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For Gill

Remembering our Kalk Bay Writers’ Stripe


Prologue


London, Covent Garden, Thursday 15th August 1929

The woman in the cage swung out over the audience, enthralling them with her bird-like song. Back and forth she swung; her exquisite face, framed by a headdress of feathers, was the visage of an untouchable goddess, while her shapely legs tempted every man and woman in the theatre below. On a nearby balcony, only two men seemed immune to the Canary’s charms: the gentleman detective Philo Vance, and his client, the father of a young man who had fallen victim to the showgirl’s seductive blackmail.

On the other side of the silver screen, through a haze of cigarette smoke, the whirr of the projector was not quite drowned out by the dramatic music accompanying the Canary on her swing and then, when Philo Vance – played by the debonair William Powell – uttered his very first words, the cinema audience gasped and burst into appreciative applause.

Clara Vale, a dark-haired woman of around thirty, had what some would call an air of aloofness (but others, more discerning, a quiet watchfulness), smiled to herself; she too was thrilled to attend her first ‘talkie’. To hear William Powell’s dulcet tones made him even more attractive. Clara wondered what the Canary – the talented Louise Brooks, whom she had previously only seen in silent films – would sound like. The first full talkie, Lights of New York, had been released the previous year, but it had taken time for picture houses to upgrade their facilities to show them – even here in London.

Now here she was, finally, surrounded by men in tuxedos and women in furs, hearing actors speak words to accompany their actions, and with a built-in soundtrack rather than a live piano. It was intoxicating. However, once Clara got over the euphoria of the experience, she settled down to enjoy the flick, and to engage her little grey cells, as Mrs Christie’s fictional detective Hercule Poirot put it, to work out who killed the Canary.

Clara was on the edge of her seat when Vance announced that there were fingerprints on the inside of a closet door, in the room where the Canary was murdered, and that the New York police should ‘dust them’. But then she slumped further and further back as Vance failed to follow through on the scientific method. Yes, the fingerprints were eventually matched to a witness with a criminal record, but he, it turned out, wasn’t the murderer. The murderer, one of four possible suspects who had reason to throttle the scheming Canary, could easily have been identified much earlier if fingerprints were taken of everyone. Why on earth hadn’t Vance done that? And why, Clara asked herself, did Vance not follow through on the voice on the gramophone recording that was apparently a man pretending to be a woman? Scientifically, it could have been proven if the recording was slowed down. Even the greenest of science undergraduates knew that the frequency of a man’s voice differed from that of a woman (85–155 Hz, compared to 165–255 Hz) and that this could be evidenced graphically.

Clara was still muttering to herself as the final credits came up. She applauded with the rest of the audience – genuinely appreciating the technological wizardry that had brought images and sound together – but she was disappointed with the plotting. As she gathered her cloche hat, gloves and coat from the cloakroom, she wondered if one of the fictional lady detectives she knew would have done a better job. Not that there were many … Patricia Wentworth’s Miss Silver? Baroness Orczy’s Lady Molly? Or Mrs Christie’s Miss Marple, from those magazine stories, who – it was rumoured – was about to make her novel debut … 

Perhaps. Perhaps not. Clara smiled to herself as she waited for a taxi – the only woman there, it seemed, unaccompanied by a man – and dared to believe she would have done a better job. It was simply logic, wasn’t it?



Chapter 1


Friday 16th August 1929

The Hotel Russell on Russell Square was a monstrous red terracotta affair of arches, towers and domes. The main entrance was guarded by life-sized statues of the four British queens – Elizabeth, Anne, Mary and Victoria – after whom the hotel’s palatial suites were named. The foyer was dominated by a Pyrenean marble staircase, and the dining room – which led to an indoor sunken garden and solarium – had been devised by the same interior designer who had worked on the Titanic.

Clara and her mother, Vanessa, were having breakfast in the sunken garden. They had already twice moved table as Vanessa had complained about the heat of the sun.

‘We’ll turn into prunes if we stay here much longer!’ she had declared, imperiously.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Vale, we’ll find you a table in the shade,’ said the maître d’, snapping his fingers to a waiter.

‘That’s Lady Vale,’ corrected Vanessa, loud enough for the other patrons to hear. At which the maître d’ made profuse apologies.

Clara rolled her eyes. Her banker father, Randolph Vale, had only recently received a letter from the palace informing him that the king was bestowing upon him a knighthood. He had not yet received the honour, but Vanessa had already had all their stationery redone.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Clara to the maître d’, after they were repositioned behind an elephant fern, ‘I’m still a miss.’

Vanessa glared at her from under the brim of her ostrich feather hat, then pursed her lips. ‘What have you done with your hair?’

Clara shook out her bobbed hair – inspired by the actress Louise Brooks’ fashionable crop – and held her mother’s gaze from under the blunt, black fringe.

‘I’ve had it bobbed. Do you like it?’

‘It makes you look like a boy,’ said Vanessa with a dismissive waft of the hand.

‘Well thank you, Mother. Complimentary as ever.’

Vanessa shook her head in an approximation of sympathy. ‘I’m sorry, my darling, but you only have yourself to blame.’

‘For what?’ snapped Clara, challenging her mother to spell out what they both knew she would say anyway.

‘Your lack of prospects. You’ve had every opportunity money could buy. Just like your sister. And look how well she’s done, bagging herself a viscount. But you choose to present yourself like that?’

Clara started to drum her fingers on the table She would not allow herself to get worked up. Not before she’d had a chance to discuss something very important with her mother. She paused while the waiter poured them a second cup of tea, then she withdrew a letter from her handbag.

‘Mother, I have received a letter from a solicitor in Newcastle.’

‘You have?’ asked Vanessa, as she gave a polite nod to a well-to-do elderly lady and her companion at a nearby table. ‘There’s the Duchess of Colchester. I do believe she may have recognised me. We were at the same shooting party last autumn, if you recall, and she mentioned that—’

‘Mother!’ snapped Clara. ‘I’m trying to talk to you about something important.’

It was Vanessa’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘What is it, dear?’

‘It’s this letter I’ve received from Newcastle. Uncle Bob is dead! And the solicitor tells me that he has already written to you – three weeks ago. Why didn’t you tell me?’

Vanessa paled behind her artificially rouged cheeks. ‘I – well – I – I hadn’t got around to it. I was waiting for the right time.’

‘The right time?’ hissed Clara, struggling to keep her temper in check. ‘When would be the right time? I saw you last week at that bridge evening and you didn’t mention it then. Nor today. Granted, it was I who invited you here, but you could have taken the opportunity to tell me my uncle had died!’

Vanessa looked to left and right then leaned across the table and lowered her voice. ‘Do keep your voice down, dear, you’re making a scene.’

‘I am not making a scene!’ said Clara, knowing she very much was.

Vanessa nodded and smiled at the Duchess of Colchester’s companion, who glanced over at their table. ‘Yes, you are,’ she said through a fixed smile. ‘And if you want me to entertain your histrionics any further, you will moderate your tone.’

Clara took a deep, calming breath. ‘All right,’ she said, finally.

Her mother nodded her approval. ‘Good. So, as I was saying, I was waiting for the right time. You haven’t seen Bob for years, not since you were a child, so frankly, I wasn’t sure how well you’d remember him.’

Clara blinked with incredulity. ‘I remember him very well, thank you. He used to come to our holiday house.’

‘When you were a child … and now you’re over thirty.’

‘I’m not over thirty. I have just turned thirty. But that’s by the by. I was fifteen the last time I saw Uncle Bob in Cornwall. And after that we kept up a correspondence and occasionally met. You knew this, Mother. I told you.’

‘Did you?’ she asked, vaguely, nodding to a splendidly dressed couple as they passed by.

‘Yes I did! And he also came to my graduation ceremony at Oxford.’ Clara was getting herself worked up again. ‘Not that you’d remember that.’

Vanessa threw up her hands in despair, forgetting – for a split second – the social gatekeepers who were eavesdropping on their conversation. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, girl! When are you going to let that go? You know I wasn’t able to attend because it was your sister’s coming-out ball that weekend. And if anyone should feel slighted, it’s Laura. Her only sister wasn’t even there to see her presented to society. She was inconsolable for weeks!’

Clara snorted with disbelief. ‘Oh, I doubt that. So,’ she said, reining herself in again, ‘did you go to his funeral?’

‘Whose?’

‘Bob’s! Your only brother. Did you go to Bob’s funeral?’

Vanessa paled again, and this time swallowed hard. After a few moments, and in remarkably measured tones, she replied: ‘No, dear, I did not. It would have been hypocritical of me to do so. We never got on, as you know. We had completely different approaches to life. I never approved of his and he never approved of mine. On top of that, he blamed me for not doing enough to help with your grandparents when they were infirm. Unfairly so, and everybody knows it. What could I do? I was here, he was there. Newcastle is not just a hop, skip and a jump away, you know.’

‘So, you didn’t go to the funeral?’

‘No, Bob wouldn’t have wanted me to. And besides, we were having the drawing room redecorated that week.’

That was the last straw. Clara stood up and threw down her napkin. ‘Thank you, Mother, for finally telling me the truth. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I am going to be late for work.’

Vanessa flashed a look across to the Duchess of Colchester’s table and lowered her voice again.

‘Please don’t embarrass me like this, Clara. People will think you actually have to work.’

‘I do have to work, Mother,’ she said, as if on stage at the London Palladium. ‘That is, if I want to pay my own way.’ And with that, she left her mother to finish her crumpet and mop up any social disaster she’d left in her wake.

Outside the Hotel Russell, in the bright morning sun, Clara calmed herself as she walked briskly from Russell Square to Bloomsbury Library, making a point of greeting the regulars on her route. There was the security guard at the British Museum, the street sweeper on Great Russell Street, the lad who cleaned up the horse droppings, and the manager of the tobacconist on the corner, muttering under his breath as the metal shutter creaked and groaned as he wound the crank.

‘You should give that some oil, Mr Barnes,’ she said.

‘Morning, Miss Vale. You’re right, I should. I’ll have to pick some up at the ironmonger’s.’

‘I can lend you some. I’ll drop it off after work.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Miss Vale,’ he said, nodding his appreciation.

‘You’re most welcome.’ Clara smiled then carried on, feeling calmer with every step further away from her mother. She waited to cross the road as horses and carts jigged for space with motor vehicles and omnibuses in the London traffic, then hurried on her way. She absolutely couldn’t be late.

She had been working at the library for nearly two years. It was a small building, nowhere near as grand or well stocked as the British Library housed in the museum, but it served the ordinary folk of the borough with light novels, non-fiction and a small collection of newspapers and periodicals. Clara wished she worked at the grand British Library, with its astounding array of books and manuscripts, both ancient and modern, and in particular the science section. She became almost giddy when she thought of the original texts by Newton, Faraday and Babbage.

She had once applied for a job there but had not been successful. She had not been successful in most jobs she’d applied for since graduating with a degree in Chemistry – something her mother repeatedly reminded her of, asking why she couldn’t just live off the annual allowance her father gave her. Like any sensible girl would.

Well, Clara was not a ‘sensible girl’. At least not in the way her parents wanted her to be. So, she continued to try to find suitable employment for a university graduate educated in the sciences, determined to make her own way in the world. As she had been in the very first intake of female undergraduates in 1920 who would be permitted to earn a degree at the end of their studies, she felt she had a responsibility not just to herself, but also to the whole of female academia. However, outside the stimulating and supportive environment of the women’s colleges of Oxford, including her own, Somerville, the rest of the world wasn’t quite as impressed by a lady with letters after her name. The most recent rejection was a chemist on Tottenham Court Road, who said they would prefer a man. And that wasn’t the first job she’d been turned down for because of her sex. Clara sighed. She was getting upset just thinking about it, so she tried to put it out of her mind.

However, as her Mary Jane heels clicked along the pavement past the British Museum, she could not put Uncle Bob out of her mind or her heart. Her mother was right, Vanessa and Bob had never got on – they were chalk and cheese. But Clara’s father, the soon-to-be Sir Randolph, had attempted to patch things up between the siblings over the years and would occasionally invite Bob to stay with them at their town house in Kensington, their country manor on the outskirts of Henley-on-Thames, or their beach cottage in Cornwall. Clara always looked forward to Uncle Bob’s visits. He had a million and one stories to tell her and her brother and sister. Although not formally educated beyond secondary school, Uncle Bob was exceptionally well read, and could speak on nearly any subject. Clara, who was dubbed a disappointingly ‘bookish girl’ by her parents, found in her uncle a kindred spirit.

Clara had not seen Bob in person since she had been awarded her degree seven years earlier, in that magnificent ceremony in the Sheldonian Theatre, where he was the only member of her family to see her receive her honour. After that, life had somehow got in the way. Life and her shame at not getting the job in science she always expected she would. The uncle and niece continued to correspond, but the gaps between the letters had become longer and longer. She didn’t want to disappoint him with yet another tale of rejection.

From his side, he told her of his various travels – which Clara imagined were a little like those of Phileas Fogg in Around the World in Eighty Days – but spoke very little of his life in Newcastle, other than to say he did ‘criminolegal’ work, sometimes for a local solicitor. What that work consisted of, he never really explained. Instead, he shared his views on this or that scientific advancement and asked Clara for her views in return.

And now he was dead. Clara so wished she could have rolled back the last seven years. That she could have taken him up on his invitation to visit him in Newcastle. Or to accompany him on one of his foreign travels. Or even to have just replied to his letters more often. She was furious with her mother for not getting around to telling her – and that no one from the family had been there for the funeral. They were having the drawing room redecorated that week? Clara was utterly ashamed. And now, to rub salt in the wound, here was a letter saying she had been named in her uncle’s will.

Dear Uncle Bob, reaching out to her once again. She would finally go to Newcastle and see where he had lived and worked. But she wouldn’t mention it to her parents. She wasn’t expecting to receive much in the will, but that didn’t matter. She would do her best to pay her respects. It was the least she could do now.

Finally, she reached Bloomsbury Library, with five minutes to spare before the start of her shift. She sighed inwardly as she hung her hat and coat up in the staff cloakroom. Despite what she’d just said to her mother about wanting and needing to work, she had to admit she was bored here. She was bored with the limited collection of books and bored with the chit-chat she was expected to engage in with the regulars. Clara would far rather work in the back room, cataloguing and indexing. But that job was for senior librarians only – in this case a very senior one called Mr Rose. Mr Rose should have retired five years ago, but he refused to budge.

Now Clara needed him to budge on something else. She wanted to take some time off work. She found Mr Rose reading through the morning papers before she would be expected to put them out for the public. It took her a while to get the old fellow’s attention, but when she did, she told him that her uncle had died and she needed some time off to help settle his estate.

Mr Rose stared at her over his spectacles. ‘How much time?’

‘A week? Perhaps ten days?’

He snorted irritably. ‘I can give you five.’

Clara assured him she’d be back in plenty of time: a quick trip there and a quick trip back. He would barely know she’d been gone at all.



Chapter 2


Newcastle upon Tyne, Monday 19th August 1929

Her legs were lithe and long, draped at an anatomically dubious angle. The burnished orange of her bathing suit, cinched just above the knees, offset her lightly tanned arms and calves, while her impossibly white smile was framed by a cloche sun hat, casting not a shadow on her flawless face. Below the woman, who was perched on the wall of a seaside promenade, were the tiny figures of beach revellers, playing games or walking hand in hand past candy-striped tents, while children in knickerbockers and bold young men in bathing vests braved the cold North Sea.

‘Next stop Newcastle upon Tyne, ladies and gentlemen. Please gather your belongings.’

Clara nodded her thanks to the train guard, then turned her attention back to the smiling young woman in the LNER poster. As she buttoned up her fur-trimmed coat, she wondered how far Whitley Bay was from Newcastle upon Tyne. Not that Clara had packed a bathing suit, of course, but that could be remedied.

‘Are you going to the exhibition?’ asked a lady in the next booth as her husband folded his newspaper and straightened his fedora hat.

‘The exhibition?’ asked Clara.

The woman smiled and pointed to another poster on the opposite side of the carriage. ‘Yes, the North East Coast Exhibition. That’s where we’re going.’

‘In Whitley Bay?’ asked Clara, hopefully.

‘No,’ said the woman. ‘In the Toon.’

Clara had no idea where the Toon was. But she smiled anyway.

The Flying Scotsman was crossing a river and gasps went around the carriage at first sight of the newly built Tyne Bridge, like the top half of a giant iron wheel, silhouetted against the August sky. Through the spokes Clara could see the higgledy-piggledy buildings of the northern city, and she wondered if she’d be able to find her way around.

‘So, you’re not here for the exhibition?’ asked the woman.

‘No,’ said Clara, ‘I’m here on family business.’

Clara was very relieved to learn that the Royal Central Station Hotel had not been misnamed and was, literally, a few dozen steps from the classically pillared entrance of Newcastle Central Station. Not like the Central Hotel in Paris where she’d once stayed, which turned out to be nowhere near the centre and was barely a hotel – but at least it had been in Paris. She had put that down to her poor grasp of French when she made the booking, and the spurning of her mother’s suggestion that she really ought to have consulted the Bradshaw.

She was greeted by a liveried doorman in top hat and tails at the bottom of a short flight of marble steps, who carried her suitcase up and into the hotel. The foyer was all faience tiles and wood panelling, but a spectacular mosaic floor with fleur-de-lis motifs and an impressive atrium towering six floors above a magnificent chandelier gave a light, modern feel to an otherwise traditional Victorian hotel. Clara nodded in approval, thanked and tipped the doorman, then turned her attention to the receptionist.

‘Will Mr Vale be joining you shortly?’ he asked, after taking her name and checking against his booking list.

‘It’s Miss Vale. Miss Clara Vale. And no. No one will be joining me.’

The mutton-chopped gent – who appeared not to have been updated in the last twenty years – cleared his throat.

‘Very well, Miss Vale, I have your reservation right here.’ He busied himself getting her a key, then asked: ‘May I ask if you were named after the village?’

‘The village?’

‘Clara Vale.’

‘I had no idea there was a village of that name.’

‘Indeed there is, miss. Just south of the river. Not far from here.’

‘Well, how very interesting,’ said Clara as the receptionist instructed a bell boy to take Miss Vale to room 310. On the way up in the lift the boy also asked if she were there for the exhibition. Again, she said no. But apparently almost all of the other guests in the nearly full hotel were – ‘some of ’em has come from foreign lands’, the lad informed her. Clara informed him that she’d only come from as far as London.

As Clara unpacked in the well-appointed bedroom – with a view of the densely packed rooftops of the city – she decided that once she’d finished her business at the solicitor’s she would have to visit this exhibition or she’d never get any peace. And as for being named after a village, she’d have to ask her mother about that!



Tuesday 20th August 1929

The next morning, after a hearty North East breakfast, including black pudding and scrambled eggs, Clara followed the directions of the hotel receptionist into the centre of Newcastle. She could have caught the tram that ran past the hotel, but she worried that she would not know exactly where to get off and miss her stop. So, instead, wearing a pair of sensible walking shoes, she headed along Neville Street, past a memorial to George Stephenson – of the steam engine fame – then along Collingwood Street, with something called the Literary and Philosophical Society on her right. She was surprised that a city like Newcastle, famed for its industry and working-class image, would have something like a ‘literary and philosophical society’. But a lot was already surprising her about the city. Yes, there was a grim layer of coal dust over everything, but that was no worse (and perhaps a lot better) than the foul sulphuric smog that would settle over London from time to time. And the buildings, in beautiful honey-coloured Georgian stone, were as lovely as any in the capital.

She turned left into Grey Street and took a steep climb up a cobbled, curved street, hemmed on both sides by more Georgian architecture. It was a Tuesday morning, and the pavements were awash with gentlemen in dark suits, carrying newspapers under their arms and with bowler hats on their heads, marching to work in offices. Women, neatly but not poshly dressed in summer frocks, were out and about to do their shopping. Or perhaps, Clara thought, the younger ones, wearing Chanel-inspired two-pieces, might be going to work in the shops. The shops were a mixture of more well-to-do storefronts with mannequins in windows and pavement stalls with striped awnings, where Geordie men in flat caps called out to passers-by: ‘Two for a shillin’! Howay, pet, they’s fresh I swear ya!’ Or at least that’s what Clara thought they said. The dialect sounded almost foreign to her ears.

As instructed, she kept her eye open for the Grecian columns of the Theatre Royal on her right and the Victorian mosaic masterpiece of the Royal Arcade on her left. Carrying on up the hill, with the towering pillar of the Earl Grey monument as her marker – he of the tea fame – she looked to ‘eleven o’clock’ and found Emerson Chambers, an extravagant Edwardian fusion of baroque and art nouveau, towering six floors above Blackett Street. Clara stood for a moment and took it all in. It truly was an architectural extravaganza with its pillars and intricate mouldings. The ostentatious clock on the roof wouldn’t have looked out of place in Zurich, she thought.

The concierge at the hotel had told her the basement housed the high-class Emerson’s restaurant – a dining option for one of her evenings out, perhaps – complete with its own orchestra. While the ground floor housed a photography supply shop and studio, offering portrait sittings for five shillings.

She checked the letter she’d been sent by Uncle Bob’s solicitors – Jennings & Jennings – and noted that their office was on the third floor. Ten minutes later she was sitting in a comfortable chair in their office drinking a well-brewed cup of Earl Grey tea. Barnaby Jennings, her Uncle Bob’s solicitor, smiled beneficently at her across his solid mahogany desk. His half-moon glasses and full grey beard reminded her of old King Edward who had been on the throne when she was a young girl.

‘Well, Miss Vale, I can certainly see the family resemblance. You have the same dark hair and dark eyes as your mother – and her pale complexion.’

‘You knew my mother?’

Jennings interlaced his fingers over his full belly and twirled his watch chain with his thumb.

‘I did. We were at the same infant school, believe it or not!’

‘Goodness me!’

Jennings smiled. ‘And she grew up to be a fine young woman. No wonder your father snaffled her. I believe they met in Harrogate, when both families were taking the waters. And within a matter of weeks he had whisked her off to London to be his bride. London’s gain was very much Newcastle’s loss,’ said the solicitor wistfully.

‘That’s the story we heard growing up, too,’ said Clara, suppressing the desire to correct the gentleman’s rose-tinted impression of her mother. If anyone had snaffled anyone it was her mother who had set her sights on the eligible and wealthy banker, Randolph Vale, in the heady atmosphere of the Yorkshire hot springs. Vanessa had been very open about it to her daughters when coaching them on how to attract a suitable beau – a lesson that Clara’s younger sister Laura had taken to heart and successfully implemented when she ‘snaffled’ her eligible young stockbroker husband on a holiday in Leamington Spa. And to put the cherry on the cake, he was the son of a viscount, too!

Clara had yet to do any snaffling and frankly was not in the least bit interested. At thirty years old she was already being referred to as the maiden aunt by Laura’s growing brood of future little stockbrokers. While her brother, Antony, treated her as a dull curiosity when he introduced her to his friends and colleagues as his ‘spinster sister – you know, the suffragette type’.

‘So,’ said Mr Jennings, ‘how is your mother? Better after her illness?’

‘Her illness?’

‘Yes, that dreadful influenza that prevented her from coming to your uncle’s funeral. I expect you had it too. Frightfully contagious, I believe.’

‘Yes, frightfully.’ Neither Vanessa Vale nor any of the Vale household – servants or family – had had influenza in the last six months. ‘She is much better, thank you. And of course, feels awful that she wasn’t able to come to Uncle Bob’s funeral. As do we all.’

‘I quite understand,’ said Mr Jennings, kindly.

Clara felt terrible about lying to the good-hearted solicitor and quietly cursed her mother for putting her in this position.

‘I never did quite understand Bob’s animosity towards Vanessa. She always seemed like a perfectly lovely young lady to me. Sibling rivalry, I suppose. But I deeply regretted that they had never been able to lay aside their bad blood over the years. However, I suppose Bob’s offer to you goes some way to healing that rift. Which brings me to the business of the day …’

Finally, thought Clara, who was wondering how much longer she would have to keep up the pretence of her ‘lovely mother’ who had been too ill to attend her only brother’s funeral.

‘As I explained in my letter, your Uncle Bob named you in his will. You are the main beneficiary, although he has also left some small endowments to various charities and a monetary gift to his housekeeper. None of that need concern you and I can assure you that it is only a small portion of his estate.’

She smiled, nodding her understanding. ‘Did Uncle Bob work for you, Mr Jennings?’

Mr Jennings gave her a curious look. ‘You don’t know what your uncle did for a living?’

‘I believe he worked with a solicitor as some kind of paralegal. He called it “criminolegal” work. I’m not sure what that entailed. Some kind of clerical job?’

Mr Jennings shook his head. ‘Oh no, Miss Vale, you are misinformed. Bob Wallace sometimes did work with me, not for me, on a contractual basis, a very well-paid contractual basis, I might add. He provided professional services as an enquiry agent. But I was only one of his clients.’

‘An enquiry agent?’ Clara was dumbfounded. ‘You mean, Uncle Bob was a private detective?’

Mr Jennings chuckled. ‘Indeed, he was. And a very experienced one too. I thought you knew.’

Clara shook her head. ‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it! Mr Jennings, what exactly has Uncle Bob left me?’

Mr Jennings opened a file, adjusted his spectacles, cleared his throat and read: ‘In the event of my demise, I Robert Wendell Wallace, being of sound mind, on this thirteenth day of June in the year of our Lord 1929, leave my house at 22 St Thomas’ Crescent, Newcastle upon Tyne, with all of its contents, and the remainder of my personal assets (after payment of bequests to the below-mentioned beneficiaries) – those are the charities and small bequests I mentioned, Miss Vale – now where was I? Ah yes … the remainder of my personal assets, including the business known as Wallace Enquiry Agency, registered at 41b Percy Street, Newcastle upon Tyne.’

Clara felt suddenly and inexplicably faint. She blinked a few times and took a deep breath until her equilibrium returned. ‘I – I – I’ve inherited a detective agency?’

Mr Jennings’ eyes twinkled behind his half-moon glasses. ‘You have indeed, Miss Vale. And I believe this letter, which your uncle asked me to give to you at the reading of the will, will explain to you why he decided you were the best person to inherit it.’

He passed across a sealed envelope with Clara’s name inscribed in an energetic hand.

Clara, her hands now shaking, took the envelope from him.

‘Well, I’d better have a read then.’



Chapter 3


My dearest niece,

If you are reading this, it will be because I have died. As I write, I have no intention of leaving this world before my time – and have no plans to do so – but time is not our own to make. I have been unwell these last few months; the doctor says it is my heart. However, he says that if I look after myself I could still live a good long time. On the off-chance that he’s wrong (like the time he told me treatment for my ingrown toenail would not hurt a bit), I am writing this letter and updating my will with Jennings & Jennings. You will no doubt have met Barnaby Jennings if you are reading this letter. Be assured he is a good man, a good solicitor and a good friend. If he can help you in any way – beyond the scope of this will – he will do so; do not be afraid to ask.

But I digress. So now, dear Clara, we both know I am dead. I hope you enjoyed the tea and cakes Mrs Hobson put on at my funeral. That is my housekeeper, and I hope you find a way to either keep her in employment or secure another position for her. If you are unable to do so, I trust that Jennings will take it upon himself.

By now I expect you will have heard that I am leaving my house and business to you. Why? You may rightly ask. Well, as you know, I never married, and my sister and her children are my only family. I could have left all to charity, but something in me cried out for someone of my own flesh and blood to carry my memory forward. My sister would not be an option. You know she and I have never got on (did she dislike the cakes as much as I expected her to? She never did like lemon drizzle), so that leaves you, Antony and Laura.

To be brief, as by now I’m probably cold in the grave and you are wishing I would just hurry up and get on with it, your brother is feckless and your sister inane. He is only interested in making money to spend on gambling and frivolity; she only in as much as it will buy her a fancy house and frocks. But you, dear Clara, are cut from a different cloth. I like to think that some of my blood flows in your veins.

How do I know this? Well, remember that week together back in ’15 at your parents’ summer cottage in Cornwall (although how a six-bedroomed house could be called a ‘cottage’ I have no idea)? I was greatly impressed with you. I loved the talks and walks we had along the cliffs. I delighted in your questions and your answers. You were curious about everything from the stars in the sky to the ants at our feet. You had thoughts too about the dreadful war, and why we were allowing our young men to be sent like lambs to the slaughter. And you spoke to me about the books you had been reading: from Darwin to Planck! And Jules Verne and Conan Doyle. It was such an eclectic mix for a girl of your age.

I looked forward thereafter to the occasional invitations from your father to visit you all in either London or Cornwall. He hoped your mother and I would settle our differences; I hoped to spend more time with you. And I enjoyed every minute we spent together – though alas, they were too few.

I followed your school career with interest and was delighted with every letter you wrote me. I was sorry that the letters tailed off as you got older, but I expected you didn’t have much time to write to your old uncle when you were an Oxford undergraduate. Who would have thought that a child of my sister would ever have gone up to Oxford! And to read science! Such a brave choice for a young woman. Attending your degree ceremony was one of the proudest moments of my life. I still remember how magnificent you looked in your cap and gown, alongside those other most esteemed ladies. And the splendid tea we had afterwards in the gardens of the Radcliffe Camera.

I was, however, saddened to hear how you struggled to find long-term employment after graduation. All those laboratories that turned you down! Then that boarding school for girls that discontinued its science programme. Then that school for boys and girls that would not hire you when they heard you were a woman. And didn’t you have a short-lived stint as an assistant in a chemist shop? I wonder why that didn’t continue? The last I heard you were working in a library. Such a waste of your talents! But I was still heartened to hear that you were at least trying to make a living on your own, and not depending solely on a stipend from your family (although your father can more than afford it). You are now thirty years of age – and still unmarried – which suggests to me you are not waiting for a husband to support you.

However, again, I digress. You may be wondering what on earth you will do with a detective agency, but I think that if anyone can make a go of it you can. Being a detective requires an enquiring mind – which you have in abundance – and someone who is best suited to working alone. I believe you are that person. And, as you will soon find out if you take on this challenge, your scientific training will be most helpful too. If you do not agree with my assessment, or do not wish to take on the challenge, then you may sell the agency – and the house, if you will – and use the money to further your prospects in whatever way you choose. But I do ask you to give it some serious thought.

As I said at the opening of this missive, Barnaby Jennings will help you in any way he can.

So now, my dear, I wish you well in your future endeavours. I know it will annoy your mother, and that gives me no end of delight. I jest (but only a little).

Your distant, but no less loving, uncle

Robert Wallace (Uncle Bob)


Clara’s hands were still shaking as she refolded the letter and put it carefully back into its envelope. She looked up into the curious eyes of Barnaby Jennings.

‘Do you know what is in this letter, Mr Jennings?’

‘I do. Your uncle let me read it before he sealed it and gave it to me for safekeeping with his will.’

Clara nodded, her thoughts rushing back to those Cornish cliffs and the kind, funny uncle she had once known. He had been so full of life.

‘Did he suffer much in his last days? With his heart?’

Jennings shook his head. ‘Not much, no. He got tired easily, but I don’t think he was in much pain. It was a mercy, too, that he died quietly in his sleep. But I wrote all this in my letter to your mother. Didn’t she tell you?’

Clara shook her head, all effort to keep up the pretence to shore up Jennings’ rose-tinted memories of her mother gone.

‘No,’ she said, her voice quivering on the verge of tears. However, she was not a woman who wept easily, and she brought her emotions back under control.

If Jennings was shocked at her admission that Vanessa Vale had not told Clara about her uncle’s state of health and his death, he hid it behind a polite, professional mask.

‘So, what are you going to do, Miss Vale? Are you going to take on the agency? I told your uncle it was a strange bequest to give to a young woman – and perhaps more of a curse than a blessing – but he seemed sure you would embrace it. Was he wrong? Or am I?’

Clara shrugged. ‘I honestly can’t tell you, Mr Jennings. I think I’ll need a bit of time to think it all through.’

‘I understand. But if you decide to sell it – which, if I’m frank, might be the best option, despite your uncle’s romantic notions of you becoming a lady sleuth – I will be able to help you with that. Do not fear. Or you might want to sell the agency but keep the house. But of course, you can sell them both if you so choose. As you’ll see, it’s a lovely property, in a handsome part of town, and you should get a good price for it. Are you in Newcastle long?’

Clara blinked her dark brown eyes, trying to take in all the solicitor was telling her. She would definitely need more time to think everything through. ‘I am to travel back on Friday morning, Mr Jennings. So I have three more full days. Might you be able to show me Uncle Bob’s office? And, of course, the house.’

‘Of course,’ said Jennings. He checked his pocket watch. ‘We can go now if you like.’

Uncle Bob’s office was only a five-minute walk from Emerson Chambers. They passed a war memorial in the middle of a formal park, in the centre of a genteel commercial and residential square, then headed along Barrack Road.

‘I have been very impressed with Newcastle, so far,’ said Clara, making small talk, as Jennings raised his hat and nodded his greetings to people left and right.

‘It’s a lovely city,’ said Mr Jennings. ‘With very friendly folk. I’m surprised anyone would want to live elsewhere.’

‘I’m surprised how well-to-do it is. Down south we’ve heard that there is extreme poverty here.’

‘There is, Miss Vale. Like any city. And you won’t have to go far from here to see it. But the same can be said for Bristol, or Manchester, or London …’

‘That’s very true,’ said Clara as they turned right into Percy Street, a busy shopping concourse with pubs and a picture house jostling for space with grocery stores and tea rooms. A tramline ran down the middle, with a road for free-moving traffic – horse-drawn and motorised – on either side. Jennings stopped outside a costume shop at the corner of Percy Street and the steeply rising Leazes Park Road. At the crest of the hill, Clara glimpsed what she thought might be the wooden edifice of a football stand.

‘Here we are,’ said Jennings and took a key out of his pocket.

Clara, taken aback, looked into the window of the costumier (called Levine’s Costumes according to the sign), which showcased pirate outfits and Roman togas, and said: ‘My uncle worked here? Was he one of those detectives in disguise?’

Jennings chuckled. ‘No. His office is above the shop.’ Jennings ushered Clara around the corner from the shop entrance to an unassuming wooden door. There was a discreet plaque on the wall which read: Wallace Enquiry Agency.

‘Did he own the building?’

‘No,’ said Jennings. ‘He rented the office space from the people who own the costume shop. I have kept up payments from his estate. The business is separate from the lease, so if you decide to take over the agency you don’t have to stay here. And of course, if you sell it, the new buyer can set up office wheresoever he chooses. Best you decide soon though, to save you on the rent money.’

Mr Jennings pushed open the door to reveal a narrow staircase. ‘After you, Miss Vale.’

Clara climbed the stairs, asking as she went: ‘So what exactly does the business consist of? If I’m to sell, what exactly would I be selling, if not the office space?’

‘You’ll be selling your uncle’s contact book, his open cases and capital assets. He does not have full-time employees, but he does have a number of agents on his books that he employs from time to time. Legally, you’re not obliged to keep them on, as they were paid cash in hand for each job. We will, however, have to check whether there are any debts outstanding. My son – whom I’ll arrange for you to meet tomorrow – is currently going through the books with your uncle’s accountant, so we don’t yet have a final value on the business. The house, on the other hand, is far more straightforward. I believe you could get two thousand pounds for it.’

‘Goodness me! That much?’

‘I believe that’s what houses on St Thomas’ Crescent are selling for these days, yes.’

Clara had reached the top of the stairs and pushed open the door. It opened into a reasonably well-lit room, about twenty feet square, with a door leading off the back. It was furnished like any ordinary office: a desk, chairs, filing cabinets and bookcases. There was a gooseneck telephone on the desk and a black cast-iron Underwood typewriter on the desk. Through the doorway at the back, she glimpsed a lavatory and basin separated from a small kitchenette.

Jennings followed her gaze. ‘Yes, there are indoor ablutions. Which pushes the rental up.’

‘A price worth paying to spend a penny,’ she observed drily.

‘Quite,’ said Jennings, with a twinkle of humour.

Clara stood in the middle of the room and did a slow 360-degree turn. Then she turned to Mr Jennings. ‘I don’t really know what to say. I mean, where do I start? Do I sell? Do I keep it? If I keep it, how do I run it? What do I even do as an enquiry agent?’

Jennings smiled, sympathetically. ‘I know, it’s a lot to take in. And my advice would be to sell the agency. But take your time and think about it for a while. As for what you actually do here, I can perhaps set up a meeting with one of your uncle’s regular agents. He can give you a better idea of the day-to-day running of the business. Would you like me to do that?’

‘Oh yes please,’ said Clara, with immense relief. ‘I should be most grateful if you could.’


Chapter 4

To Clara’s surprise, Mr Jennings was able to track down one of Uncle Bob’s agents in a very short space of time. He called his office – using Uncle Bob’s telephone – and asked his secretary to look in the Lady Loughborough file to find the phone number of one Jack Danskin. Within five minutes he had Danskin on the blower and asked him if he was able to pop down to ‘Old Bob Wallace’s office’. It seemed that Danskin could.

As Jennings and Clara waited for the agent to arrive, the solicitor explained that the Lady Loughborough case was one of Uncle Bob’s recent jobs: a divorce where Danskin had been used to gather evidence on Lady Loughborough’s philandering husband. ‘So you see, Miss Vale, why running an enquiry agency might not be the most suitable occupation for a polite young lady of social standing.’

Clara gave Jennings a polite, non-committal nod, biting back a retort that she was not that young, nor, in her more unguarded moments, particularly polite. And as for social standing, well, she’d shunned that by refusing to play the ‘let’s catch a husband’ game and insisting on getting a job and working for a living instead of leeching off her father’s considerable assets. She was certainly not, and never would be, Lady Clara. Clara sat down at her uncle’s desk and ran a finger over the oak surface, drawing a line in a light layer of dust. It had been around six weeks since he had died, and it seemed that the office had been shut up since then. She looked over her shoulder at the filing cabinet and said: ‘I should imagine Uncle Bob has a Lady Loughborough file of his own.’

Jennings nodded. ‘I should imagine he has. Had. I should imagine he had.’

Clara felt a surge of curiosity and desperately wanted to open the filing cabinet. She drummed her fingers against the desk, wishing Jennings would leave so she could snoop in peace. Then she berated herself. The kindly solicitor was just looking out for what he considered her best interests. He wasn’t to know – only having met her for the first time less than two hours ago – that he had perhaps misjudged her. Had he misjudged her? Or had her uncle?

Clara gave herself an inner shake. Just a short while ago she had been standing in the middle of the office, feeling like a small girl, completely out of her depth, asking: what am I to do with this place? But something had happened when she heard the phrase ‘the Lady Loughborough case’. Something had stirred in her. The same thing that had stirred in her when she watched The Canary Murder Case last week. Call it scientific curiosity if you will – the same curiosity that compelled her first at school, and then at university to conduct experiments in chemistry and physics. The questions ‘I wonder what would happen if …’ or ‘I wonder why that happens the way it does …’ were never far from her mind. Then she thought back to a walk with her uncle on the cliffs of Cornwall where she asked the very same type of questions. ‘Uncle Bob, do you ever wonder why …?’ And the Sherlock Holmes stories she and Uncle Bob delighted in recounting to one another. Holmes was scientifically minded, as she was, and like her he didn’t give two hoots for social standing.

But Sherlock Holmes was a fictional detective. And The Canary Murder Case was just a moving picture. This was the real world. Of filing cabinets and ledgers and a job at a library back in London that she would lose if she didn’t return there next week.

There was a knock at the door, jolting her out of her reverie. ‘Come in!’ she called, startling Barnaby Jennings with her proprietorial tone.

The door opened to reveal a dark-haired man in his mid-thirties, sporting a trim moustache and the suggestion of an afternoon shadow on a square jaw. He wore a reasonably well-cut suit and tie that put him above the level of artisan or shopkeeper, but below that of the professional classes – as did his fedora hat, which was wearing a little thinly around the rim. Clara immediately chastised herself for applying her mother’s method of pigeonholing people and stood to greet the gentleman.

Jennings had already intercepted him and was shaking his hand. ‘Thanks for coming at such short notice, Danskin. May I introduce Miss Clara Vale, Bob Wallace’s niece. Miss Vale has very kindly come up from London to help settle her uncle’s estate.’

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Vale. How do you do. Please accept my condolences on the passing of your uncle. He was a good man.’ His voice, Clara noted, matched his suit. Clearly North Eastern, but more easily understood than the colourful Geordie dialect she’d heard shouted from the barrow boys and grocers on her way up Grey Street.

Clara nodded her thanks. ‘How do you do. Thank you, Mr Danskin, my uncle will be sorely missed. And thank you too for coming.’ Clara was aware of Jennings hovering, like a worried mother bird, waiting to chirp back into the conversation, so she cut in before he could start.

‘Mr Jennings here tells me you were one of my uncle’s agents. I was wondering if you might talk me through exactly what goes on at a detective agency.’

‘Er yes, Danskin, that’s exactly why I asked you here. Miss Vale is curious about what her uncle did. Quite understandable, a niece wanting to know more about her uncle’s life, wouldn’t you say?’

Well, thought Clara, that’s not exactly why I want to know … but before she could vocalise her thoughts the telephone rang, startling them all.

‘Bob wanting to have a word?’ quipped Danskin, raising one of his dark brows.

Clara bit back a giggle.

Jennings gave a nervous laugh. ‘Shall I get it?’

‘No, I will,’ said Clara, turning on her heel and picking up the receiver.

‘Er, hello,’ she said. ‘Er, Wallace Enquiry Agency. How may I help you?’

Clara looked across at the two men. Jennings clutched his worried hands, apparently startled at her boldness. While Danskin gave a rakish grin, clearly amused.

‘Oh, hello. Is that Miss Vale? It’s Mr Jennings’ secretary here. Is he still there?’

‘He is. Do you wish to speak with him?’

‘No, that’s not necessary. But can you please ask him to come back to the office immediately. Tell him it’s the Balshard brief. And I’m afraid it’s urgent.’ The line was muffled for a moment, as if a hand had been placed over the mouthpiece. Then Clara heard: ‘Of course, Mr Balshard. I understand, Mr Balshard. Mr Jennings is on his way.’ The secretary spoke directly to Clara in an anxious whisper: ‘Please, Miss Vale, tell him it’s urgent.’ Then she rang off.

Clara hooked the earpiece on its cradle and turned to Jennings. ‘It was your secretary, Mr Jennings. She asked you to come back to the office, please. She said to tell you it’s the Balshard brief, and it’s urgent.’

Jennings visibly paled. ‘Balshard? Oh heavens, I’d better get back. So …’ he looked first to Danskin then to Clara ‘… we’d better leave this meeting for another time. Is that all right?’

‘No need for that,’ said Danskin, removing his hat and hanging it on a coat stand, ‘I think Miss Vale and I can handle this on our own. If that’s all right with you, Miss Vale?’

She was slightly taken aback by his presumption, but then realised that Danskin had just voiced exactly what she was about to say.

‘Yes, Mr Danskin, that is perfectly all right. My time in Newcastle is short. Don’t worry, Mr Jennings, if you leave the key, I’ll lock up. And,’ she said, softening her tone with a smile towards the kindly but worrisome solicitor, ‘good luck with Balshard.’

Jennings clutched his hands again, but then eventually nodded and hurried off.

Danskin and Clara were left alone, standing in the middle of Uncle Bob’s office. Without the hat, thought Clara, the agent bore a striking resemblance to the actor Ronald Colman, whom she’d recently seen in the silent picture Beau Geste. And, she believed, was starring in a talkie version of Bulldog Drummond. Yet another fictional detective … 

‘So …’ said Danskin.

‘So …’ said Clara. She gestured to the two chairs on either side of the desk. ‘I suppose I should sit here,’ she said, slipping behind the desk to the chair she’d recently vacated.

‘That’s where your Uncle Bob sat,’ said Danskin, with a sad smile. ‘I meant what I said, Miss Vale, your uncle was a top bloke.’

‘Thank you, Mr Danskin, please take a seat. Now, I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but my uncle has left the agency to me. It’s up to me whether I keep it or sell it, but I would like to find out a bit more about it before I make my decision. Mr Jennings doesn’t think I should keep it on, but my Uncle Bob seemed to think it might be something suited to me. And he knew me a bit better than Mr Jennings. But I confess, I’m not yet sure which of them is right. So, can you tell me what you did for Bob and what running a business like this might entail?’

Danskin leaned back, unbuttoned his jacket and relaxed into the chair.
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