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For my sister Patricia
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It took the best part of an afternoon to cut out the letters. In spite of touching the pastry brush into the jar so carefully,
glue still coated fingertips and had to be peeled off. Glue made your head ache, but your hopes soar.

The sheet of paper turned stiff when dry. It would be ludicrous if a letter fell off. In the end, there it was:

ONE THOUSAND POUNDS TO HAVE LUCY
 BACK ALIVE
 AWAIT INSTRUCTIONS
 CALL POLICE SHE WILL DIE

She would, too. Failure means curtains, success a new beginning.

Act One, Scene One.
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On a muggy August Friday morning, we set out in my 1910 blue Jowett convertible for our 9.30 a.m. appointment.

Jim Sykes, my assistant, is an ex-policeman who endearingly believes he does not look at all like an ex-policeman. He just
happens to be lean, mean, and alert as a territorial tom cat. During a ten-day holiday in Robin Hood’s Bay with his wife and
family, he caught the sun, along with a carefree air that I suspected would not last long.

I braked sharply to let a crazed old woman, raising her stick to stop traffic, hurtle across Woodhouse Lane.

A rag-and-bone cart drew alongside, drawn by a patient shire horse. The lad seated beside the driver pointed at me. He called
to Sykes, ‘Didn’t no one tell you women can’t drive?’

Sykes raised his goggles and drew a finger across his throat as he gave the lad a hard stare.

‘Let it go,’ I said, accelerating away. ‘That’s threatening behaviour.’

‘Threaten? I’ll throttle him.’


Sykes finds it hard to let anything go. If he were a duck, the water on his back would sink him.

We bore up manfully as I drove into Leeds city centre and parked outside the double-fronted jeweller’s shop on Lower Briggate.
Three gold balls above the shop announced its pawnbroker status.

In the plate-glass window, I caught a glimpse of myself. What is the stylish lady detective wearing this season, under her
motoring coat? A brown and turquoise silk crepe dress and jacket, copied from a Coco Chanel model, cloche hat and summer gloves
echoing the brown. My mother frowns on brown, saying it is too much like wartime khaki sludge, but it suits my pale colouring
and chestnut hair.

Jewellers’ shops have a subdued air, like churches and banks. This one smelled of lavender polish and chamois leather. The
young assistant with neatly combed fair hair and dark suit could easily have worked in a counting house. Head bent in concentration,
he showed a tray of rings to a young couple.

Mr Moony, a thin grey-suited man with shining tonsured head, gave us a Mona Lisa smile. He saved the introductions for the
small back room.

‘One moment!’ He disappeared into the shop and returned carrying a chair for me. I am five feet two inches tall. Mr Moony’s
courtesy in giving me the chair meant that he and Sykes, on high buffets, towered over me. Sykes handled the moment impeccably,
concentrating mightily on taking out notebook and pencil.

I prompted Mr Moony to tell us about the incident, which took place last Monday, 21 August, 1922.

He sighed and stroked his chin. ‘In my thirty years here, we’ve never had such a thing happen, or in my father’s time before me.’ As he began to tell his tale, he gripped the seat of the buffet. His knuckles turned white. He
spoke fluently, having already told the story to the police. ‘At about noon, I went out for a stroll and came back half an
hour later. My assistant, young Mr Hall, then took a stroll about. I insist on the efficacy of stretching the legs in the
middle of the day.’ He paused, as if half-expecting some criticism for his theory.

‘I do just the same, Mr Moony,’ I heard myself lie. ‘Only yesterday, I walked from Woodhouse Ridge to Adel Crags.’

The energetic fib refocused Mr Moony on his tale. ‘While I was alone here, the chap came in. My one consolation is that I
and not young Hall bore the brunt of the outrage.’

On the name Hall, Sykes nudged my ankle with his foot. I kicked him. As if I would not think to ask.

‘Has Mr Hall been with you long?’

A five-minute testimonial for young Albert Hall followed. I hoped Sykes was noting this while I concentrated on trying not
to get the giggles. What Mrs Hall mother would name her son Albert? Call me Bert. Call me Al. Call me anything but a memorial
to the late queen’s consort and lost love.

Having fully exonerated his assistant, Mr Moony took a deep breath before continuing his story, eyes narrowing as he remembered
the distressing scene. ‘The man was about five foot six inches tall, slightly built, something of a stoop, a youngish fellow.
He wore a darkish raincoat and a homburg. Had an item to put into pledge, that was his story. Swung out a twenty-two carat
gold watch chain and asked for twelve shillings. I completed the paperwork, took the chain and handed him the money. Transaction completed, I placed the chain in a bag.’

‘Can you remember any other details, Mr Moony?’

‘It was a warm day. The chap dabbed at his brow with a hanky. And there was
this smell when he pulled out the handkerchief . . .’ He frowned.

‘What kind of smell?’

‘Something heady.’

‘Hair lotion?’

‘No. Like polish and roses. The police took no notice of that. The
officer who came had no sense of smell, said it could have been the polish on my counters. He claimed a person has a heightened
sense of awareness when something unusual or bad happens.’

‘So you completed the transaction,’ I prompted.

‘Yes. I counted out the twelve shillings, put the chain in the bag . . .’

‘And then?’

‘We wished each other good day. He turned to leave the premises. As he did so, I moved to put the bagged item
in the safe. The shop bell did not ring immediately. I glanced back, to see whether some item had caught his eye. That sometimes
happens, you know.’

Mr Moony stopped, as though reluctant to bring the event back to life. His eye twitched and it took him a few seconds to bring
it under control.

I said, ‘The police must have been gratified to have so good an account. And what happened next?’

Mr Moony gulped. A great sigh escaped before he could continue. ‘He was not by the door at all. He was behind me. Before I
had time to close the safe, his hands were round my throat, he’d taken the chain back, flung me to the floor and grabbed everything
he could from the safe. By the time I recovered myself, he was gone. I telephoned the police. A constable was here within minutes. But they’ve had no luck
finding him, or the missing articles. Naturally he gave a false address, in Headingley Lane. The police checked. I noticed
you live in Headingley, Mrs Shackleton. I know it seems absurd, but my wife took that as a good sign.’

‘Let us hope so.’

Sykes looked up from his notebook. ‘Mr Moony, is there anything else that you can tell us, about his features, his colouring,
manner, the way he talked?’

Mr Moony shrugged. ‘I’ve tried so hard to picture him that I may well be imagining. But there was something fine about him.
I can’t put my finger on it. Something refined, so that when he pounced, I was taken completely by surprise. It feels ridiculous
to say that and somehow I can’t expound on it. There was something of the clerk about him. Perhaps the stoop made me think
that. I can’t be certain.’

‘Local accent?’ Sykes asked.

‘Well-spoken, in a neutral sort of way. Not local I wouldn’t say.’

‘And the police will have looked for fingerprints?’ I asked.

‘Yes, but they drew a blank. To tell you the truth, I have no great hopes of their finding him, or the pledges he took. And
that’s the terrible thing. If he’d smashed the display case and taken new items, that would have been bad enough. This is
worse. It’s the trust, you see. My customers will come back to redeem their pledges. What on earth can I say to them?’

Sykes and I exchanged a look. It seemed a slightly unusual job if we were being asked to provide the jeweller with a suitable form of words for his disappointed customers. ‘Is that why we’re here, Mr Moony?’ I asked.

‘Well, it would be wonderful if you could find the blighter.’

Sounding more confident than I felt, I said, ‘Mr Sykes and I will do our best to recover the goods.’

‘The more days go by, the less likely it seems.’ Mr Moony reached onto the workbench and took a folder from under a pair of
jeweller’s pliers. ‘This contains a copy of what I gave the police, a list of items taken: set of gold cufflinks and tie pin;
three watch chains, two pocket watches, four rings and a bracelet. There’s a detailed description next to each item you’ll
see. It’s a terrible thing to lose trust as a pawnbroker. Some of those pieces have great sentimental value. If I have lost
them, then I need to inform their owners and make recompense. That calls for discretion. Two of the individuals involved are
distressed gentlewomen who have utter confidence in me. One entrusted me with her late mother’s ring. I thought that if you,
Mrs Shackleton, might be so good as to call in person on the ladies, showing the greatest tact . . . and . . . explain the
situation . . .’

I could see why old ladies would trust Mr Moony – the gentle manner, old-world courtesy, his thoughtfulness.

I hid my surprise at being asked to convey messages to Mr Moony’s customers. Not exactly what a detective might be expected
to do. ‘And Mr Sykes here would call on the gentlemen? Is that your wish?’

Mr Moony looked relieved. ‘Precisely. Then when they come here on the due date, I can arrange compensation.’


I glanced at the list of names and addresses. ‘They are not all local people.’

Mr Moony smiled. ‘I am the highest class pawnbroker in the vicinity of the railway station. Gentlefolk sometimes find it embarrassing
to go to a local establishment.’

‘Then we can begin right away, Mr Moony.’ I looked to Sykes for his confirmation.

Sykes nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. What will you think it best to say?’

I tried to imagine myself knocking on doors and explaining the situation. ‘Simply the truth about the robbery, without any
extraneous details, and to say that if they will come to you with the ticket on the due date, some settlement will be reached,
or a replacement item offered. Would that be the best approach?’

‘Yes, yes, I think so.’ He allowed a note of hope. ‘Of course if you or the police do retrieve the goods, then that would
be the best outcome.’

‘Have the police come back to you?’ Sykes asked.

Mr Moony’s mournful sigh hit the floor and bounced back. ‘Only to say there
is nothing to report.’ He lowered his head, as if overcome by the shame and embarrassment of his situation. When he looked
up, I noticed a kind of desperation around his eyes. He ran his tongue across his thin lips. ‘These are the worst, the lowest
days of my life. I cannot believe I was so lax as to let this happen to me.’

‘I’ll take a look around the shop, if I may.’ Sykes exited quickly, leaving me to reassure Mr Moony and urge him not to blame
himself.

‘The watch chain the thief brought to pawn, was there anything distinctive about it?’


‘Didn’t I say? It had a gold coin attached. That’s not so very unusual, but this was a South African coin, a gold rand.’

‘That’s something to go on,’ I said, trying to sound encouraging.

Only several hundred thousand British men had served or worked in South Africa. That narrowed it down.

We discussed terms. Mr Moony had already written a generous cheque as a retainer. I tucked the cheque into my satchel and
assured him we would do our very best. He walked us to the shop door.

When the door closed firmly behind us, the memory came back to me of my last visit to Moony’s jewellers. I went there to buy
a gift for my husband Gerald, before he left for his army training. A surgeon, he had enlisted at the start of the Great War,
in a blaze of patriotism and courage. He went missing, presumed dead, in 1918. His disappearance is the mystery I have never
solved. He could be alive somewhere, ill or with loss of memory. Because he left me well provided, I can afford to solve other
mysteries that barely touch my heart. I bought Gerald a silver hip flask. I carry his old one in my satchel.

Sykes interrupted my thoughts. ‘Shall I drive?’ he asked.

‘No you shan’t. Ignore the funny looks and smart remarks. It will be good for your character to glimpse what we women have
to put up with.’
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Following Sykes’s directions as he read the street map, I drove out of the town centre, onto Beckett Street and along Harehills
Road. Dorset Mount was a respectable red-brick terraced street behind a block of shops. I parked by the shops, feeling a great
reluctance to confront some poor woman about a very private transaction.

Sykes stayed with the car. I was just a little too well dressed for the area and felt self-conscious tapping along the pavement
in my new strappy brown shoes. The back door seemed the more discreet option. As luck would have it, a plump, pleasant-looking
woman stood in the yard, busy with a sweeping brush.

‘Mrs Simons?’

Her hand went to her heart. ‘It’s Solly,’ she said. ‘Something’s happened.’

‘No, nothing’s happened. No one’s hurt.’

She loosened her grip on the broom and came to the wall. ‘What is it?’

‘May I step into the yard a moment?’

She opened the gate. Standing by her coalhouse door, I gave her the barest facts about the robbery at Moony’s pawnbrokers. She took the news better than I had expected.

‘Poor Mr Moony. If he makes it up to me, that is enough. Worse things happen.’

‘They won’t all take it so well, Mrs Shackleton,’ Sykes said glumly, when we were back in my dining room office. He looked
at the newly delivered rosewood filing cabinet.

‘It is for our case files,’ I explained.

‘Well, I hope that you are not tempting fate, and that we will have more cases.’

‘Mr Sykes, do you have to be such a Job’s comforter?’

The truth is that the pawnbroker’s assignment is only my second professional
case. Before that my missing person enquiries were undertaken as a kindness to other women who, like me, looked for answers
at the end of the Great War.

We set Mr Moony’s list of stolen goods on the table between us. Mr Sykes frowned as he copied down the names and addresses
of the men whose pawned items had been stolen, with the dates they were due to be redeemed.

I did the same with the women’s names, putting a tick against Mrs Simons, today’s date, and a note of her response. There
were now four people left on my list, and six for Sykes. Pawning was clearly a democratic activity, with the sexes engaged
almost equally.

‘What do you make of the fact that the thief gave a false address in Headingley, Mr Sykes? Does he know the area, I wonder?’

Sykes blew a doubtful sound. He is a man of many non-verbal noises that convey a great deal. This particular exhalation seemed to suggest that he did not believe the thief
lived in Headingley. ‘Hard to say. It’s likely he lives somewhere else entirely, and said Headingley to throw Mr Moony off
the scent.’

At that moment my housekeeper, Mrs Sugden, came in with a tray bearing an early lunch of pork pie, tomatoes and cucumber,
and a pot of tea. ‘You better eat, if you’re off to Harrogate, Mrs Shackleton.’

Specs on the end of her nose, Mrs Sugden glanced at my notebook. She is the soul of discretion, except when it comes to informing
on me to my mother. ‘That was kept q.t.,’ she said with surprise. ‘I didn’t know old Moony had been robbed.’

Sykes scowled. This was not how he was used to working in the force.

‘It wouldn’t be good for his business if it got out, Mrs Sugden,’ I said, passing a plate to Mr Sykes.

When Mrs Sugden had gone, Sykes said, ‘It’ll be worth my checking with a pal of mine in Millgarth Station. He’s the desk sergeant.
We were at school together. He’ll let me know if there are any leads on our refined gentleman jewel thief, or any attempt
to sell on the goods.’

‘What about the assistant, Mr Hall?’

‘I’ll make enquiries. And after that I shall be off to Chapel Allerton, to see this Mr
Bing, who’ll be expecting to redeem his watch chain next Tuesday.’

‘My next call will be in Harrogate, to Mrs deVries.’

Mr Moony had described her as a gentlewoman who, once a year, each summer,
pawned her mother’s ring. Breaking the news of its loss was not a prospect I relished. But since it was due to be redeemed
the following Monday, there was no alternative. Fortunately I was going there anyway so could combine business and pleasure.
I bit into the pork pie, which was very good.

‘Ah yes,’ Sykes said. ‘You’re off to the theatre.’ And then, trying to sound casual, ‘Will you be taking the motor?’

‘No. It’s all yours today. If you don’t mind waiting half an hour while I change my shoes and pack a bag, you can give me
a lift to the station. There’s a train just after one o’clock.’

Sykes looked pleased at the thought of having the car. ‘I don’t mind waiting.’ He speared a pickled onion. ‘Harrogate, eh?
It’s a pity our good gentlewoman didn’t pawn her ring closer to home. There’s never any crime in Harrogate.’
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As the guard blew his whistle for the train to leave Leeds station, I took out my book. The carriage door flew open. A waft
of smoke from the platform mingled with the scent of violets. Murmuring relief at having caught the train, a slim, familiar
figure, about forty years of age, set down a cream silk parasol. She undid the top button of her green satin jacket. ‘So ’ot,
so vairy ’ot today.’ She was speaking to herself in a breathless voice, setting down her bag and packages, spreading her belongings
across the seats opposite.

She sat down with a heavy sigh, drew a Venetian fan, ivory and silk, from her bag, flicked it open and put it to instant use.
The train let out a hoot of steam.

Of course! That perfect profile, the sleek upswept hair, and those dainty shoes. The Belgian woman was one of the performers
in the amateur production I was to see that evening. The play’s director, a flamboyant woman I met at a party, had coaxed
me into taking photographs of her cast. It was an enjoyable task. The camera fell in love with them.

This Belgian woman and her husband played an English alderman and his wife. She padded out for the role, in order to look like a stout Potteries matron. Meriel, my director
acquaintance, said she had coached them mightily, and sometimes their diction was excellent.

The woman felt my gaze as I tried to remember her name, recognising me as she did so. ‘Ah, the photographer, Mrs . . .’

‘Shackleton. And you are the alderman’s lady in the play, but in real life . . .’

‘Ah, real life, real life. Far too much of it. But yes, I am Madam Geerts. Olivia Geerts. Please, take a Parma Violet.’

I prefer pear drops but one should enter Harrogate with a fragrant tongue. ‘Thank you.’ Would it be rude to ignore her, and
read my novel? She smiled, and answered the question for me.

‘You read the book of the play, I see. Anna of the Five Towns.’

‘Yes, just one more chapter. And I’ll be intrigued to see how Meriel adapted this story for the stage. Not an easy task I
shouldn’t think.’

She wafted her fan. ‘I shall not disturb you. Please to read. I look out of the window.’

As we neared Harrogate, I snapped the book shut. ‘How awful! It’s the wrong ending. It was bad enough that one of the characters
hanged himself.’

‘That scene, it is cut. We do not now see this man cut down from the rope by ’is son.’ Madam Geerts sighed. ‘An ill-fated
man. But this heroine of the story, such a tiresome girl. I want to shake her. Say, Speak! Stand up for yourself!’

She made me laugh. I knew exactly what she meant. Anna of the Five Towns is a Cinderella story without a fairy godmother. Anna is the daughter of a miser. She inherits a fortune on her twenty-first
birthday. But the miser holds power over his daughter. She hardly dare draw a crooked sixpence. Anna makes a good match, with
the town’s up-and-coming businessman. Too late she discovers her heart belongs to young Willie Price, the doomed son of her
ruined tenant. The older Mr Price hangs himself in despair. My brief telling makes the story sound melodramatic. It pulses
with real life. Anna’s kingdom is her sparkling kitchen. Her feelings are fine and sensitive, with a natural distaste for
hypocrisy. She cannot give her thoughts words, even to herself. Not the most promising material for a stage play.

Madam Geerts tucked away her fan and fastened her jacket. The train rattled to a halt. She leaned across the carriage and
took my hands in hers. At first I thought this some expression of sympathy regarding the heartbreaking end of the novel.

She gave me a piercing stare. ‘Please. Do not mention to a soul that I am on this train.’ Although we were alone in the carriage,
she dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘As a married lady, you know it is best female medical matters stay secret. My ’usband
Monsieur Geerts. If ’e know I am on the Leeds train ’e will get the wrong end of the pole. ’e is a jealous man. Always where
’ave you been, who seen, what done. Ahhh! You cannot imagine.’

I smiled. ‘I wouldn’t dream of mentioning that I saw you. It won’t arise.’

She leaned confidentially close. ‘You are a woman of the world. To you . . .’


Mercifully, a guard opened the carriage door at that moment, saving me from her medical details.

‘We will see you tonight?’ she asked as we parted at the barrier. ‘You come to our final performance?’

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

I handed in my overnight bag to Left Luggage. Turning up on the doorstep of the unfortunate Mrs deVries to break the news
of the loss from the pawnbroker’s shop of her mother’s ring would be hard enough. I did not want to create the impression
that I had come to move in with her.

Making my way through the crush of arriving and departing visitors, I went into the station bookstore. Amid guides to the
Spa, I found a street map of Harrogate. By coincidence, Mrs deVries lived on the same road as my theatre director acquaintance,
who had offered to put me up for the night.

Consulting the map, I estimated that St Clement’s Road was about a mile from the station. The map deceived me. In the heat
of the afternoon, sun blazing in a cloudless sky, I felt myself begin to wilt as I walked up West Park. A silk crepe outfit
is not the best choice for a hot afternoon. I had changed my strappy brown shoes for a pair of black buckles with Cuban heels,
to double for this evening’s visit to the theatre. Now they were crippling me. You are not here to sit under the shade of
a tree on The Stray, I told myself. But it was tempting. The expanse of green, the scent of grass and the tiny daisies, stirred
happy memories. Mother and I came to Harrogate before she had the twins, my brothers. Dad was attending a police conference
and mother and I tagged along for the enjoyment. Dad must have escaped for an hour. I remembered the three of us sitting on the grass together. I had rolled over and over down an enormous
hill, in a great adventure of watching the sky and the earth change places, as the grass prickled my arms and legs. Now I
saw no enormous hill, only a gentle slope.

By the time I reached St Clement’s Road, my feet felt twice their size. I ignored the pain and instead pictured myself, in
a few more moments, knocking on the door of number 92. Even with Mr Moony’s business card to wave under Mrs deVries’s nose,
the interview could prove awkward. Ideally, she would be alone, ask me in and I could rest my poor feet while tactfully explaining
the sad situation regarding the loss of her pawned ring.

Just my luck that the numbers started at one. Not until I had walked the length of the street did I realise that there was
no number 92.

I paused by Meriel Jamieson’s garden wall. The house was a four-storey semi-detached of red brick, probably built around the
middle of the last century. Some of the houses on the street were well cared for, with glossily painted doors and window frames,
elegant drapes at the windows, tubs of geraniums, petunias in window boxes and the small front gardens immaculately manicured.

Meriel’s house had peeling paintwork. One of the steps leading to the front door was cracked. Nettles and thistles grew in
the garden where two neglected rose bushes fought for space.

In the hope that Meriel might still be at home, and I could rest my feet, I climbed the seven steps to the front door. There
were two bells and two name plates: Capt. Wolfendale and Miss Fell. No Miss Jamieson. From the bay window, a suit of armour looked out at me. By taking two steps down, I could glance into the room without being seen. Two men were seated at a low table in front of the
fireplace, heads bent over what could have been a game of chess. This must be the Captain Wolfendale of the name plate. Better
not disturb him and his fellow player. Meriel had not lived in Harrogate for long. Perhaps she did not have a name plate.

The door opened suddenly. A Pekinese thrust its small head out. As the door opened wider, I saw that the leash attached to
its collar was held by an elderly lady with a round, pleasing face. Her left hand flew to her heart. ‘Goodness! You startled
me.’ She closed the door behind her.

‘Sorry if I made you jump. I’m looking for Miss Jamieson.’

‘Miss Jamieson has the lower ground floor flat.’ The woman’s voice was cultured, even a little affected. ‘She is not at home.
I saw her leave earlier.’

So much for dreams of resting my tortured feet. ‘Oh well, never mind.’ The Pekinese sniffed at my shoes, as if it knew they
were too tight. ‘I’ll be meeting her later. I’m here to see the play.’

‘Ah, then we shall perhaps bump into each other. I shall be there myself. You are in for a treat, Miss . . .’

‘Mrs Shackleton. I took the photographs.’ ‘So you did! I have heard all about you.’ Her voice now took on a much more friendly
tone.

We came down the steps together and stood for a moment on the pavement.

‘I had better get myself back to town, to meet Miss Jamieson.’ I bobbed down and patted the Pekinese’s small silky head, suitably
ingratiating myself and softening up its owner for my question. ‘Miss Fell, before you go . . .’ The dog tugged at its lead. ‘A friend of my mother’s lives somewhere nearby, only I don’t have the address. Her
name is Mrs deVries.’

Miss Fell stared at me, unable to hide her surprise, or was it shock? She knew Mrs deVries, I felt sure of that. The dog began
to pull. Miss Fell let herself be dragged across the street at speed, turning briefly to call back to me, ‘Sorry! Never heard
of her.’

She was lying. But why? Then an odd thought struck me. This was number 29 St Clement’s Road. Mrs deVries lived at the non-existent
92. The number transposed.

Pulling in my skirt to avoid being accosted by a giant thistle, I decided to take a look at this lower ground floor flat where
I was to spend the night. I stepped onto the narrow path and down three steps to a basement door. This, too, had a name plate:
“Root – Watch Mender”.

This was the strikingly handsome young man who was in the cast of Anna of the Five Towns. By bringing him onto the stage from the shady obscurity of his basement room, Meriel had done the female population of Harrogate
a great favour. I passed by his door. At the rear of the building, Meriel had her own entrance, but no name plate. Looking
through the window, I saw a dimly lit cellar room with narrow bed and chaise longue. Miss Fell was right. Meriel had already
left.

As I walked back, I noticed Dan Root. He sat with his back to me, facing the fireplace, like a boy waiting for Father Christmas
to come down the chimney. He was a broad-shouldered, solitary figure wearing white shirt, dark trousers and waistcoat.

I remembered him as extremely charming and very photogenic. His good looks would not have been out of place on the London stage or in the picture palaces, though heroes
there were invariably dark. This Adonis was blond, but with honey-coloured skin and a smile to set hearts racing.

He turned suddenly, as if he had felt my eyes on him. How embarrassing, to be caught staring through his window. He came to
the door as he was, still wearing his watch mender’s apron.

Think quickly, I told myself. ‘Sorry to be staring. I thought I might spot Meriel. We’ve arranged to meet in the Valley Gardens,
only I thought I might have caught her before she left.’

At least he remembered me. ‘Mrs Shackleton, not here to take another photograph then?’ He drew a watch from his waistcoat
pocket. ‘She set off half an hour ago. Said something about calling at the theatre first.’

The gold coin on his watch caught my eye but his movement was too quick for me to identify it. I could hardly ask him, Is
that a South African rand and did you rob a pawnbroker this week?

He gave a charming smile. ‘I’m sorry. I would ask you in, or offer to walk you there, but I have a mass of work to get on
with.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘Goodbye then,’ he said, somewhat abruptly.

‘Goodbye.’

Now I felt a complete idiot. He probably had females beating a path to his door all the time. “This watch has lost three hours
in the last ten minutes. I’m sure you can fix it for me, handsome Mr Root.”

Annoyed with my lack of success, I hobbled back to town and by twists and turns found Crispin’s Boot Company on Cambridge Street. Reluctantly, I bought a pair of low-heeled
lace-ups that an old lady would be proud of. The assistant, a young woman of about my age, looked tired and seemed glad to
have made a sale. When I asked directions to the Post Office, she walked me to the door. ‘You’re practically there, madam.
It’s just round the corner there.’

She had wrapped my own shoes, and I walked to the Post Office looking decidedly less elegant.

The street directory showed no deVries on St Clement’s Road, or the adjacent streets. Nor was she in the secondary index of
telephone subscribers. This did not surprise me. Not everyone takes to the luxury of the telephone, especially if their economic
circumstances lead to pawning precious possessions.

Picking up a telegram form, I composed my message to Sykes. No luck St Clement’s Road STOP Confirm correct address

At the counter, I paid the elderly clerk for my nine words, giving Meriel’s address for the reply.

I bumped into Meriel close by the Valley Gardens. She greeted me with an extravagant hug. Her large oval face and expressive
eyes lit with delight. I wear my hair bobbed. Hers is long, loosely pinned and fixed with combs. Her floating skirt, voluminous
sleeved blouse and a waistcoat embroidered in purple silks gave her an exotic, gypsy look.

For the time being, I gave up all thoughts of work as we strolled the footpath, past the bandstand where the orchestra played
a marching tune. A little girl did cartwheels on the grass. A child’s hoop spun across our path. ‘We’ll take that as a lucky hoop,’ Meriel said. ‘At least the weather’s brightened up. The Agricultural Show was a
bit of a washout last week, and the golf course flooded – something about a burst pipe.’

‘That must have put a damper on for the tourists.’

‘Oh they just keep sipping the waters and bathing. And none of it has harmed
my production. Excellent box office.’

We reached the tea-room and sat down. Meriel turned her face to the sun while the waiter cleared the table and set down menus.
She closed her eyes. ‘This reminds me of glorious days when my mother sang in La Scala. I would sit out in the afternoons
while she rested.’

Then she glanced at me over the top of her menu. ‘You’re so trim,’ she said accusingly. ‘You could have any number of these
delicious ices. I tried the pistachio last week, and they have the most amazing selection of cakes and éclairs.’

The band began to play a Viennese waltz. Before the tune finished, the waiter jotted down our orders.

‘It’s lovely here, Meriel.’ I felt relaxed and glad to be alive.

‘They have excellent musicians. Harrogate city fathers believe music banishes anxious cares and encourages a cheerful outlook.
And I do feel cheerful. Look at this.’ She thrust a newspaper under my nose. Just like home then, with Mrs Sugden devouring
tales of folly and crime. But this was Harrogate after all. The item in Wednesday’s Herald comprised a list of names – this week’s visitors to the Spa, set out according to which hotel they stayed in. She pointed
to a name. ‘See! There he is.’

‘Burrington Wheatley?’


‘The very one.’ She glanced around the tables, as if to make sure the man himself was not within hearing distance. ‘A funny
butterball of a man with a face the colour of a blazing cinder, pure white hair, snowy moustache and flyaway black eyebrows.
You can’t mistake him.’ As she spoke, she drew moustache and eyebrows on her face with her fingertips, to drive home her description.

A suspicion sprouted. ‘Why would I not want to mistake him?’

The waiter set down our salads. Meriel waited. ‘Because, dear Kate, I want you to praise me to the sky when you sit next to
him this evening. He is the well-known Manchester theatre impresario.’

‘What does an impresario do?’

She looked at me as though I were the worst kind of innocent. ‘He produces plays of course, tours productions across the country,
into the best venues. If he likes my work . . . Well, let us say this could be the making of me. Clap till your hands hurt.
An hurrah or two would not go amiss.’

I said doubtfully, ‘I didn’t know I was to be your standard bearer.’

She closed her eyes, stretched her neck and pulled back her shoulders. ‘My life is going to change. I can feel it in my toes.’

As we ate, we caught up with news of a mutual friend at whose fancy dress party we had met last New Year’s Eve.

Meriel ordered more bread, and surreptitiously slipped a slice into her bag, along with a tomato. ‘Harrogate has been lucky
for me. Who would have thought I could have a spell at the Opera House for an amateur production at the height of the season? It is too good to be true. I tried to get a foot in the door in London, and
it just did not happen. I was assistant to an assistant wardrobe mistress. Every moment was torture – an utter squandering
of my talents.’

I listened to her accounts of costume making until the young waiter set down our cakes and ices. The ice cream was already
melting in the heat of the afternoon.

Meriel asked the waiter’s name, then said, ‘Well now, Malcolm, can you tell me what’s playing at the Opera House this week?’

‘Why, it’s an adaptation of an Arnold Bennett novel, madam. Anna of the Five Towns.’

‘What have you heard about it?’ she demanded.

He blushed and looked for a means of escape. ‘Well?’ ‘I’m not sure of the tale,’ he admitted. ‘But I was told that the best-looking
lass in Harrogate is taking a good part.’

‘Thank you. That is an excellent recommendation.’ His answer seemed to satisfy her. ‘It doesn’t matter what they say, Kate,
as long as they are talking.’ She turned the page in the newspaper. ‘Read this review.’

I scanned the piece. Her production had indeed earned a glowing review.

Meriel dabbed a dribble of ice cream from her chin. ‘You know why I chose this story, Anna of the Five Towns?’

‘It does seem a difficult choice. I would have gone for a ready-made play myself.’ I bit into my chocolate éclair.

‘I chose it because it reveals hypocrisy, meanness, oppression, tyranny.’ She waved her spoon, flicking a dash of ice cream
onto the hat of the woman at the next table. Given the meltiness, it was an impressive hit. As Meriel talked about the play, she drew a good deal of attention
to our table.

The café was busy. While customers were not exactly being hurried out, we were encouraged not to dawdle. The waiter brought
the bill. Meriel snatched it from me. ‘This is my treat.’

She opened her copious bag and began a search. ‘Do you know, I’ve left my dratted purse in the theatre. How annoying!’

I took the bill from her.

‘But what I was saying, Kate, about Anna of the Five Towns, it has a heroine who has no way of fighting back because she has always lived under tyranny and does not have the language
or the ability to fight her corner, and say what she wants. And in Lucy Wolfendale, I have the most perfect Anna.’

‘You have cast someone similar in character?’

‘Heavens no! Lucy could not be more different.’

At the theatre, I made a beeline for the box office, while Meriel chatted to the doorman.

The white-haired bespectacled box office attendant handed me my complimentary ticket for that evening. I thanked her and asked,
‘Do you know whether a Mrs deVries has booked to see the play? I came across from Leeds without her address and hoped she
may be here tonight.’ It was a good try, but failed.

The woman shook her head. ‘Half Harrogate’s seen the show, but that name rings no bells.’ She frowned. ‘deVries? Sounds Belgian.
The Belgies form a bit of a clique if you ask me.’
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The final curtain fell on Anna of the Five Towns. The cast had taken bow after bow, to rapturous applause.

Bravos greeted the young leading lady as she stepped forward, a young man on either side of her: one who had won her hand,
and one who had died tragically. Anna took a solitary bow.

Mr Burrington Wheatley, Meriel’s velvet-clad impresario who sat to my right, applauded loudly.

At the interval, he and I had moved from the front row of the stalls to the back, to escape an obnoxious fellow theatregoer
who arrived late, blew cigar smoke up at the cast, and gave me his running commentary while rustling a bag of mint humbugs.

When the applause subsided, Mr Wheatley and I squeezed out of the auditorium, pausing in the crush of the lobby at the foot
of the stairs that led to the dress circle and bar. He turned to me. ‘The girl who played Anna . . .’

‘Lucy Wolfendale.’ I remembered her from our photographic session.

‘She’ll leave a trail of broken hearts and empty wallets in her wake, rely upon it. An actress like that comes along once in a generation. She is a natural.’

A growl came from behind. It was the humbug-eating cigar smoker we had escaped from earlier. With a good deal of annoyance,
he snarled, ‘An exquisite creature like Miss Lucy Wolfendale comes along not once in a generation but once in a lifetime.’

Mr Wheatley gave me an amused wink. He said, ‘I comment only on her acting abilities, sir. I mount theatrical productions
that tour the provinces. I would have Miss Wolfendale in my company tomorrow.’

The cigar smoker’s nose twitched with distaste. He kept in step as we climbed the broad staircase. ‘Miss Wolfendale will tread
no one’s boards. Her future is here.’

Mr Wheatley raised a mischievous eyebrow. ‘You’re her father?’

‘Her father?’ The cigar smoker stopped in his tracks. For a moment I thought he would strike Mr Wheatley. He bit on the cigar.
Out of the side of his mouth, he said coldly, ‘I am Lawrence Milner, an old family friend. Miss Wolfendale is a respectable
girl. A turn on the amateur dramatic stage with friends might be acceptable. The professional theatre is out of the question.’

Attempting to defuse the situation, I said, ‘The young chaps were very good.’

‘One of them is my son, Rodney,’ Lawrence Milner said. ‘And he will have no more time for this sort of thing.’

He had made that point during the play, and the likeness was clear. Younger and older Milners had the same reddish-blond hair.

I decided to ignore him. ‘Did you not think, Mr Wheatley, that Dylan Ashton acted the part of Willie superbly? He seemed entirely in love with Anna.’

‘That wasn’t acting,’ Mr Wheatley murmured in a kindly voice.

Mr Milner pushed past us and elbowed his way towards the bar.

Mr Wheatley took my arm. ‘Miss Jamieson’s talent as a director is to know what to cut and what to play.’

‘Oh and what did she cut?’

Meriel and I were the last to leave the theatre. She had to make sure nothing had been left in the dressing rooms. She thanked
the doorman effusively, as we followed him to the stage door, saying she would never forget all his small kindnesses.

‘A tip wouldn’t go amiss,’ she whispered to me. ‘With all the junk in this bag, I can’t find my purse.’

The instant we left the theatre and stepped into the little back street, great drops of warm summer rain turned to stair rods.
I hurried into the nearest shop doorway, diving into my overfull bag. ‘I’ve an umbrella here somewhere.’

Meriel pulled a hood over her head. ‘You’ll have to let me carry the brolly. I’m taller.’

My heel touched something. I looked down, stepping back with a sudden gasp, fearing I had trodden on some sleeping tramp.

‘Is he drunk?’ Meriel took the umbrella from my hand, opening it with a swish.

Bending, I touched the man’s warm cheek. He had lost his hat. Light reddish-blond hair fell onto his forehead. His jacket
was undone, and missing a button. Later, I wondered how I could have focused on such small details. Perhaps something in me wanted not to look at the hilt of a dagger that protruded from his chest. By the glow
of the alley gas lamp, I noticed a streak of blood, trespassing onto the starched white dress shirt.

I stared blankly, wondering for a moment whether this was some tom-fool stage trick with a retracting dagger. The figure might
leap at us and start to laugh. He did not. In the soft shadowy light, the features came into focus. The jut of the jaw, the
broad nose. It was a handsome face, frozen in a look of angry surprise, as if his lips had not expected to be deprived so
soon of their cigar.

‘It’s that fellow . . . the one who sat next to me. He’s dead.’

Meriel shrieked. ‘Not my Mr Wheatley!’

Pushing my bag into Meriel’s hands, I felt for a pulse on the man’s neck, knowing the gesture to be futile.

Meriel backed away, fear in her voice. ‘It’s Lawrence Milner.’ I stood up and as we faced each other, I saw terror in her
eyes. She said quickly, ‘That’s his motor, just on the Parade there.’ She hurried to look, as though what we saw in the doorway
might be some trick of the light and the real Mr Milner would be alive and sitting at the wheel.

‘Somebody has slashed the tyres,’ she called.

But that would no longer concern Mr Milner.

I waited for her to walk back up the alley. ‘Ghastly, ghastly,’ was all she could say. The body lay behind me. Meriel blocked
my way. For a long moment, I felt paralysed.

One of us had to do something. Meriel seemed to have lost her grip.


‘Stay here, Meriel. I’ll get the doorman to call the police.’

At that, she turned, and ran back towards the stage door, calling, ‘I’ll tell him.’

She had taken the umbrella. I had the choice of standing in the lashing rain, back to the window, or sharing the doorway with
the dead man. I chose the lashing rain.
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Lucy Wolfendale had triumphed in the part of Anna Tellwright. The applause made her feel as if she were floating. She felt
her spirit inhabit the entire theatre, reaching out to everyone there, buoyed up on their applause. Afterwards, she wanted
to drink champagne, and dance in some magnificent ballroom. Instead, she had made do with a glass of sherry in the theatre
bar, while warding off the sick-making attentions of Rodney Milner’s lecherous old goat of a father. Ugh.

If it were not for her good friends, she would have gone mad.

Now here she was at close on midnight, on the back of a bicycle. Droplets of rain hit the back of her neck and trickled down
her spine.

‘I didn’t imagine it would pelt it down for my big adventure.’ Lucy leaned into Dylan’s back. ‘I can’t bear being on a bicycle
in the rain.’

Dylan did not answer straight away. He pedalled along the bumpy road as if the devil were after them.

At the turning for Stonehook Road, he slowed down. ‘It’s not going to let up. Do you want to turn back?’


‘No!’

They continued in silence along the winding road. The rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun. Finally the tower loomed in
the dark field, lit by the moon. Seeing it at night gave Lucy a jolt. It looked so very different. Menacing.

Dylan slowed down. He brought the bicycle to a stop by the side of the road.

Lucy climbed off, shaking away the raindrops. She hopped from foot to foot. ‘Just a mo . . . Let me . . .’ She leaned on his
shoulder, shaking her leg. ‘Oh, oh, oh! Pins and needles!’

The hem of her skirt was soaked from wheel splashes. Dylan leaned the bike against the hawthorn hedge. He unclipped the lamp
from the handlebars. ‘There’s still time to change your mind.’

‘Don’t be a big baby.’ She took the lamp from him and began to look for the gap in the hedge. ‘My mind’s made up.’

He followed, reaching out to stop her. ‘Do you have to? Why not be at home when the postman comes in the morning? Intercept
the note before your granddad sees it?’

‘Dylan! Then I’d be a soppy drip.’ She shook free of him. Let him be a coward if he wanted. He looked the part, only a little
taller than she was, skinny, and with something of the child about him still. ‘I can’t see the gap,’ she called. ‘We’ll have
to climb the gate.’ Lamp in one hand, she put a foot on the second bar of the gate. ‘Don’t go all useless on me. You said
you’d help.’

‘That was on a sunny day,’ he said lamely. ‘It seemed a good idea.’

She was on one side of the gate, he on the other, not moving. She put her hand on his. ‘I have to do this. I only want what is mine.’

It was that June Sunday afternoon when they rehearsed together. She had sworn him to secrecy. When she told him she wanted
to train as an actress, and had applied to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, she hardly dared hope anything would come of
it. When she was offered an audition, she feared she would not find a good enough lie to cover her two-day disappearance,
or she would not scrimp together the fare to London. Her grandfather was such a miser, like the miser in the play. But being
Lucy, she did find the money. Being Lucy, she was offered a place at RADA, and she intended to take it up.

On her twenty-first birthday she had asked her grandfather outright for the legacy she knew to be hers. He refused.

Lucy got the idea for the ransom note from one of Miss Fell’s library books. A thousand pounds would pay her fees at RADA,
and her board and lodgings in London.

Now here she was on this wet August night, struggling to make her dream come true, and with only Dylan to help. He was turning
out to be a wet blanket, a cowardy custard.

‘What if your grandfather works out that you sent the ransom note?’

‘Well then, let him. He’ll know I mean it.’ She began to stride across the field.

Dylan climbed after her, hurrying to catch up. ‘He’ll call the police.’

She turned. The moon lit their way. She saw that Dylan was looking at the ground, trying to avoid stepping on buttercups and daisies. ‘Granddad won’t call the police. He will pay up because he is afraid.’

‘Of what?’ Dylan asked.

They were so close that Lucy had the sudden picture in her mind of the two of them as a pair of bedraggled scarecrows in a
field. They would cling together against all the birds of prey in the world. But she would have to do the protecting. Dylan
had not one ounce of courage or initiative in his body.

‘I’m not sure what Granddad is afraid of. Scandal I suppose.’

Even as a little girl she had known that her grandfather did not want to draw attention to himself. Her low heels sunk into
the soft ground. Dampness from the grass tickled her ankles through her stockings.

Lucy shone a light on the lock in the old oak door. Dylan inserted the heavy iron key and turned it. With a noisy creak, the
door opened. They stood stock still. Lucy shuddered. ‘It’s black as pitch in here.’

‘That’s what I’m saying. You’re not going to like it. It will be scary at night . . .’

She stepped inside. The beam from the lamp showed cracked floorboards, and a dark void beneath. He said, ‘Stop! The boards
are giving way. There’s a ten-foot drop to nowhere.’

She tugged at his sleeve. ‘Then let’s go up the stairs. Don’t look down.’

Dylan sniffed. ‘That stench! This lower floor must have been used to store something that rotted. That’s why the floorboards
are breaking, cracking.’

A straight staircase with two missing treads led to the floor above.

‘Steady, Lucy!’


‘Don’t fuss.’

A mullion window, its glass cracked, let in a smidgen of moonlight.

When her eyes became accustomed to the gloom, Lucy saw that everything was in place, just as she had left it: blankets, bottle
of water, biscuit tin with food, candles and matches. She struck a match and lit a candle.

Dylan took a sharp breath. ‘This place would go up like a tinderbox. I wish I’d never . . .’

‘It will be all right.’ She lit a second candle and let the grease drip to the floor, then fixed the candle in its own wax.

‘It’s madness,’ Dylan moaned.

‘Sometimes madness is best. And you won’t say that when it’s all over. I’m only demanding my
due. One thousand pounds might sound a lot, but not if you say it quickly. For heaven’s sake, if a fictional character like
Anna Tellwright in the play can come into fifty thousand pounds . . . And there’ll be something for you, for helping me.’

‘I don’t want any money.’

‘Nothing bad is going to happen. Anyway, I can let myself out at any time, so stop worrying.’ She
reached out a hand. ‘Let’s look at the moon. Let’s count the stars. Let’s dance on the battlements. Is that what they’re called?’
She led the way to a narrow spiral staircase. ‘Come up to the top. I’ve brought a compass. I’ll give you the lie of the land.’

He followed reluctantly. ‘I know the lie of the land, and I don’t feel like dancing.’

‘You see, these stairs are quite firm.’

They reached the top of the tower.


‘Isn’t it glorious?’ She flung out her arms. ‘You can see for miles.’

The moon lit the surrounding fields. To the east, the blur of a copse formed a dark backdrop. Stars glittered for attention.
Hay-making had been going on in a distant field and the scent still hung in the air. Dylan said, ‘Whoever built this tower
came up here to look at the stars.’

‘Or to dance with his true love.’ She held out her arms and began to sing. ‘If you were the only boy in the world, and I were
the only girl, nothing else would matter in the world today . . . Come on! Dance with me!’

‘I’m dreaming,’ he said, reaching out, one arm around her waist, another on her shoulder. ‘I shall wake up soon.’

‘Go on dreaming, but sing.’

‘If you were the only girl in the world . . .’

They danced around the roof of the tower.

‘When I’m an actress, you must come to any stage door in the world and ask to see
me. I’ll never forget my friend in need, Dylan. I feel I’ve loved you, like Anna loved Willie. Something true and forever.’

‘Then . . .’

‘Shh.’ She put a finger to his lips. ‘I’ll remember you forever, wherever life takes me.’ She laughed. ‘We gave
old Milner the slip all right. He was determined to give me a lift . . .’

‘That’s not all he was determined about,’ Dylan said.

‘And your face!’

‘Don’t talk about him.’

‘He’s odious. If I were a man
and a character actor, I would study him. As it is . . .’ She made a sound of pretend vomiting. ‘Can you imagine that he and my granddad actually thought I would marry him?’

‘Yes, I can imagine.’

‘What century, what country in their mind are they living in?’

‘No one can force you to marry. People can say “I do not” as well as they say “I do”. Anyway, don’t think about that. It will
give you nightmares.’

‘You should go now, Dylan.’

‘Let me stay and look after you. I’ll watch you as you sleep.’

‘You’ve done enough. You need to be fine and frisky for work tomorrow. The girls will be swarming to the window of Croker
& Company to catch a glimpse of you.’

‘I doubt it.’ Reluctantly, he turned up his collar.

She followed him down the stairs.

He would not take the lantern. ‘The moon will be out again soon. Goodnight, Lucy.’

‘Goodnight.’ She turned the key in the lock, went back up the stairs and watched him cross the field. At the gate, he looked
back and waved.

For a moment she thought he would turn tail and hurry back to her.

Yesterday Lucy had purloined her grandfather’s army groundsheet and khaki blankets. She had borrowed a bike and brought what
she needed to the tower. Her chosen spot was by the wall on the top floor, the level below the parapet. Her tapestry shoulder
bag formed a pillow.

She had taken a big gamble, she knew that. What if, when Granddad opened the ransom note, he set aside the habit of a lifetime and went to the authorities? Well, they would not find her. No one would. This place had been abandoned
years ago.

Of course tomorrow was Saturday and he could not go to the bank. But she had thought of that. Let him sweat. Let him fester
all day Saturday and all through Sunday. Let him run mad in his mind. He would be knocking on the door of the bank first thing
Monday morning.

She frowned. Of course it was always possible that he really did not have her legacy, that he had gambled it away, or spent
it, that he had been leading her up the garden path all these years, saying there was something substantial for her in that
dim distant future that had arrived with the break of dawn on the 6th of August this year, her twenty-first birthday.

In that case, he had better know how to get some money, because she would have it. She would live her life, away from him
and his weapons, uniforms, medals, his ancient nonsense.

Something touched Lucy’s face in the darkness. Something scuttled by her hair, a stealthy creature pitter-pattering. She lay
very still. The tower moved and breathed. Its nooks and crannies held the scent of long-ago harvests. She could taste dust
and hay-making in the back of her throat. The grey stone walls reeked of eternity, and the wooden floor of pity and decay.

‘Fallen into disuse,’ was how Dylan said he would describe it if the tower found its way into the files of Croker & Company,
House Agents.

She had chosen the tower as her hiding place after elimination of other possibilities. Dylan would have risked his job if
he hid her in his rooms above the house agent’s offices. Girl friends would not understand her determination and need for secrecy. They had mothers who would not
keep her confidence.

There was another reason that had nothing to do with logic or sense. All through her childhood, Lucy adored fairy tales. She
felt the ring of truth that chimed with something in her own soul. A fairy tale girl, miller’s daughter or princess, would
somehow find her true self, would be granted her deepest wish. But before that, a trial must be endured, a solitary struggle
with no certainty of success.

Without being able to put it into words, Lucy knew that if she could pass three nights in this tower, the future would fall into the palm of her hand.

OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P39.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P34.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P21.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780748117871.jpg
wcqu

NK«SL Ll«

ur S






OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





