “It should have been the last. I am her father. I should have stopped it so much sooner.”

			I cannot think of an argument in his favor. Yes, he should have. If he had, it may never have come to this. He could have saved Helena from being so overwhelmed by her husband that now she hardly knows who she is.

			“It would be fine for months on end, and then another incident. I became aware of the signs and one day I went to Beatrice and told her. She was appalled and debated whether to tell Edward, but he was very fond of Anthony for some reason. Then the war began, and everyone’s priorities shifted. Percy was too young to face conscription and Anthony, much though I hoped he would have to fight, was given a desk job at the War Office. When the situation on the continent grew more and more dire, I prayed he would have to go to the front and the war would take care of the problem for us. Helena might mourn him, but Percy could grow into a man without that brute’s influence. It was not to be, of course. For a time, he was calmer, very busy at work, the company was running well due to government commissions during the war. I hoped he had changed. Edward was often absent in those years. I was fond of him, but he was a flawed man and betrayed Beatrice at every opportunity. Still,” he adds not without rancor, “she always stood by him. I expected more of a woman like her. More grit. She joined us once on a tiger hunt in India and when the beast crept out of the underbrush, she did not squeal or shriek, but pointed her rifle instead. There was a fierceness in her which attracted us all. I could hardly believe it when she chose me, even if it was only for a brief, secret time. She could have had anyone, and in the end, when she married Edward, despite my pleas for her to be mine instead, I was not surprised. Beatrice was destined for something quite grand.” He takes a slow breath. “I was disappointed to find she had settled for a philandering husband and that he was fool enough to accept the cuckoo she had placed so neatly in his nest.”

			“What of Beatrice? Does she know . . . what you did?” I try to sound sympathetic, and note, with satisfaction, that the pistol has been lowered just a fraction. He may have been distracted from his purpose, rehashing these memories. Anyone may feel powerful when they hold a weapon, but Mr. Davis is over seventy, and if it comes to it, I might be able to overpower him. Nonetheless, I can’t risk agitating him yet, he is too alert for me to try anything, as I notice when I shift in my seat and he immediately raises the Beretta to its prior position.

			“Careful!” he hisses.

			“Yes, yes, please don’t do anything drastic!” I lean back to show my willingness to comply. He nods, more to himself than to me, and leans a against the wall. “You were telling me about Beatrice,” I remind him, hoping to steer the conversation back on track. “Does she realize what you did?”

			“Beatrice is an intelligent woman, whatever mistakes she made, but she has nothing to do with any of this, nothing.”

			Naturally, I cannot take this Davis’ word as fact, yet I am inclined to. If he plans to kill me, as is reasonable to assume given the current situation, he has little to lose by telling me the complete and utter truth. That being so, he may not himself understand the extent of Beatrice Grant’s acuity. If she does not know, she must at least suspect. If I could guess that someone in this house was responsible, she would do the same and apart from her daughter and Percy, who would be the most likely suspect beside herself? Looking at the man before me, I see the younger version of himself from the photographs, the hair that looked dark in the picture is gray, though still thick, the eyes brown and much like his daughter’s, and there is that faint sliver of a scar where Dulcie said a branch cut his forehead. It is difficult to reconcile that man, hardly more than a boy in those photographs, with the one here today, pointing a pistol at me. There could have been so many steps along the way to divert his path, to lead it somewhere else, away from this dire outcome.

			“Why did you decide to kill him now? Why, after so many years, did you finally take the step to end his life?”

			I can see him hesitating, weighing the relief of an unburdening with the consequences of me knowing the truth. The former wins, which likely seals my fate, unless I can convince or overwhelm him somehow.

			“I overheard a conversation,” he begins haltingly, licking his bottom lip. “Between Helena and Beatrice. I learned something I did not know.” I do not prompt him, waiting quietly for the words to come, to slip past the knot that must have formed in his throat. “She was speaking of a child, a child that was never born. Helena was pregnant again when Percy was a year old. No one outside the family knew, she was still so slight when it was lost. Helena was crying as she spoke, and the door was open just a bit. I should have moved on, but I could not step away once again when my daughter was in distress, so I listened. I heard what happened.” Mr. Davis’ jaw stiffens and the tendons in his neck grow taut. “He caused her to lose the child. He was in a temper again and . . . and he pushed her down the stairs. Not the whole flight, but enough to destroy the life she was carrying. When I heard Helena and Beatrice a sort of black rage I had never known before overtook me. It was then that I made the decision to rid my daughter of that monster, that murderer, even if it meant becoming one myself.

			“I knew Devlin had a gun, he boasted about it. He actually said he needed it to protect his family,” Davis lets out a sharp bark of laughter. “As if he weren’t the greatest threat to them. It would not be difficult, I thought. I am a good shot, I learned young and was confident I could make quick work of it. I only needed the right moment, and I needed to be sure it was not too loud, so I muffled the shot by firing through a cushion. The day before the Harpers’ party, there was another fight, something about Helena not having raised Percy right, about him being a disgrace. Percy was staying at Boodle’s and Helena got the brunt of Anthony’s anger, as usual. After the party, when they came home, Percy saw the bruise on her leg and recognized what had happened. I think that is why he came to see his father on that day. Had I known he could be implicated, I would have made other plans, but I did not notice him coming or going. I did not even know he was here until later. I was so busy that morning, preparing myself for what I planned to do, I asked the housekeeper to take on some of my tasks, claiming to feel unwell. Percy had already left by the time I gathered my courage. I had taken the Beretta from the drawer in Anthony’s office the night before. He would not miss it. He was careless. Helena was very pale, and I suggested fresh air would do her good. Beatrice went with her. I told them Anthony had gone out. It was his habit, even on a Sunday to claim to go to the office, though I suspect he kept mistresses. When they were out, I went to the office, opened the door,” Davis eyes widen as he revisits the scene before him, the man he hated in his chair, the weapon in his hand. “I fired a shot.” And he so does.

			The bang reverberates in my ears as I throw myself onto the ground, expecting pain to tear into me, but everything is numb. I look up to see the shocked expression on Mr. Davis’ face. He was seeing his son-in-law, not me. Seizing the opportunity, I propel myself forward, lunging at his knees, which buckle easily beneath him. The Beretta tumbles to the ground just as the sounds of running footsteps and shouting approach. Picking up the weapon, I empty it quickly, the bullets falling from my shaking hand onto the floor. The door is wrenched open and Percy appears, his face white, behind him a footman and his grandmother. All but the latter wear expressions of bewilderment. Beatrice Grant’s shrewd gaze travels from me to Mr. Davis, crouching on the floor in a wretched stupor.

			“What -” Percy begins, but is interrupted by a pounding on the door and a gloriously familiar voice.

			“Open the door, police!” The footman obeys, and Stanton and Hugh stumble into the grand foyer. Their eyes alight on the small congregation outside the sitting room where I was held captive, and on the small gun I hold in my hands, the scattered bullets at my feet.

			“I have found Anthony Devlin’s murderer,” I say weakly and step aside, exposing Charlie Davis on the ground, all color drained from his face. When Stanton makes the arrest other officers arrive, as well as Daniel, whom Percy or Hugh must have called. I watch the events as they unfold as if from a distance. I tell Stanton what I can, accept a cup of tea and Daniel’s soothing presence. It is with relief but not with pleasure that I watch as Mr. Davis is lead outside and transferred to the foreboding black police car waiting on the street.

			When Stanton agrees that I can go, and Hugh and Daniel lead me outside, I glance back to see Helena Devlin in the doorway. She is flanked by Percy at one side and her mother on the other. Her expression is impossible to read. Then she gives me a nod, the tiniest of gestures and turns away, disappearing inside to her new life without a husband and without the father she never knew she had.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			It so happened, as I learn the following day, that Hugh grew alarmed when he returned, and I was gone and neither Daniel nor he had heard from me. He assumed I had gone to the Devlins and was about to set off himself, when the telephone rang, and Dulcie Hazlett was on the line. She called to say she had remembered the man’s surname, the one I was asking after whom she and Beatrice knew in India. It was Davis, Charlie Davis. She hoped it would help. Dulcie does not yet know the significance of that memory.

			Since returning home last night, I have replayed the scene in my mind again and again, remembering Davis’ words, his expression when the shot was fired. The shot that embedded itself in the wall behind the space my chest occupied a mere moment before. I sensed he was not present, that he was reliving the moment he killed Devlin and that instinct probably saved my life. I sit on the cozy armchair in the bedroom, looking out at the square swathed in a dense fog, which has turned the sky the sickly color of a fading bruise. Daniel sleeps on silently. I could not make it more than a few hours without being drawn back into the conscious world, my thoughts a whirlwind of the recent events. I think of Davis, of the way he so easily gave up the fight when he realized what he had nearly done. I was to be his confessor, not his final victim. Despite the fear he sent coursing through me, I pity him now, imagining him, an old, tired man in a cold cell. It need never have come to this, I think, sighing my frustration, tilting my head back. He killed a man, yes, and I cannot excuse it, but a small part of me wonders whether I might be capable of the same if my child were so horribly mistreated. I hope I will never know the answer.

			Are the surviving Devlins and Beatrice Grant as shocked as I am, or did they suspect more than they let on? I may never know. Percy seemed stunned by the events of last night and was mostly speechless in the aftermath. What will become of them? Will Percy move his mother and grandmother out of that house, sell the company and return to the Riviera in the hope that sunshine and a balmy ocean breeze can purge all the ugliness from their lives? Perhaps it would be for the best. London and the house hold too many memories. And what of Mr. Davis? Murder is punishable by death, but he is a man in the winter of his life. Is it a greater mercy to let him live out his final years in prison, or to spare him the misery and discomfort and take a life for a life? I cannot conclude what is right, or what is fair, and it makes me feel uneasy, floating in a sort of purgatory of doubt. Was it merciful to rid his daughter and grandson of their abuser, or was it evil? The case is tinged in gray, few areas of black or white clarity to be found. I should feel some sense of elation for our detective agency to have successfully solved our first crime, but my satisfaction is shaded in uncertainty. This ending is not happy, and though I do not often delude myself into believing in fairy tales, I was hoping for more gratification in the solution of this mystery.

			Hugh was so apologetic that he left the note, that he did not realize it was not Percy who called. I waved away his words. He came for me and brought the police and has more than proven himself my friend. There will be much explaining to do tomorrow – or today, if the clock is to be trusted. Telling Agnes and Briony, fielding calls by the press, thanking Dulcie for her phone call to Hugh which sent him down the right path. The very thought of speaking to all these people is exhausting and I close my eyes, hoping that sleep will take me after all.

			When I wake up, it is in bed. The sun is shining through the curtain, warming my skin. I sit up and rub my eyes. At some point, Daniel must have transported me from chair to bed, for I have no memory moving. When I sit up, however, memories of yesterday’s events come rushing at me with startling force. I lean against the cushions and pull the blanket up to my neck. There is so much explaining to be done today, and all I want is to creep under the covers and have Daniel bring me tea and toast and maybe some cake as well.

			The wish is father to the deed, for just at that moment I hear the door opening and Daniel enters the room, bearing a tray of dreamed-for sustenance.

			“How are you?” he asks, carefully setting down the tray, the china clinking. When he looks at me, I observe he must have spent much of the night tossing and turning as well. “Evie, he could have…” He breaks off and shakes his head.

			“But he didn’t.” I place my hand on his. He takes hold of it, his thumb running over my knuckles as if, like the mother of a newborn, he is counting that all fingers are intact.

			“It isn’t easy to accept that you want to persist in this line of work. Again and again, it has proven to be dangerous.” Daniel swallows and looks down at our entwined hands. “I will never stand in your way, but nothing like this must happen again.” His unspoken words hang in the air between us. I must never leave him as all those he loved before have. A lump forms in my throat, and I tighten my hold on Daniel’s hand.

			“I wish I could promise you that,” I say in a voice almost a whisper, “but we both know there are no certainties. I will try my best, though. I want to grow very old with you and bounce our grandchildren on my knees.”

			A hint of a smile touches Daniel’s lips. “I suppose that is the best I can hope to receive.”

			I smile and ask, “What do you think of a winter wedding?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			The day is long, filled with hours that seem to stretch and yawn as I speak to the police, to my family, and even Hollis Napier. I telephone Dulcie and have tea with Hugh, who still looks anxious and guilty every time he looks at me, despite my firm assurances he carries not a hint of blame. I am dreading the last call, the one I know I must make, yet cannot think how to begin. When I finally pick up the receiver, ensconced in Daniel’s study, and wait to be connected, I almost hope I will be turned away and brace myself for a chilly snub. The voice that comes on the line is reticent, nothing like the one that answered before.

			“Percy,” I begin, a little timidly, as though it wasn’t his grandfather who tried to kill me yesterday, but I feel the need to tread gently. So much of his family has fallen to pieces. “How are you?”

			There is a moment of silence, leaving me wondering whether he will simply end the call. Then his voice sounds, ringing hoarsely through the line.

			“I cannot deny I have seen better days. Really, I should be asking you. I am sorry, I should have contacted you earlier. The day went by so quickly, with police interviews and calls to solicitors and speaking to the staff, trying to put everyone at ease and everything in order.” He sighs, and I picture him slumped over the telephone at the desk behind which his father was killed.

			“He has been charged?” I ask.

			“Yes, for murder and attempted murder. Evie, I am so sorry this happened, so very sorry. I had no idea you were coming. A footman later told me Davis had asked him to make the call because he has a younger voice like mine. I believe him when he insists he did not know why the butler – my grandfather, it appears – asked him to do it, but he was afraid to go against him. He lured you here, Evie. Charlie Davis was a different man than I realized, in more ways than one. Should I mourn him? He was always far kinder to me than my father, still he killed him. I cannot think today, it is all a muddle. Mother seems strangely elated, Grandmother is stoic as ever. I cannot make sense of them. Do you think Grandmother had uncovered the truth?”

			I hesitate a moment, debating whether my interpretation of the situation is what Percy needs to hear at this moment, but there have been so many lies and secrets all around, I am heartily sick of them.

			“I cannot fully discount the idea, yet there is no proof she knew, and I do not think there ever will be. Mr. Davis emphasized she did not participate in any way, and even if she did, I do not believe he will be compelled to change his story.”

			“I have been thinking about it all night, what I would have done in his shoes,” Percy says. I hear from the desperation in his voice that he has not found a satisfactory answer.

			“You sympathize?” I ask, aware it is the hardest question I could ask him, but thinking he owes me an answer nonetheless.

			“Does that make me a monster? If parts of my father and my grandfather are within me, what am I capable of, Evie? The former caused his wife to lose a child and the latter murdered first him, then attempted to kill you. What if I become like them?” His voice has grown thick. I can almost feel the dampness of his tears through the telephone.

			“You do not have a cruel bone in your body, Percy, and none of us will hopefully ever know whether we are capable of acting in the way Mr. Davis finally did. You recognized how wrong it was of your father to behave as he did long ago. Surely that is a sign you will not make the same mistakes.”

			“I can’t stay in London,” Percy says. “It isn’t right, the house, this place, it reeks of him and of death and misery. It is haunted. I told my mother and grandmother I want to go back to the continent and asked them to join me, but neither is inclined to leave. Am I a coward for running away?”

			“London has not been home to you in many years. Go back to the place where you are happy, Percy. I will miss you, but it is always an asset to have a friend on the Riviera,” I add teasingly.

			“You will always be most welcome.” I hear a smile in his voice. “I am sorry I cancelled our contract. It had nothing to do with your ability. It . . . I -”

			“No need to explain,” I interrupt. “I understand.” And I hope he does, too. His secret will be safe with me.

			“Thank you.”

			After the call has ended, I feel lighter, relieved that he is as well as can be expected given the situation and comforted by his plans for the future. I did not lie when I said he is not like his father, though it is good for him to show an awareness of his family legacy.

			In the evening, while I enjoy the late sunshine filtering through the conservatory windows, I am surprised by commotion behind me. When I turn around, Briony is standing in the doorway, Timon and Areta beside her. She wears an anxious smile.

			“I thought you might like some distraction,” she says, sliding into the seat beside me, pulling me into an embrace. “You mad girl,” she whispers, not without a hint of pride.

			“Is Auntie Evie sick?” asks Areta, her big brown eyes taking in the sight of me, while Timon plants himself on the chair opposite, dwarfed by its size. I am suddenly struck with an intense love for them and hold out my hand to Areta.

			“No, my sweet girl, I am well, come and sit with me.” She doesn’t hesitate, grabbing my hand and launching herself onto my lap. Since little Elsa was born Areta lost the position of being the youngest, and she is due a little cuddle to make up for it. I draw her close, soothed by her soft solidity.

			“I’m hungry!” Timon interjects and we laugh.

			“Me too!” Areta chimes in.

			“You just had toast and jam,” Briony marvels. Then, tickling Areta’s belly, she adds, “How is there more space in there?” as the girl squeals and squirms.

			Jane appears, alerted by the noise, and I ask her whether she might take the children to the kitchen and ask Mrs. Kline to provide the requested sustenance. Jane smiles and nods, enjoying the company of the little ones, and leaving my cousin and me to sit and talk in peace. When she has led them away, holding one by each hand, Briony faces me once more, worry etched into her familiar features, erasing the joviality of a moment ago.

			“I had to come see you and when I said I was coming, Areta and Timon insisted on joining me. I hope we haven’t overwhelmed you.”

			I reach for her hand and give it a squeeze. “Of course not, I am happy you came. And yes, I am well enough. I have been revisiting the scene again and again and don’t believe he truly intended to kill me. Maybe at first he planned to, luring me there,. However, when it came to it, and he fired the shot, I feel certain, in his mind, he was firing at Devlin and not at me. When he realized what he had done, he did not put up a struggle and I easily overpowered him.”

			“Don’t put on a front on my account, Evie, it must have been terrifying, him pointing that gun at you.” Briony gives me one of her assessing looks, and I shrug with resignation. She knows me too well to accept my dispassionate explanation.

			“It was,” I agree. “But it is over now, which is all that matters.”

			“I am sure Daniel has asked much the same, but I will risk repeating it. Are you confident you want to persist in this profession? It has proven to be quite dangerous. What if you and Daniel have a child, what then? Will you continue to put yourself needlessly at risk? No,” she says, halting my interruption. “You have to take these things into consideration. Your intentions do you credit, but the police are trained for such work and to accept the inherent risks involved. You do not need to take it on yourself.”

			“Are you finished?” I ask, when she falls silent, expectant eyes on me.

			“For what it is worth,” she says with some exasperation.

			“I will think about it, Briony,” I say. We both know I already have and that my mind is set as it was before. As of now, I do not have a child, which would admittedly shift my perspective. I do, however, have a strong sense of self-preservation, upon which I have relied in the past and in which I trust in the future as well.

			“You are a stubborn, stubborn lady,” Briony observes, just as Timon and Areta barrel back into the room, large cherry scones clutched in their little hands. Gloriously oblivious to the events of yesterday, they begin to hold forth on their busy lives, talking over one another about the cat that visits their garden every morning, the ball Timon threw – by accident and shocking aim – breaking a window in the dining room, and the unfairness of Iona being presented a pony for her birthday. They are such easy company, asking nothing of me but my attention, and I happily oblige. When they leave, Briony pulling me into a tight embrace, the children tired and tugging at their mother’s skirt, I feel comforted by the normality they brought into my day and grateful for the visit.

			Daniel, who only left for an hour or so, returns before dinner, Stanton on his heels. The inspector looks tired, but there is a brightness in his eyes that was not there before. I suppose he will have been commended by his superior for a case well solved. I do not mind some of the credit going to him, though he seems abashed when he tells us of the praise he was given.

			“Stay for dinner,” Daniel surprisingly offers, and to my even greater surprise, Stanton accepts. The meal is simple tonight, salad, egg and mushroom pie eaten cold and a bowl of strawberries with fresh cream. I do not have much of an appetite, yet I observe that the menu reminds me oddly of the one served on the day of the Harpers’ garden party, the beginning of this case. Of course, in truth, it began long ago, in a faraway land. Not all stories have happy endings.

			“Has there been any progress in the case of your butler and his brother-in-law?” Stanton asks Daniel, setting down his fork. He glances at me and winces. “I am sorry -” he begins, shaking his head.

			“Oh, don’t be a goose,” I chide, rolling my eyes. “I have hardly forgotten about him, despite the resolution of the Devlin case.”

			Daniel sighs and pushes his plate away. “To be honest, there has been something, but not what we hoped for. I received a call from Wilkins’ solicitor in the afternoon. The date for his trial has been set ten days from now.”

			“Ten days!” I exclaim and glare at Daniel, unaware of the new development.

			“I did not want to tell you today, not after everything that happened,” Daniel says with a shrug.

			“Ten days is not long,” Stanton agrees and rubs his chin. “But a lot can be accomplished in that amount of time. You say the prosecution has little evidence?”

			“I don’t know whether evidence will really matter, not when Wilkins is such a convenient suspect. The lack of proof didn’t stop the police from arresting him,” I observe, noting the hint of accusation in my voice, though well aware that Stanton had nothing to do with this accumulation of negligence. All the same, the thought of Wilkins possibly being sentenced because the arresting officer and judge are too lazy to consider his innocence infuriates me beyond words.

			“I haven’t told Maisie – his sister -” Daniel adds for Stanton’s benefit. “She needs to know, but I can’t face the fact that we may have failed both her and her brother. There is no one else left, except relatives who could not be bothered to attend Terry’s funeral. What will happen to her if she loses her brother as well? How will she support herself, keep her home?” Daniel shakes his head. “She is not the sort of woman who will easily accept help.”

			“All the same, she must be told, and it would be better coming from me,” I say, dreading the encounter. “I still suspect Reg Hogan. You couldn’t put an ear to the ground and have a listen?” I ask Stanton.

			“I’ll do my best, it’s the least I can do given…well, everything.” Stanton shrugs, but we know what he means. The police have claimed the solution of the Devlin case as their victory, and while I do not begrudge Stanton the accolades, I am frustrated that I hold no more sway than before. It thus suits my purposes, if he feels a twinge of guilt and makes an effort for Wilkins. We need all the help we can get to solve the case before the trial. While the prospect worries me, it energizes me as well, shifting my focus from the turmoil of the Devlin family to that which can still be lessened for Maisie West and Adam Wilkins.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Maisie West takes the news with the stoicism I have begun to associate with her character. She nods somberly, and the fact that she seems to have anticipated bad news cuts me like a knife. Here is a woman who expects for one disappointment after another to be flung at her, presumes it even. It is no way to live, yet I suspect she has been living like this far too long. Terry’s debts and gambling, his lack of reliability must have made her life a constant game of catching up, of counting pennies and cutting back, always anticipating the next bad news. I want more than anything to give her even a morsel of hope, but I cannot bring myself to conjure up assurances she will only view as the inventions they are.

			“If Adam is sentenced, what will happen?” she asks, her eyes on mine, making it impossible for me to lie.

			I take a deep breath, which probably tells her all I am about to say. “There is a chance he will be sentenced to death. There is also a possibility he will get life in prison, and yet another that he will be exonerated. For the latter to be true, however, there must be definitive proof of his innocence. Since the police are convinced of his guilt, they are not the ones who will present this evidence, so it is up to us. Hugh, Daniel and I are not giving up,” I say with firm solemnity, “and a friend of mine, a good and trustworthy policeman, has agreed to see whether anything can be learned about Hogan.”

			She bites her bottom lip and nods. “You will let me know.”

			“I promise.”

			There is no satisfaction in leaving her, but she will not come to St. James or Grosvenor with me, insisting this is her home. There is nothing I can do. I have just missed my bus, so I decide to take the short walk to the next stop. As I idle in the sun, I see the spire of St. Botolph’s behind the row of houses and, on an impulse, decide to take advantage of the moment, and seek sanctuary within its cool walls.

			It is silent and empty, no weeping Mrs. Hogan or her daughter in sight. I wonder what happened to the young woman. Whether she is married already, whether she has a chance to be happy. I slide into a pew, enjoying the feel of the cold wood beneath the cotton of my dress after the dense heat outdoors. A sound echoes, and I turn my head to see the figure of Rector Wallis. He gives me a friendly nod, then passes by without comment. I imagine most people come here for silence, though I would prefer conversation, distraction from the muddle of thoughts warring in my mind. So, in a whisper, I call out for the man and he turns, a bemused smile on his face.

			“How are you?” he asks, stepping up to my pew, looking down on me. He has the cheery countenance of a man at peace with the world, while in this parish, he must be confronted with the opposite with sad frequency.

			“Well enough,” I reply. “I was just wondering what happened to Mrs. Hogan and her daughter. I was here when her husband came to take the young woman away, and I have been worried since.” The latter is a small lie, the concern for the woman only now catching up with me. He clasps his hands together in front of him.

			“As far as I know, she is set to marry the man her father has chosen. I feel for her and for her mother, but it has been many years since Reg sought my guidance, and longer still since he listened to it.”

			“Sad news, indeed. It seems to be making the rounds. I have just come from Mrs. West,” I explain what I can.

			“Oh, dear. The poor woman. What will become of her and her brother now?” Rector Wallis asks almost to himself. As I open my mouth to answer a creak sounds through the church and we turn our heads to see the door open, a shaft of brilliant light spilling down the nave, before it disappears again with the closing of the door and Mr. Truitt steps inside.

			“Mr. Truitt!” Rector Wallis exclaims, beckoning the man forward. “I have just been speaking with Miss -”

			“Carlisle,” I supply.

			“Yes, and she has been telling me of poor Mrs. West. You are her neighbor, you must look after her. There are troublesome times ahead.”

			Mr. Truitt approaches us, his face a sickly white.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Miss Carlisle, might you explain? I have an appointment in a few minutes and must be on my way.”

			“Of course, thank you for listening, Rector,” I say, watching him amble down the nave and disappear through the doors leading to the vestry. I slide down the pew and give Mr. Truitt space to sit beside me. “Mr. Wilkins’ trial date has been set. There is a chance he will be sentenced to death, and I have nothing promising to tell Mrs. West to comfort her.” I shake my head, expecting him to echo my sentiments, to promise to look after the woman, not, however, to dip his face into his hands and begin to weep.

			“Mr. Truitt?” I ask, unsure how to respond to the man’s obvious distress. Yet the part of me wanting to place a comforting hand on his shoulder battles against the part of me still wary after yesterday’s events, coupled with my vague suspicion of the man at my side. “Mr. Truitt, what is the matter?”

			“I never -” he mumbles into his hands. “I never meant for it to go this far. Never, you must believe me!” He drops his hands to reveal a red, tear-streaked face.

			It can’t be. Not twice in as many days! What am I, a magnet for murderers? I slide a little further away and wish I had suffered the heat outside rather than another confrontation with a killer. Has Rector Wallis already left, should I cry out?

			“It was a mistake. I never meant for anyone to be hurt, the opposite, truly!” Mr. Truitt continues, his eyes pleading, trying to meet mine.

			As calmly as I can, thinking all the while how fast I might be able to slip out of the other side of the pew and run to the door, I say, “Of course, of course. You did not mean harm.”

			“I thought I was protecting Maisie, saving Terry’s soul. It was a mistake, I see that now.”

			Saving Terry’s soul? I cannot help but puzzle at his explanation, which draws me momentarily out of my frightened stupor.

			“How were you saving his soul by . . . by killing him?”

			“Killing him?” Mr. Truitt’s eyes grow wide with horror. “I didn’t kill him. Never!”

			I feel my forehead tighten, my brows knitting together in confusion. “Whatever do you speak of?” I demand, fear melting away in my bewilderment. “If you did not kill Terry, what in heaven’s name are you talking about?” I am close to grabbing the man by his shoulders to shake the truth out of him, when a rather mad thought dawns on me. Truitt was the one to find the body, a body which was never properly examined. Could it be…

			“Nobody killed Terry.” He sighs and wipes his eyes. “Nobody but he himself.”

			My sudden suspicion confirmed, I see the scene before my eyes. Mr. Truitt going to see his neighbor, finding him hanging, since strangulation was assumed. He saw grave immorality in this final act, the taking of one’s own life and must have thought of Mrs. West, who had suffered so much already. His religion taught him suicide was a sin, and that Terry could not even have a church burial given such circumstances.

			“He was hanging when I came in, too late, too late. I tried to help, to get him down. He was taller than me, and I could feel life had left him already, when I tried to take his weight. There was nothing anybody could have done for Terry anymore.”

			I think of the mark in the ceiling of the West’s sitting room, one I took to be from an old lamp, but it was the place where Terry had twisted a hook into the ceiling and strung himself up. I shudder with horror at the image forming in my mind.

			“Maisie,” he whispers, and it tells me more than his explanations. He is fond of her, more than fond, perhaps.

			“You wanted to spare her the shame of a husband who had hung himself,” I say slowly.

			“I climbed on a chair and pulled him down. He could not have been hanging long. His skin was still warm to the touch.”

			“What did you do with the noose?”

			He lets out a hiccup of a sob. “I stuffed it into the sleeve of my jacket. I had taken it off before I went to tell the women next door, Maisie and my wife, that Terry was dead. Later I put it in a sack and buried it in the small patch behind the house.” Truitt shakes his head. “I thought they would believe he had simply died. Some ailment, some standard explanation. I never thought they would claim it was murder.”

			“How else would the police have explained the marks around his throat in the absence of a noose?” I ask.

			“When I heard of Adam Wilkins’ arrest, I did not know what to do. It seemed too late to tell the truth, that I only meant to spare Maisie the shame and to allow Terry a proper Christian burial. The good Lord knows the truth, I have been praying for Terry’s soul and He is merciful.”

			Whatever ending to this case I imagined, it was not this. Terry was not killed. There is no murderer to be found. Wilkins is saved. Mr. Truitt is easily convinced to come to the police with me. First, we stop by his house and he digs up the dirt-caked sack bearing the noose. My mind turns to Maisie and what she told me of her husband. He was an unhappy man, had been for so long, maybe he saw no other way. Maisie said his brother threw himself into the path of a train. Is such bone-deep melancholy hereditary? Was his ending foreseeable? The war, by all accounts, had changed him, sapped away any youthful joviality. His gambling debts, the perpetual disappointment he saw painted on the faces of those he held dear, his lack of prospects. Too often hope is all that remains to some, and when Terry lost even that, he must have decided there could be only one end for him, one last threshold to cross. Wilkins will feel guilty, remembering the argument, the fight they had before Terry took his life. Maisie will, no doubt, berate herself for letting him down, for missing the signs that his despondency had grown so boundless it could no longer be contained. But what use are such sentiments now? The past cannot be changed, and even if Terry could have been helped, there is no certainty he would not have fallen into the pit of despair once again, as he had in the past. The path he took is often viewed as cowardly, sinful, selfish, yet at its core I find only desperation, and for that I cannot feel anything but deep sadness and pity for him and his wife and for Wilkins, too.

			My sympathy for Mr. Truitt, as he casts me a miserable look before entering the police station, is rather more tempered. Whatever his reasoning, I cannot excuse what he did. Wilkins could have been spared the misery of prison. He could have stood by his sister when she laid her husband to rest, even if he would not have received the Christian burial Mr. Truitt so espouses. I do not know what will happen now, the police may dismiss Truitt and his explanation. I called Daniel from a telephone kiosk and instructed him to inform Wilkins’ solicitor about what transpired. He was nearly stunned to silence himself but agreed to contact the man as soon as we ended our call.

			A young, freckled police officer comes into the waiting area, and sits down beside me.

			“Constable Dowd, Mr. Truitt’s explained everything. We will arrest him on charges of obstructing a police investigation.”

			“Is that necessary?” I ask, though a part of me feels the man deserves some punishment.

			“We do not know whether he would ever have come forward with the truth on his own. An innocent man could have hung. Yes, it is necessary, though I don’t suppose he will suffer a long sentence.”

			“And what of Mr. Wilkins?” I ask. “Will he be released?”

			Constable Down shrugs his narrow shoulders. “Not in my hands, Miss, but I expect so.” With that, he gets to his feet. Hesitating for a moment, I follow suit. There is nothing left to do, and so, with a final look back at the doors that swallowed the slumped figure of Joe Truitt, I leave this bleak place behind and step into the sun.

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			“Welcome home!” Daniel opens the door to Wilkins and his sister. Both wear bright, if vaguely embarrassed smiles. Wilkins is thinner than before, and his skin still bears the gray pallor of the prison cell, but his wrists are unshackled, and his world is open.

			“Thank you,” he says, accepting Daniel’s handshake, while I embrace his sister. “Thank you,” he repeats, clasping both my hands in his, tears glistening in the corners of his eyes.

			“It is good to have you back,” I say and beckon them inside. In the hallway, Mrs. Kline, the cook, as well as Franny and Jane wait anxiously. A little cheer rings through the air when their friend appears.

			There are handshakes and hugs all around, and Wilkins’ face is red with awkwardness and joy when he comes up for air. Daniel grins at me. The house is home again, all characters in place, with one new addition. After some resistance, Maisie West has accepted the position of housekeeper. She will sell the house that holds too many sad memories. The money will pay the remainder of her late husband’s debts.

			Upon his release, Wilkins confessed his theft from the house to Daniel, and promised to pay back everything he owes. Daniel is not much bothered by the loss of a candlestick here and there, but he agreed to Wilkins’ plan and so their mutual trust will hopefully be restored with time. Our cook has rustled up a picnic, and all of us sit outside in the garden, Franny and Jane’s heads bent together, Mrs. Kline taking Maisie West under her wing and Daniel clapping Wilkins on the shoulder. Soon we are joined by Hugh, who receives a hearty handshake from Wilkins and a more demure one from his sister. A while later, Maeve arrives with an older woman and a little boy in tow. She smiles shyly, introducing Kathleen O’Connell, and holding up young Aidan, so I might run a finger over his downy head and receive a gummy smile.

			Hugh makes space beside him and chats easily to the older Irish woman, whom he met before, and who invited him into her home where he learned the truth about Maeve. Franny and Jane coo over the sweet baby, who watches us with wide, curious eyes, and giggles at something we adults have grown blind to.

			“He is a lovely little lad,” I say, smiling as I settle down next to Maeve and she bounces him on her knees. Aidan’s mother looks better, too. Her cheeks are flushed and she smiles, glancing over at her grandson.

			“He is. Kathleen says he looks just like his Pa, but I reckon I see a bit of myself in his eyes.” She smiles at the boy. His eyes are indeed the very same hue of ocean blue as his mother’s.

			“I have been thinking about our arrangement,” I say with a vague gesture. “It is hardly ideal for you to rush across town every evening.”

			“I don’t mind, miss,” she says quickly, pulling Aidan close and making him squeal and grab for her hair.

			“Be that as it may, it will begin to wear on you. I have a different proposal. In the winter, I plan to marry Mr. Harper and will move into this house. I intend to keep the flat, because I also plan to keep the detective agency.” The papers are full of the Devlin arrest, and one or the other has linked the name of the Carlisle Detective Agency to the resolution of the mystery. I have been receiving a few rather intriguing telephone calls. Mostly about discreet investigations, but I see the agency flourishing, not floundering as I had feared. “I will need someone to maintain the flat, and since you have proven yourself quite capable, I would like you to stay. However, I do not wish to keep you from your son and have come to the conclusion that it may be best for all involved, if Kathleen and Aidan joined you there.”

			Maeve opens her mouth.

			“Now wait, before you say anything,” I continue, taking on a rather stern tone, “I will expect you to complete the tasks required to make certain the flat is in good condition, and that Kathleen will take care of Aidan during the day. He must not run about when Hugh and I are working or meeting clients. You will keep the maid’s room and the adjacent guest room will go to Kathleen – at a nominal rent, naturally,” I add the latter, knowing she and Kathleen are both too proud to accept what they would deem charity. “If you can live with this arrangement, and the standards of your work remain high, we have a bargain. What do you say, Maeve?” I am putting a fair bit of trust in the young woman who has lied to me before, but I have spent many hours thinking of all I encountered in these past weeks. I have seen a side of London I had not truly known, witnessed squalor and hopelessness; I saw the consequences of distorted morality and bitterness that grew over decades. I thought of Terry West, and what could have become of him and Maisie, if someone had given him the right opportunity; of those children I saw in Whitechapel, who spend their days holding out their caps instead of going to school, because there won’t be food on the table without their contribution. I do not want such a life for this innocent boy squirming on Maeve’s lap. Agnes will call me too soft, but in my view, our world is lacking just that, a cushion for those who fall, and we all fall from time to time. I have been fortunate that someone always reached out a hand and helped me back up, so many are not. It will cost me nothing I cannot easily spare to have Kathleen and Aidan live with Maeve in the flat, but it will make their lives easier, I hope. Perhaps I will be disappointed, however, looking at the expression of relief mingling with disbelief on Maeve’s face, I do not think I need to worry on that account.

			“Let us shake hands.” I hold mine out. Maeve takes it, and Aidan packs on his chubby hand as well, and we seal the bargain.

			“Kathleen may not agree,” Maeve warns, but something tells me the woman can be convinced. She will want to be where her grandson is. He and Maeve are her family now. As I look around at the people spread around the small garden, I think they are all, in a sense, my family, as well. The word need not mean what it once did, a connection of blood, threading through generations. Family can be a group of people who take care of one another. I am sentimental, I know, the wrapping up of so many frayed ends leaving me gently inclined towards my fellow beings, eager to maintain the fragile equilibrium of harmony in our lives. It is a delicate balance, and I suppose my business depends on its instability, yet for the time being, on this sunny afternoon, I want to believe all is right with the world.

			In the evening, when Franny and Jane have settled into their abandoned chores and Mrs. Kline is showing Maisie around the house, I make the short journey in my since-repaired car to St. James. Tonight, Maeve has returned to Poplar with Kathleen and her son, and the flat is silent when I arrive. The western rooms are cast in a rich orange glow, the late light of the setting sun. Sitting down in the chair by the window, I pull my knees up and rest my arms on them, peering out at the flaming sky. Another day coming to an end, another new one being born. It will offer no clean slate, no new beginning, and yet there is a small sense of hope accompanying the start of another day. The reliable rising of the sun, the reminder that the world keeps turning, shifting and we are a part of it, part of its fibers, part of the evolution written about in history books, even if most of our names will be lost, and those that are remembered are often the ones of those who wrought the greatest destruction.

			I will stay here tonight, the first night in this flat that is my own, silent and safe. Watching the sun dip on the horizon, brandishing the rooftops a flaming gold, a sense of peace washes over me. Soon enough, my eyes drift closed, and I slip easily into the realm of slumber.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			“Poor Charlie,” Dulcie muses, shaking her head sadly. I have spent the morning with her, telling her all that transpired. The days after the Devlin case was solved were so busy, I did not have the energy to rehash it again, even though I told Dulcie a much-abridged version soon after the fact. Now Percy has joined his mother and grandmother in the country before Mr. Davis goes on trial. Maisie and Wilkins have settled in at Daniel’s house, and I am more at ease to speak of the strange unfolding of recent events as we sit together in Dulcie’s cozy sitting room over cups of fragrant tea and ginger biscuits Maeve baked.

			“It must be strange to learn all of this about people you knew long ago, to discover who they became, what secrets they carried with them,” I observe, taking a small sip and savoring the heat tickling the back of my throat.

			“Strange, yes, but there is also something so tragic about the whole affair. Sunil has been bringing me the papers, and they are filled with news of the Devlin family secrets. I pity Beatrice, her daughter and grandson, and I pity Charlie, too. It is no life at all to walk invisible, to carry a secret every day for decades on end.” Dulcie frowns. “It is not right of me to say so, but I am too old to care whether some things that come out of my mouth are thought unsuitable, so here it is. If Anthony Devlin truly was as wicked as they say - and I take every word these papers print with a grain of salt - but if he was such an awful man as even you, dear girl, claim he was, I cannot muster much pity for him. There are enough vile men – and women, yes – who never get their comeuppance, and when one does, I will not shed a tear for his loss. Do you think less of me now?”

			I may not entirely agree, but do I entirely disagree? And does the fact that I do not make a worse person of me? I have long found the penalty of death cruel and austere, but Anthony Devlin broke the people in his life and drove his son into exile across the Channel. He was a man who took everything he wanted from people and gave back nothing of the kind. But did he deserve what came to him in the end?

			“No,” I say slowly, “I don’t. I have been asking myself what should become of a man who acted the way Anthony Devlin did. He would never have been brought before the law to suffer any punishment for his crimes, still he was a criminal. His tailored suit, his grand home and slick smile concealed the fact, but it remains a fact.”

			“Many criminals are never punished,” Dulcie notes. “Charlie made himself the executor of justice, and in my view, he achieved it as well as he could.”

			“You approve of vigilante justice?”

			“In this case, yes, I do. As a general rule, though, I prefer to believe the police are not as inept as this article proclaims,” she holds up a copy of the Daily Herald, Hollis Napier’s paper, and points at his article on the front page. I cannot hide a smile, proud that our cooperation has produced such a bold result. I have read his article several times, noting the small details I provided to the newspaperman, the eloquent outrage he expressed when writing of the negligent behavior the police exhibited in the case of Terry’s death. The fact that it was not a murder has in no way softened the impact. There is even a quote by Wilkins, though he goes unnamed. Only Daniel and Hugh know I helped Hollis with the article by providing the story, and that is how I intend to keep it. However, in sight of Dulcie’s curiosity, I decide one more person in the know will not do any harm. When I tell her the truth, she nods with proud agreement and says, “Well done, my dear!”

			It occurred to me, before I met with Hollis and before the paper went into print, that Stanton may take it as a betrayal of sorts, but in the end, I could not justify allowing such an outrage to slip by, even if it wounded my friend’s pride a little. I cannot predict what this exposé will do, whether it will have any consequence at all. There is certainly a chance it will simply be dismissed. However, my faith in society and the system of police is not broken, and I have hope change is afoot. Whatever happens, I made a bargain with Hollis, and we have grown to be something akin to friends in the process. Looking at Dulcie, and thinking of Maisie and Maeve, I realize these cases have brought about heartache and disappointment, but they have also served to bring me closer to people I did not even know before.

			When I bid Dulcie goodbye, and walk into the hallway, I am met by Mr. Singh. He does not need his cane anymore and is on his way out.

			“Does Dulcie ever go with you?” I ask, as we take the steps downstairs side by side.

			“I think you know the answer to that,” he replies, not without sadness clouding his features.

			“She may change,” I offer, thinking of the young, adventurous woman she once was, still dreaming of jungles and mountains and exotic animals.

			“This city,” Mr. Singh gestures as we step outside. “It is not hers anymore. She has lived too long in her memories, in her mind. No, I fear I will not take a walk beyond this green square with Dulcie on my arm.” His affection for the woman is so evident, I feel a stab of sorrow for them both. Mr. Singh continues. “I have grown fond of this place much more than Dulcie ever could. She always persists that India is her home, but I wonder whether it can still be true. I think her home could have been any place if her son was still alive.” It is an astute observation, one I am grateful he shared with me.

			“You are a good friend to her,” I say, and link my arm through his. This one afternoon at least, he will have a companion to enjoy the sunshine and the sweeping greenery of the park. We exchange our stories, ignoring curious glances from other amblers and I think what a strange world we live in, strange and vast and horrible and beautiful all at once. When we part at the door to my flat, Mr. Singh gives me a small bow and moves silently up the stairs, while I slip inside with a warm feeling of new friendship to keep me company.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the vicar intones in a sonorous voice, clasping his hands together, as the newly married couple follows suit, one wearing a beaming grin, the other a demure smile.

			“Woman and husband seems more apt, don’t you agree?” Briony whispers in my ear.

			“Pygmalion and Galatea?” I offer, thinking of the story of the man who fell in love with the beautiful ivory statue.

			“Zeus and Io,” Briony giggles, and I have to press a hand to my mouth at the image which comes to mind, of Zeus’ lover, Io, who was turned into a heifer.

			“Hush, you two!” Aunt Louise hisses at us, and Briony straightens in her seat, though not before giving me a wink. It is all in good humor, of course. In truth, I could not be happier by the outcome of this day, the union between Harold Finley and Agnes Tremaine, neé Haviland, now Finley, too. Daniel beside me gives my hand a gentle squeeze, and I can’t help but imagine myself in my aunt’s place a few months from now. Despite her original plans, the wedding is small and cozy, only our family and a handful of close friends and Harold’s old army mates. Here are two people who seem so entirely opposite, Agnes with her stiff upper lip, and Harold with his easy manner and adaptability. Yet standing together they seem so perfectly matched, each rounding out a corner in the other. Yesterday, before the wedding, I spent the night in my old room at Agnes’ house. She knocked on my door and we spent hours talking of the past, of her fears, which it seemed she could only expose when the house had grown quiet, the sky beyond the windows black. She told me of her guilt about marrying someone new after Brendan, and I tried my best to assure her that he would not object. He would be happy to see her happy. It has been nearly ten years since he died, and she has dutifully mourned him, allowing herself to turn sour and resentful for a time, making me believe she could not stand the sight of me, when in truth we were simply incompatible for a time. In fact, until a year ago I never would have believed I might one day call her my friend. As I glance around at the small congregation, I see only smiling faces, and feel a stab of sadness that neither of Agnes’ sisters is here to share in her happiness. My mother has been gone for more than two decades and Iris in Scotland felt unable to make the journey to Agnes’ house in Kent, where the reception will be held, on such short notice. Agnes said she didn’t mind, but I cannot imagine she doesn’t feel a twinge of disappointment. Still, I suppose it helps that Aunt Louise and Uncle Robert, Briony’s parents, have come, along with their brood of grandchildren.

			Areta, who was generously named flower girl, has lost most of the rose petals in her basket by the time the happy couple leaves the church to our collective cheers. Timon has managed to get grass stains on both his knees, and Elsa has wet the front of her lace dress with saliva. Nonetheless, we make for a jolly reception, and Agnes, who would ordinarily have wrinkled her nose at any spot of disorder, has grown blind to these small signs of untidiness, kissing Elsa’s cheek and ruffling Areta’s hair.

			Our late queen Victoria called the tradition of the white wedding gown into being, a symbol of purity and innocence. Agnes, however, balked at the idea and has chosen a pale violet suit instead. In any case, she looks a radiant bride, hand tucked into the crook of her husband’s arm, the sun pulling out the threads of bronze in her hair. She looks happy, and that makes me happy, too.

			“Congratulations.” I smile from ear to ear, pulling my aunt into a quick embrace. She looks lovely, flushed and youthful in silk Patou, a delicate string of sapphires – a wedding gift from her husband – sparkles around her neck.

			“Thank you,” she says, and Harold squeezes in to receive handshakes and hearty claps on the back. Agnes gives me a smile, her eyes lingering on mine for a moment, then she turns away, accepting congratulations from another guest, relishing the moment, this new beginning in her life, when she had long believed she would live it out alone.

			“It is good to see her so content,” Daniel says, appearing at my side, his hand in the small my back.

			“Harold is a good man. They will make one another very happy.”

			The wedding party makes its way to Agnes’ – and now Harold’s – house for the wedding luncheon. Everyone is laughing, made merry by the proximity of love and friendship. The cheer does not die down even after a glorious meal has been served and speeches have been made. Harold surprises his new bride by announcing their honeymoon destination, not as Daniel and I had predicted a journey to Bombay, but rather a jaunt to Paris, just across the Channel, and far more to my aunt’s taste. Soon the children grow bored of sitting well-behaved with the adults, and Timon and Areta start playing with one of the estate keeper’s dogs, while Iona curls up on a bench with a copy of Agnes Grey in preparation for our journey north together. After the cake is cut and everyone breaks into small groups, Daniel and I link arms and take a stroll down to the garden, a riot of color, with bushels of delphinium spilling their purple bloom onto the path and clusters of white dahlias and yellow hyacinths dipping their heads in the soft breeze.

			The late summer afternoon is perfect as a picture, suffused in soft, golden light, the heady fragrances of flowers lingering in the air, and the chatter of loved ones humming down the garden path. Beyond the house and garden stretch swatches of green and yellow fields.

			“I can imagine young Evelyn running about this garden,” Daniel says with a smile.

			“Tearing up the path, playing catch with the gardener’s dog,” I reply, the image vivid in my mind’s eye, flashing back to a time that was simpler though emptier, too. I am a different person than I was, different even than a few years ago, and in a future yet unknown, doubtless I will look back thinking the same of today. We meet people, make decisions that set us down a path we do not expect. Sometimes it winds through dark tunnels and shadowy places, but often it can lead back into a patch of sunlight. There are mysteries along the way, splashes of joy and moments that feel like iron shackles around our ankles. For some their weight is too heavy to bear, and for others it is a trifle. I do not know what the future holds, but as I hear a peal of laughter from the wedding party ringing through the air, feel the palm of Daniel’s hand brush against my own, I trust I will not be alone.
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