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Chapter One


FEBRUARY 1, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

None of us is as we appear, I think as I watch the woman enter the marble-trimmed lobby of Brown’s Hotel. Her step is hesitant, her gray cloche hat is perfectly nondescript and low on her forehead, and her eyes are averted from the gaze of high-hatted bellhops helping a well-heeled family of five with their mountain of trunks. Who would ever believe that this meek creature is capable of arranging unspeakable murders and seeing into the minds of the most dastardly criminals? For that matter, who would believe that I am?

She pauses and scans the bustling space, seeming not to see me. She looks so uncomfortable that one would think this was not her self-professed favorite establishment. I cannot stand to watch her flounder for another painful moment, so I raise my hand in welcome.

When my presence still does not register, I wave and call out, “Good afternoon. I do believe our table is ready in the Drawing Room.”

Recognition and relief flutter across her face in equal measure. I gesture to the right, where the inviting warmth of the wood-paneled tearoom beckons, and she follows me with a quickened stride toward our table for two. We settle into sage-green upholstered chairs arranged in front of a small ornate hearth ablaze with a welcoming fire.

Although we exchange a few words in greeting, I do not initiate conversation until the waitress finishes taking our tea order—chamomile for her and Earl Grey for me. An uncharacteristic silence has overtaken me, a quiet that my dear mama repeatedly wished for during my chatterbox childhood. I furtively study my teatime guest as she plays with a wayward curl and tucks it back into her hat.

How could this be the same animated woman I met at Hatchards bookshop on Piccadilly nearly five years ago? A woman who strode right past the queue of patrons waiting for her to sign her latest novel and greeted me with a warm embrace when I popped into the shop? A woman with an infectious laugh and a bright crimson scarf tied around her neck? The woman I see peek out from time to time, but only in the secure comfort of mutual friends’ dining rooms and parlors? That confident woman is the one I need for the endeavor I’ll be proposing today.

Even though I know what’s happened to her—by Jove, the whole country does—I’m sometimes gobsmacked by the transformation since the early days of our acquaintance. One cannot fully imagine the damage done to her confidence from the blanketing of newspaper articles during her infamous eleven-day disappearance, five years ago, when her automobile was found empty on the edge of a cliff and the largest manhunt in England’s history was launched. The search was undertaken by policemen and hundreds of volunteers and bloodhounds and airplanes and even me, to no avail. Thankfully, she emerged in northern England unscathed—except by the indignity of having her now ex-husband’s dirty extramarital laundry aired—but shrouded in a mystifying silence with no explanation and a cowed character to boot. Her vanishing remains the greatest unsolved mystery in her canon.

But studying her now, I wonder. Has the vivacious, bold woman really disappeared? Or can she simply not bear the public gaze? We shall see.

How would I have reacted to such a highly publicized broadcasting of my own peccadilloes? I’m not immune to improprieties myself, but I do not believe that anyone would be the wiser upon meeting me. Or even suspect an untoward thing. All my shame is tucked away within my bullish exterior. Done and dusted.

Then I remember a line from one of my guest’s short stories, a frippery involving married sleuths Tommy and Tuppence: “Very few of us are what we seem.” And I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the woman I met in that bookstore five years ago is still there, hiding beneath the surface and emerging only when unthreatened. Somehow I need to draw her out.

Her gray-blue eyes peer out over the top of the Drawing Room’s impossibly tall teatime menu, and I leap upon this first overture. “This menu is chockablock with delicacies. Every single item looks simply scrumptious. What tickles your fancy?” I ask.

“Well,” she answers in a soft voice, “the full tea does include orange poppy-seed cake.”

“Is that a favorite?” I venture.

“Oh, yes. It might even count as the favorite,” she answers, with a glimmer in her eye. If we must first chitchat about gastronomical delights, so be it. It certainly will not be a reach for me. I’m so well known for my adoration of the culinary arts that my husband, Mac, dedicated his cookery book to me.

I chortle as my eyes skim the list. “I wish I had only one favorite. If I’m being perfectly honest, I haven’t encountered a single tea sandwich, scone, pudding, or sponge that I couldn’t befriend.”

At the thought, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the wall opposite. A little rounder than I’d been in my twenties, but still the same sparkling eyes and winsome smile, or so I’ve been told by a select few. Not to mention that in my thirties, I’ve learned how to dress so that I accentuate rather than hide my curves. On balance, still attractive, I suppose. Even though I’ve never been the belle of anyone’s ball—except Mac’s, perhaps.

She chuckles, which I consider an unequivocal victory from this reticent creature. “Shall we order the full tea? If it was good enough for Queen Victoria, I daresay it’s more than good enough for us.” I’m referencing our stalwart matriarch from times gone by who—rumor has it—adored teatime at Brown’s Hotel.

“Let’s,” she says, leaning forward with a conspiratorial gleam in her eye.

I signal our waitress, and with the order placed, I turn toward my guest. Ice between us now broken, I bestow upon her my most generous smile. No more tiptoeing or holding back for her benefit. The undertaking I’m about to present will require a certain amount of moxie, and the waters must be tested. So I plunge in, bracing myself.

“Mrs. Christie, I want to thank you for agreeing to join me today. I know you are generally disinclined to be out and about,” I say, obliquely referring to her reclusiveness.

“I was delighted to receive your invitation to tea, Miss Sayers. I always enjoy a good chin-wag with you when we have the odd dinner or drinks around town with fellow writers. Although I don’t think we’ve met just the two of us since before the, the—” She pauses, then seems to think better of finishing that sentence. “Well, it was a pleasure hearing from you, and please do call me Agatha.”

“Only if you’ll call me Dorothy.”

“You have a deal, Dorothy,” she replies, her face open, the hint of a warm smile on her lips.

“Speaking of invitations, I was tickled when you agreed to accept my other one as well. To join me in becoming a member of the Detection Club, soon to be the preeminent organization of mystery writers.” I get to the matter at hand, and I’m formal about it. I am a founder, after all.

The slight curl of her mouth and receptive expression vanish in a blink, replaced by an inscrutable blankness. Is Agatha backing away from her decision to accept? Confound it, I think. Have I startled the skittish cat back into her corner? If only I had mustered a modicum of patience, perhaps I could have made my petition at a more auspicious moment. Maybe after wading through a sea of innocuous small talk. But restraint and polite conversation have never been in my nature.

“I must have had an uncommonly bold moment when I said yes,” Agatha finally replies, one side of her mouth lifting again in, dare I say it, a smile. Hope returns to me; she hasn’t replaced her yes with a no. “I haven’t been in the company of an entire club of people since the—the incident.”

So here we have it, I think. She’s actually going to refer to it.

“Wasn’t it Emily Dickinson who said that fortune befriends the bold? Anyway, who among us has not had an ‘incident,’ Agatha?” I say, my cheeks growing hot thinking of my own. “And the so-called faultless lives of others are actually at fault for much. But I’m only planning on having about twenty other writers in the club, most of whom you know fairly well and who respect you too much to refer to said ‘incident.’”

“That gives one some relief,” she says with a slow broadening of her half smile until it becomes full.

“Hold tight to that boldness, because I will have greater need of you as I prepare to launch the Detection Club.”






Chapter Two


FEBRUARY 1, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Just then, two silver tea stands arrive at our table. Heaping piles of finger sandwiches—smoked salmon and butter, prawns with paprika, sliced cucumber and cream cheese, Parma ham, and egg mayonnaise with watercress—are arranged on one of the three-tiered stands, while another proffers glistening Bakewell tarts, Victoria sponge with lemon curd, miniature Battenberg cakes, shortbread, and, of course, scones with pots of strawberry jam and clotted cream. I am grateful for the timely diversion as I wait to see what Agatha will say next. She seems game for the Detection Club, but will my extra appeal make her waver?

I force myself to stay silent as we make our way through the savory and sweet delights. I want to say nothing that will overwhelm. Aside from the odd remark about the wonder of this mouthwatering sponge or that delectable sandwich, we do not speak. The unnatural quiet makes me physically uncomfortable, and I squirm until finally Agatha says, “Your Detection Club is a noble and worthy endeavor, make no mistake. We writers of mystery and detective novels have great need of the unity it would provide if we are to elevate our craft.”

As she reaches for a slice of the pastel-colored Battenberg cake from the tray, I echo her sentiments. “No matter how beautifully written a mystery book is or how important and profound its themes, mainstream reviewers lump us in the ‘genre’ category and refuse to consider our work as literature. They think of our books as pulp fiction, and as one who reviews detective novels for the Sunday Times, I am keenly aware of the difference in treatment. But if we support one another and insist on a certain level of quality, then we stand a chance.”

“I am committed to your new club,” she says. “But what is this ‘greater need’ you have of me? On that, the jury remains out.”

“Well,” I venture, delighted that she’s chosen this moment to take a bite of her favorite orange poppy-seed cake—a delectable confection always softens my mood—“you know I’ve installed Gilbert as the first president.”

Nibbling away, she nods at my mention of G. K. Chesterton, known as Gilbert to his friends and colleagues. He’s well loved by the public for his Father Brown mysteries and a little less loved by his fellow writers for his verbosity. Still, I chose him to give the club a certain level of gravitas that I wouldn’t be able to confer if I’d named myself president.

“He’s shared with me some grumblings by other prospective Detection Club members about adding more female writers to the roster. Other than you and me, of course.” I will my voice to remain steady. Steadier than it was when Gilbert had delivered this sour news and I’d shrieked like an alley cat.

Agatha places her fork down upon her plate and sits up even straighter. “Grumblings?”

“Apparently, Gilbert and several proposed members were dining together, and a certain hesitancy was expressed around having an ‘abundance of women’ in the ranks. Apparently they worry that it might be perceived negatively by those very literary institutions we are trying to impress.”

Her eyes narrow and her cadence slows as she asks, “I take it that an ‘abundance’ is more than two?”

“That seems to be how they’re defining the word. Although I doubt that the Oxford English Dictionary would agree.”

“Was Anthony part of this conversation?” A single eyebrow raised, Agatha asks about our mutual friend, author Anthony Berkeley Cox. Discussions at the writerly dinners he hosts planted the seed for the Detection Club, one that I coaxed into existence with my usual energy and brashness. The male writers may have let the idea languish.

“Gilbert would not share the names of the men.”

“Typical cowardice,” she says with a disappointed shake of her head. “Hiding behind the cloak of anonymity.”

On this point, I could digress for days. But I have an agenda, and a time-sensitive one at that. “I do have a plan.”

Her eyebrow lowers, and she leans toward me. “If I know anything about you, Dorothy, it’s that you are never without one.” As she speaks, her eyes flash intensely, and I do believe the Agatha of old has returned for a moment. I’ve got to take advantage of this opportunity.

“How would you feel if we hand-selected the cleverest female mystery writers to become members of the Detection Club—contrary to the men’s wishes—and form a club within a club? We would share the objectives of the Detection Club, but we will have a purpose all our own: to ensure that we have a place among the pantheon of preeminent mystery writers. Together, we would become a society of mutual admiration and support—for one another and for women everywhere. And…”

I pause to gauge her reaction. While on the one hand, I doubt that Agatha would thrill to the suggestion that she is a feminist, as I might should I be called the word outright, on the other hand, her books depict bright, inventive women, even those in their later years. As do mine, increasingly. Does this mean she might be open to assembling this unusual circle of women? Then take the necessary next step? It would be hard to go this path alone.

As I hold tight for an interminable moment, I watch as Agatha slowly nods. My stomach flutters excitedly as she then asks, “And?”

“And once assembled, we would appear en masse at the Detection Club initiation ceremony, ready to be sworn in by Gilbert. In such a setting, the men wouldn’t have the moxie to object. An ‘abundance’ of female mystery writers in the Detection Club would be a fait accompli.”






Chapter Three


FEBRUARY 10, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

“Welcome to the murder game!” I hear Agatha announce from the doorway.

The women file into the library at the University Women’s Club, each one true to type yet distinct nearly to the point of being humorous. Diminutive, elegant, silver-haired, jewel- and fur-laden Baroness Emma Orczy, the Hungarian-born aristocrat best known for her hugely successful Scarlet Pimpernel novels, sweeps across the room in a full-skirted sapphire dress of a style popular two decades ago. The angular New Zealander Ngaio Marsh, writer of the well-regarded Inspector Alleyn mysteries, is striking in a brown tweed skirt suit—complete with a tie—that looks for all the world like a man’s pantsuit, at least from the waist up. Effervescent, bright-eyed, dark-haired Margery Allingham, who pens the clever novels about gentleman sleuth Albert Campion, breezes into the library in a simple belted lavender dress à la Mainbocher, a little ahead of the weather in its springtime color but refreshing nonetheless. Agatha takes up the rear, wearing an unfortunate sacklike dress in mottled brown.

Agatha and I could not have crafted a better cast of characters if we’d invented them ourselves over the long afternoon we spent selecting them for this special group. Still, I wonder, can they possibly fulfill the aspirations Agatha and I have for them? Time will tell, and today is only the beginning.

The sound of a staff member locking the library door from the outside echoes in the high-ceilinged space. I watch the women through narrowed eyes, hoping they don’t notice. I’m meant to be dead, after all.

Lying supine on the floor of the library, I play the part of victim in this Victorian parlor game in which the participants must solve a locked-room murder. My arms are splayed, my legs are askew, my mouth is agape, and a red silk scarf spreads around my head in an approximation of blood. I am meant to be frozen in the very moment when the act of violence was perpetrated upon me in a crime I carefully plotted for the women to solve.

The perfect icebreaker—that’s how Agatha and I think of this murder game. Not to mention that it’s the ideal way for us to assess the women and their ability to work together before we issue our official invitation.

The women’s expressions are solemn as they circle the room searching for the murder weapon and hover over me to assess my “injuries.” What do they really make of this bit of drama? Since my youth as a beloved only child of older parents, I’ve adored creating plays and theater, a hobby my family indulged, even dressing in the costumes I created. But I’ve also been accused of excess, particularly at boarding school and at Oxford. Have I gone over the top here? I search for clues in their faces and in their comments to one another. But I see and hear nothing other than enjoyment.

I sense rather than observe someone kneeling next to me. Fingers touch the lustrous faux pearls I’d carefully arranged on my chest. “Does the placement of this necklace seem off?” Ngaio asks. “If the victim was indeed struck from the back, as the blood suggests, and she fell back toward the floor, wouldn’t the pearls have fallen backward instead of forward?”

Heels clack on the ancient wood-plank floor, and I feel more bodies around me. “Good observation, Ngaio,” Emma says, the merest hint of a Hungarian accent noticeable in her speech—and then only to the discriminating listener. “And I don’t think they’d be twisted in this unnatural manner from a fall backward.”

Margery chimes in. “Wasn’t there a pendant hanging from the pearls earlier today?”

“By God, you’re right, Margery,” Agatha exclaims, her voice louder than usual. “We must have failed to notice because we were looking for means rather than motive.”

Ngaio calls out, “Good on you,” in her distinctive New Zealand lilt. Despite the fact that she’s spent the past five years living primarily in London, her cadence and pronunciation remain unaltered. I’m quite certain her accent is a point of pride.

“So now we’ve got motive—robbery of the bejeweled pendant. But we’ve still got to discern the method of the murder,” Emma says, and I spot her fingers fluttering around her own strand of diamond-clasped pearls as if she fears for their safety as well. She then smooths her silvery coiffed hair and pulls her fur stole tighter around her shoulders. An unconscious effort to ward off danger, perhaps? A victim of a peasant uprising nearly half a century ago, she should know better than anyone that money is no hedge against disaster. “It would help to know the sort of weapon we are looking for. No obvious object has emerged yet.”

“Given that the victim died facing up instead of down and there is minimal blood loss from the wound on the back of her head, I’d put my money on a smallish blunt object,” Margery ventures, her tone uncertain.

“The infamous blunt instrument so often mentioned in detective novels. Not mine, of course. A bit too obvious for my books,” Ngaio mutters.

“How did she die? The placement of the wound seems odd compared to the layout of the body,” Emma muses.

“If I were to hazard a guess,” Agatha observes, “the murderer hit her with something blunt enough to cause the disorienting fall to the ground—but not a tremendous amount of blood—at which point the murderer shoved her back to more easily grab the pendant. Perhaps the push actually caused the death instead of the initial blow.”

Emma says, “Those pieces all fit.”

“But where is this blunt weapon you three are nattering on about?” Ngaio asks. “There’s no hint of blood on any object, and we’ve scoured the room.”

The blood they’re looking for is represented by a small crimson silk ribbon tied around the murder weapon—if the women can locate it, that is. I am quite pleased with myself on that front, and I have to stifle a giggle.

“Are you expecting to find a bloody cricket bat sitting in the open?” Emma asks with a sniff. It’s the sort of sound my dear mama used to make when she disapproved of my behavior, which was often enough. “Have you forgotten that the Dorothy Sayers has fashioned the plot of this murder game for us? I hardly think the murder weapon would be literally waiting for us to stumble upon it.”

How unnecessarily fractious Emma and Ngaio seem with each other, I think. I hope it’s just that a competitive spirit has swept over them. If I were not the murder victim, I’d be smoothing over those rough edges; I need this group to feel aligned. As it stands, I am stuck on this cold wooden floor. Why, oh, why did I choose an uncarpeted section of the floor for my murder?

To my surprise, Agatha leaps into the fray. “Ladies, no need for discord. There’s always a weapon, and we will find it,” she says. “Together.”

“Not if Dorothy broke the rules of fair play and placed the murder weapon outside the four walls of the locked room,” Ngaio says.

Me? Break the rules of fair play, which require, among other things, that the murder be solved with only the facts laid out before us, whether on the page or in the room? I’m outraged at the suggestion and nearly jump from the floor when I hear Agatha say with a chuckle, “Dorothy? Not a chance she’d violate the very principles she extols, both in her writing and in person. Let’s examine the room more closely.”

Thus mollified, I maintain my position while the women continue their search. The grandfather clock counts out several long minutes with its echoey tick as they poke and prod the library again. Leather-bound volumes are removed from shelves during the hunt for a hidden knife or a bloody letter opener. Dusty, cluttered surfaces are inspected for statues or decorative objects capable of blunt destruction. The ticking seems to grow louder and faster than before as the allotted murder game hour passes and the women begin to run out of time.

Then I hear the sound of drawers being slid out, and I freeze.

Emma calls out, “Careful, Ngaio. Now that I look at it more closely, I think that’s an eighteenth-century David Roentgen desk. Or a copy.”

“I am meant to treat an antique with kid gloves during a murder investigation?” Ngaio asks, her tone a little sharp.

“Impressive knowledge of antique carpentry,” Agatha murmurs in a voice only I can hear.

Emma sounds aghast. “Of course not, Ngaio. Solving the crime is paramount. I mention that it’s a Roentgen creation because if you turn the key in that lower section”—she points to a brass key jutting out of an ornately inlaid drawer—“side drawers will spring open.”

“How on earth do you know that?” Ngaio asks, her tone impressed rather than irritated.

Emma chuckles, clearly pleased with the reaction. “We had a Roentgen desk in the family château in Tarnaörs, and I spent many happy childhood hours playing with it.” She enjoys trotting out her lavish origins as the daughter of a Hungarian nobleman who served the Austro-Hungarian emperor before the entire family was driven out by a revolt. This boastfulness is noticeable, and I wonder how it will sit with us as time goes on.

The clip-clop of shoe heels sounds out again as the women congregate around the desk. “So,” Margery asks, “if I turn this key, drawers will magically appear?”

“They should,” Emma answers knowingly.

I hear a pop and a squeal of excitement from Margery.

“Ingenious,” Ngaio says. “What a perfect place to hide a murder weapon. The average person would have no idea about these secret compartments.”

Then, in a dejected voice, Margery says, “It’s empty.”

“There must be more to it,” Agatha says. “Let me take a closer look.”

The library is silent save for the opening and closing of drawers. “What’s this?” Agatha asks.

A spring sounds, followed by a bang, and I nearly jump up from the floor. “How did you do that?” Emma asks.

Agatha answers, “I felt a button on the underside of one of the secret drawers, and I pressed it.”

“There’s another layer of hidden drawers behind them,” Margery exclaims.

An expectant silence settles on the library. Finally I hear a rustling and an exultant “Here it is! A heavy brass paperweight tied with a red ribbon!”

At that moment, the grandfather clock strikes four, and the locked doors to the library fling open. I rise from the floor and begin applauding.

“I never doubted you for a second, as you can see.” I gesture to the Champagne flutes entering the room on a waiter’s silver tray. “Congratulations on solving my murder!”






Chapter Four


FEBRUARY 10, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

“Did you see that poor fellow’s face when you announced that we’d solved your murder?” Margery asks as the waiter closes the library doors behind him. Her stylishly bobbed hair quivers as she giggles.

“I don’t think the hallowed halls of the University Women’s Club have seen much in the way of violent crime. Especially murder,” I add with a giggle of my own, thinking about the waiter’s wide eyes and gaping mouth.

“That would make a fine book title,” Emma says with a smile. “Murder at the University Women’s Club.”

Laughter resonates throughout the library, and I wonder whether the club has ever been the scene of such merriment. This private club for women, the only one of its kind in London, does not actually require a university education, just a deep curiosity about the world and an interest in the life of the mind. It is usually a serious club for serious women.

“That was good fun. Apologies if I got a little wrapped up in the game.” Ngaio’s expression is a bit sheepish, and her gaze lands on Emma, to whom the bulk of her barbs were directed. She then settles on an upholstered crimson chair in a shadowy corner, a cigarette in one hand and a Champagne flute in another.

“I think we all got a bit wrapped up. No harm done, I hope?” Emma says with a nod toward Ngaio, who nods back, and I breathe a sigh of relief at this shared olive branch. “It was like being inside one of our novels.”

“It was very amusing,” Agatha says, a note of surprise in her voice, as if she hadn’t expected to enjoy herself. Placing her Champagne on the wide marble-topped fireplace mantel, she twists the shiny gold band on her ring finger. Silently, I pray that her marriage to archaeologist Max Mallowan fits better than the last. The pairing is unlikely—he’s at least a decade younger and spends a goodly part of the year in Syria on excavations—but she seems content.

I wonder about the private lives of the other women. Although we mercifully forsake the banal small talk that is often women’s curse, I am curious about their husbands—or lack thereof—their homes, their families, even their religious beliefs. Have they had the great fortune to find a supportive husband, like my Mac? Or have they endured public ignominy at the hands of a scoundrel, like Agatha’s first husband? The issue of how clever women with a desire for intellectual fulfillment and independence find proper partners fascinates me. But now is not the time for such thoughts.

“An impressive display of sleuthing talent. And teamwork!” I raise my glass in toast to the women, and we clink and drink the fizzy gold liquid. “Brava, ladies!”

“Hear! Hear!” Emma calls out. “Let’s raise our glass to our hostess as well.”

As I sip my Champagne, I study the women in turn. Even though we each currently call London home, we hail from vastly different places—continents, even. We have disparate socioeconomic backgrounds and grew up in far-ranging decades. In fact, Emma was born in the 1860s, while our youngest member, Margery, was born in 1904—Ngaio, Agatha, and I are sandwiched in the years between. And yet here we sit, united by a love of mystery writing and, I hope, the desire for camaraderie in a lonely profession. Where else in the world would the barriers of age, class, culture, and education be overcome in such a way?

I wonder if this is the right moment to launch into my practiced speech inviting the women to join us. Or should we spend some time talking about our novels in progress?

Just then Ngaio blurts out, “All this is well and good, but why are we here?”

“Ngaio!” Emma scolds. Her voice, however, isn’t sharp this time. She sounds like a mother gently chastising a mischievous but beloved child.

I’m relieved at this lightening of the tension between Emma and Ngaio. Otherwise this venture might have been over before it had even begun. To smooth over any remaining rough edges, I smile and say, “I’m actually glad Ngaio spoke aloud the question I’m certain you’ve all been thinking. I was just about to explain everything.”

Reaching for the open bottle of Champagne on the table next to the sofa, I refill everyone’s flutes. I want the women to be in the best possible spirits for my request, no matter the expense. I’ll have to pen a short story or write an extra review of a detective novel for the Sunday Times to cover this bill, but I have every hope that it will be worthwhile.

Waiting until they’ve each had time to sip from the effervescent wine, I finally say, “Recently, I’ve been involved in forming an organization called the Detection Club, which has the purpose of bringing together the leading mystery writers in Great Britain so that we can champion our genre. It’s just come to my attention that there’s a quiet reluctance among certain members to expand the number of women in the club beyond two—Agatha and myself.”

“Well, I never,” Emma huffs, and I imagine that indeed she may have not dealt with these issues before. As a baroness, she occupies a rarefied space, and her position and title may well buffer her from the sorts of disparagement the rest of us have undoubtedly endured. Resistance to publishing books by women who write about murder is commonplace, in my experience.

“Sadly, I have,” I reply. “I’ve encountered this attitude countless times before, even among men I consider friends and fine colleagues. Although, I admit, never in a club I helped form. But it doesn’t sit well with me. The standard-bearers of the mystery genre should be the best writers, and that includes you three.”

Ngaio lifts her glass to me. Without a word, she finishes it, then refills the flute to the rim. When no one launches in with the questions I’d expected, I continue. “You’ve seen today that we do best when we work together. The murder game could not have been solved by any one of you alone, and we will not make names for ourselves in the mystery canon alone, either. What say you to banding together in a club of our own making and infiltrating the ranks of the Detection Club as a group?”

No one stands and issues a rallying cry, but no one walks out, thankfully. Instead, Margery asks, “How will we do that if the other Detection Club members don’t want us?”

“Agatha and I have hatched a plan. As long as you feel aligned with our purpose and have an interest in uniting—within the Detection Club and without—we will make it happen,” I reply, hoping my words are rousing these women to action.

No one moves a muscle. Ngaio’s crystal Champagne flute, in fact, catches the light of the chandelier as it hovers in the air midway to her mouth. Then, as if a frozen film screen has restarted, the women continue their actions—finishing a drink, twisting a wedding ring, exhaling cigarette smoke, twirling a lock of hair around a finger.

To my surprise, Emma is the first to speak. “I say we gird our loins and proceed. Ladies, we cannot let the men have all the fun.”

“Or all the glory,” Agatha adds.

“Shall we drink to it?” Ngaio asks.

I watch as each of the women takes a drink from her glass, and, meeting Agatha’s eyes, I smile. Will we really manage to pull this off?

“What shall we call ourselves?” Margery asks, her cheeks flushed, I hope from the excitement of this venture.

I glance around, not wanting to squash any ideas by announcing the name I’ve been considering. But the room is silent, and the women are waiting for me.

“What say you to the Queens of Crime?”






Chapter Five


MARCH 20, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The procession of the Detection Club leaders makes its way to the dais in the ballroom of the Northumberland Avenue Hotel. Here I wait in a special place of honor as a club founder, wearing my usual black evening gown, freshened, I hope, with a newly embroidered spray of crystals. The dark robes of our president’s cortege swirl as they approach with flickering candles held aloft to gently illuminate the dimly lit, cavernous space. Finally, Gilbert, swathed in a crimson cape as colossal as he is and carrying a skull on a silver platter, reaches the podium.

He pivots, the folds of his blood-red cloak swooping around him until they pool at his feet. Facing the twenty-four standing club members, he recites the oath I painstakingly crafted:


I vow that the detectives I create will actually detect the crimes and mysteries presented to them using the intellect I grant to them, and I will not allow those detectives to use hocus-pocus, trickeries, superstitions, epiphanies, acts of God, skullduggeries, or divine intervention. All detectives will use fair play in solving their mysteries.



I mouth the words along with him as he continues, careful not to let my volume rise above a whisper—a first, I think. I remember the many times my late parents—an Oxford-educated vicar and a gentlewoman with only brazen me for a child—asked me to lower my voice or make my gestures smaller. This was especially the case in church, the rectory where we lived, and our small village of Bluntisham. Although, truth be told, Gilbert’s voice booms so loudly throughout the space that I doubt anyone would hear me even if I shouted.

But my ebullience in hearing my oath being chanted aloud for the first time must have gotten the better of my reserve, because I suddenly feel eyes upon me. And realizing I’ve been reciting the words along with Gilbert—rather loudly, I’m afraid—I seal my mouth tight.

Our formidable president finishes and crooks his finger toward the procession, beckoning them forward. The carefully chosen members form a queue that snakes through the ballroom in a line so long I cannot see the end. Fortunate, I think, for the purposes of our plan.

As the ritual requires, one author after another approaches the dais and places a hand on the skull, a theatrical prop we’ve named Eric. Gilbert then asks each one in turn, “Will you abide by this sacred oath? Because,” he warns, “if you fail in your solemn duty, other writers will anticipate your plots, total strangers will sue you for libel, your pages will swarm with misprints, and your sales will continually diminish!”

I watch as a veritable who’s who of mystery writers wends its way to the front. I smile and nod at this cadre of talented wordsmiths and puzzle masters, all of whom I know and, for the most part, respect. I try to suss out the authors’ shadow selves, their fictional detectives who, I’m guessing, lurk beneath the surface. I know that Harriet Vane, my intrepid mystery novelist, whose paths have begun to cross with my gentleman detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, hides just beneath the self I present to the world. Increasingly, her journey resembles my own, but Freud would be terribly disappointed in how long it took to me to realize that. Now that I do, though, I sometimes wonder where Harriet begins and I end.

Finally I see a flash of color in the queue. The last of the black-suited gentlemen swears his oath and steps aside, revealing the striking, self-possessed Ngaio in a gown of moss green. She, like the other women, had marked time in the corridor outside the ballroom, waiting until this moment to reveal themselves.

Ngaio offers Gilbert a serene smile. The usually unflappable Gilbert freezes at the sight of her. He knows Ngaio, of course, but he also knows that her name wasn’t on the original approved list of Detection Club members. As his eyes widen, the silver tray holding the skull lowers, and Eric threatens to slide off and clatter to the ground. I rush to Gilbert’s side, placing a supportive hand under the tray. He glances at me in a panic.

Will Gilbert refuse to swear her in? Will the wager I’m making fail miserably—and the Detection Club, complete with the women who deserve to be in its ranks, along with it? I do not want to let these women down.

A ripple of alarm passes through the sea of black like a rogue wave. While no one actually objects, I realize that I’ve got to act the part of lifeguard to save this moment. Otherwise the men’s reaction could turn into a riptide and pull us all under.

Turning toward Gilbert, I begin to recite the oath. As if the problem is that he’s forgotten the words of the pledge. “I vow that the detectives I create…”

Thus prompted, Gilbert continues on where I leave off. Ngaio places her hand on the skull and takes the vow.

By the time the glittering Emma, every inch the Hungarian baroness, moves to the front of the queue, Gilbert does not miss a beat. He is similarly smooth with the fresh-faced English rose Margery, in her amethyst-hued bias-cut gown—a Vionnet copy, if I’m not mistaken, but no less lovely for being a knockoff. And when Agatha, wearing a sacklike puffed-sleeve dress of slate gray, the evening equivalent of one of her dowdy tweed skirt suits, stands before him, Gilbert actually smiles. In fact, he nods over at me, as if swearing in these women was the agreed-upon plan all along.

Agatha is the last one in the queue. When she finishes reciting her vow, she scuttles toward Emma, Ngaio, and Margery, who gather like a small bouquet. To the newly minted members, Gilbert calls out with a flourish, “Welcome to the Detection Club!”






Chapter Six


MARCH 20, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The chandeliers of the Northumberland Avenue Hotel ballroom illuminate, and applause erupts. When the clapping dies down, quite a few folks offer me congratulations and handshakes for the role I played in forming the club. I feel both elated and relieved at the way in which the Detection Club ceremony transpired. The fanciful opening ritual seems well received, and the men appear not too put out by the unexpected addition of more women writers. Above all, I hope the rites inspired members to extol one another’s talents, support one another’s novels, collaborate on books, and elevate our genre so reviewers see that our detective novels are every bit as good as so-called literary fiction. A tall order, I know, but no one has ever accused me of setting my sights too low.

Chatter breaks out as club leaders’ robes are doffed, and the event transforms from a ceremony into a drinks party. Waiters circulate around the room, offering canapés and an assortment of cocktails. The rage for cocktails, a trend imported from America, where the juices and mixers mask the Prohibition-banned alcohol, has not abated, much to the chagrin of the traditional Detection Club members.

I hear a loud request for “a smoky Scotch” instead of the fruity cocktails, and for a moment, it drowns out the agitated voices discussing the communism, fascism, socialism, and Irish independence nipping at England’s heels. Amid this furor, I hear Milward Kennedy, the creator of the private investigator Sir George Bull and the Inspector Cornford stories, ask Anthony Berkeley Cox, “Is it true that the club might secure a space of its own? The Northumberland Avenue Hotel is perfectly fine, of course, but it would be wonderful to have a private space to discuss murder and crime without raising eyebrows. If I had a pound for every quizzical look…”

I’ve no wish to talk politics, but this is a conversation I’d like to join. Leaning toward the men, I interject, “You heard right, Milward. The Detection Club has secured a contract with Hodder & Stoughton for a collaborative detective novel loosely titled The Floating Admiral. Any member can contribute. With the proceeds of that advance, I’m fairly certain we can afford to rent premises of our own.”

“Count me in,” Anthony says, and Milward agrees. “Me, too.”

Milward asks, “Do you have a location in mind?”

“Actually, yes. There are a few rooms at 31 Gerrard Street in Soho available for let, and they’d serve well for meeting and dining.”

I hear Anthony reply, “Excellent,” as a hand on my arm swings me around to another group of eavesdropping members eager to hear about the book collaboration and new club space. I’m nearly hoarse after repeatedly describing these developments when I spot Emma, Ngaio, and Margery chatting alone near the fireplace.

I make a beeline for the women. I needn’t weave through the crowds because no one stands anywhere near them.

“You’re not worried about the plague?” Ngaio asks me, drawing deeply on her cigarette as I join the group.

I’m confused by her comment. “Pardon?”

She gestures to herself, Margery, and Emma. “Can you not tell that we have the plague? Everyone else seems to know—they’re keeping their distance, after all.”

I chuckle, but it isn’t actually funny. True, we sprung the women on the original Detection Club members at the ceremony today, but that doesn’t mean they should be ostracized. The deed has been done, and it is poor form for the men to alienate them. Especially since Emma, Ngaio, and Margery are known to most of them.

“The ceremony was topping,” Margery interjects, undoubtedly sensing the mood. “Great fun.”

While I appreciate her kind words, I’d expected a positive reaction from Margery. Cheeriness seems to be her nature. To my surprise, however, Ngaio echoes Margery. “Just the right amount of camp and macabre in equal measures.”

“Well,” Emma sniffs, “it wasn’t exactly real pomp and circumstance, but I suppose that was the point, wasn’t it? Just a bit of faux ritualistic fun.”

This is high praise coming from these two discerning women. “That was the precise intention.”

“But now that we are sworn in, perhaps we should leave. Give these blokes a chance to get used to an ‘abundance’ of women in their midst,” Ngaio says in her New Zealand lilt. She’s tugging at her evening dress and looking, for all the world, as though she’d like to tear it off and put on one of her infamous pantsuits instead. Her penchant for menswear is inspiring. For all my self-proclaimed brashness, I’m not quite that bold. Not yet, anyway.

“It is rather uncomfortable,” Margery mutters.

Emma adds, “I’m not used to being treated in this manner.”

“Then let’s put an end to this nonsense,” I pronounce and gesture toward the clusters of men—and one woman, Agatha—gathered around the ballroom. “Let’s go spread your plague. Or, at the very least, inoculate these people.”

I lead the women toward Agatha, who’s deep in conversation with Gilbert. If the club president engages pleasantly with the three women, it might serve as the necessary stamp of approval for the other men to follow. Sheep, I think with a shake of my head. They will not go anywhere unless their shepherd leads.

As we weave our way through the little groups of men, I hear whispers. Audible enough for us to detect as we pass. Very intentionally.

“Make way, make way,” one gravelly-throated fellow murmurs, stepping back. As if we did indeed have an infectious disease.

“We should not allow any Tom, Dick, or Harry into the Detection Club—our status will be lowered rather than raised,” another man says in a whisper bordering on a hiss.

“Don’t you mean any Mary, Helen, or Barbara?” someone hisses back with a chuckle.

“Better yet—Emma, Margery, and Ngaio?”

Riotous laughter ensues, and I am torn between turning and slugging the offenders—an act of violence I haven’t committed since an ill-fated childhood squabble in Papa’s rectory—or running out with the women in tow. I feel terrible that they are enduring this sort of snubbing and abuse. How foolish I’d been to think this plan would work.

But I feel Emma’s hand on my elbow propelling me ahead, so we continue our progress toward Agatha and Gilbert. Still, I wonder about my project’s worthiness at this point. Even with Gilbert’s blessing, will the members welcome the women? What would it take? Do the women even want to risk it?

How his voice carries, I think as we get closer to Gilbert and Agatha. He is pontificating in a loud, lecturing tone as if Agatha is a classroom of students or a BBC radio audience. I’m guessing this conversation is not of her making, and I wish we could rescue her instead of exploiting the situation.

“Gilbert,” I say with a broad smile, “you know Baroness Orczy, Mrs. Allingham, and Miss Marsh, isn’t that right?”

“Of course. It’s always a pleasure to see you,” he replies with a dramatic bow, “although, truth be told, I hadn’t expected to see your lovely faces tonight.”

I decide to ignore this slight dressed up in compliments, and I hope the others can as well. As I open my mouth to praise him on his performance and draw the women into a conversation about the ritual, Gilbert beats me to it. “Well, it seems as though I should excuse myself. Your ladies-in-waiting have summoned you, Agatha. As your king, I give my queen leave.”

Even Gilbert is playing this game? Rushing away as soon as the women reach his side? Referring to himself as our king? I am flabbergasted by his behavior. Or am I being too sensitive given the context?

Instead of allowing Gilbert to slink off, grateful to be free of him, Agatha squares her shoulders and stares at him. For a moment, her eyes flash with the intensity of Agatha of old, and the steeliness in her tone harks back to the days before she became the subject of newspaper headlines.

“There are no ladies-in-waiting here, Gilbert. There are only queens. And you are not our king.”






Chapter Seven


MARCH 20, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Who would have believed Agatha capable of such speed?

Emma, Ngaio, Margery, and I race to keep up with her as she storms out of the ballroom and marches down the long hallway to the lobby of the Northumberland Avenue Hotel. The bellman opens the front door as she approaches, and just as she’s about to step outside, I catch her.

“Agatha, wait!”

She turns toward me, eyes blazing, and says, “Why should I? I heard the comments the men made about Emma, Ngaio, and Margery. And Gilbert, well, he’s insufferable—trying to scuttle away from us and then calling himself my king!”

The other women reach us, flanking us on either side. “I don’t know what’s gotten into Gilbert. It’s not exactly like him,” I say. “In fact, I think he was attempting a joke.”

“It wasn’t funny.”

“I know. Anyway, the Detection Club is meant to be an egalitarian group where we support one another’s endeavors, not a hierarchy with the famous G. K. Chesterton at the top and women at the bottom—or absent altogether. The presidential position is one I’d envisioned us taking turns with. Even though this is not Gilbert’s permanent reign, it seems the presidential role has gone to his head.”

Margery says, “He’s got a big enough one.”

We laugh at her unexpected quip, and joining in the momentary frivolity, I add, “Do you know how long it took to find a cape that would fit him? I had to have one specially made.”

When the laughter subsides, Emma, still panting from the exertion of chasing after Agatha, says, “We cannot allow them to defeat us by driving us away with their … their mesquinerie—I cannot think of the English word for this.”

I have never seen Emma at a loss for words, English, French, or otherwise. This unfortunate situation must have flapped the unflappable baroness.

Summoning my college French, I say, “Do you mean ‘pettiness’?”

“Yes, that’s it!” Emma says with a clap of her hands. “We may have tricked them into admitting us into their club, but we must make them welcome us into their fold.”

“Why on earth would we want to do that? After the way they treated you three?” Agatha replies. She still hasn’t moved from the doorway.

“Because the Detection Club is meant to be the champion of our mystery novels and the gatekeeper of the genre’s quality, and these women deserve to take a place alongside those men, miscreants though some of them may be,” I say. “I, in fact, had a huge hand in creating the club, and I will not let it devolve into yet another men’s organization. I will not let women be slighted in such a way.”

Reaching for Agatha’s hand, I pull her away from the door and toward the small lobby bar. “Come,” I call to the other women.

We settle into a booth in the far back, in a shadowy corner. The last thing we want is to encounter the other Detection Club members as they leave the drinks party. When the waitress comes round, we order sherries; none of us can face a frothy, festive cocktail. The mood simply doesn’t call for it.

The women’s eyes are upon me, telegraphing their expectations. I have only the inkling of an idea how to address this situation, nothing fully formed. But I feel compelled to present the scheme, harebrained though they may find it.

“Before I share my idea—which you may reject outright given how well my last plan went—I want to apologize. I should never have put you three in this position.”

“You could not have known the men would behave like cads,” Ngaio says.

“I could have guessed,” I say, lowering my gaze. Ngaio’s eyes are particularly intense.

“None of us could have predicted this outcome, Dorothy,” Agatha insists. “I’ve dined and worked with some of these men for years, and now I feel as though I don’t know them.”

“Tell us your idea, Dorothy,” Margery suggests.

Taking a big, fortifying gulp of my sherry, I say, “What if we solved a real-life murder?”

Agatha’s eyes look wary. “I’m not certain how that would rectify this situation.”

“Writers merely playact at detective work, resolving bloody crimes from the comfort of their desks and armchairs. What if we got our hands dirty and found an actual murderer? How could the male Detection Club members think us anything but eminently worthy? No one would dare slight us or question our place in the club then.”

“Question our place,” Ngaio says, gesturing at herself, Emma, and Margery. “You and Agatha are a breed apart, fully embraced. You don’t need to fight a battle on our behalf.”

“It is all of us or none of us,” I say, to which Agatha nods.

The women grow quiet, sipping their drinks and presumably mulling over my half-baked notion. Ngaio is the first to speak. “I can’t imagine you’ve got a murder just hanging about for us to solve.”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

Agatha, Ngaio, and Margery pepper me with questions all at once, and even Emma raises one imperious, quizzical eyebrow. “How is it that you have a murder at the ready?” Margery asks as Agatha inquires, “Who would want us to investigate a crime?” and Ngaio belts out, “What case are you talking about?”

I answer Ngaio’s question first because it’s the loudest. “Do you remember the newspaper articles last autumn about May Daniels?” The story about Miss Daniels had been widely reported in British and French newspapers last October, and I remember reading the pieces with interest. But afterward, when the coverage died down, I’m embarrassed to admit that I gave poor Miss Daniels very little thought. Until yesterday morning.

The other women’s faces are blank, but then Margery asks, “Wait—do you mean the nurse who went missing?”

“Exactly.” The case of May Daniels involves her vanishing, and I know how uncomfortably close another disappearance might be for Agatha. But Agatha’s face looks expectant, not abashed, so I continue. “That’s the one. She faded into thin air near the port in Boulogne-sur-Mer, in France. Miss Daniels stepped into a washroom at the train station, the Gare Centrale, at the end of a day trip she took with a fellow nurse from Chiswick and Ealing Isolation Hospital—and never stepped out.” The manner in which she entered the small washroom but never exited its only door almost seemed like a magician’s trick to me.

“I remember now,” Ngaio declares, still louder than the others. “The newspaper articles weren’t exactly on the front page, but the particulars stuck in my mind because they were so unusual.”

“Yes,” I say. “Her friend Miss McCarthy stood outside the washroom when Miss Daniels entered. But Miss McCarthy never saw her leave. She went inside after five minutes because their ferry back to England was scheduled to leave soon, and they still had to head from the train station to the harbor. Yet Miss Daniels was nowhere to be found.”

“Am I recalling correctly that there were no other exits?” Margery asks.

“That’s right,” I answer. “The police reported that there was only one way in and one way out. Supposedly not even any windows, because the washroom was in an enclosed part of the Boulogne train station, where the young women had stopped en route to the dock to board their ferry. Miss McCarthy never moved from her post outside the washroom. And Miss Daniels could not be located afterward.”

“It’s almost like a Murder Game scenario. Or the locked-room plot of one of our books,” Margery says, referring to the device many writers in our genre employ. In a locked-room story, a crime occurs in a place where a perpetrator could not have entered or exited without notice—and no one noticed. In the matter of Miss Daniels, not only the criminal but also the victim came and went through the “locked-room” washroom without the notice of the witness, Miss McCarthy.

“What would our role be in all this?” Ngaio asks. “Didn’t she disappear last October? I don’t recall reading that she’s been found.”

“My husband is a journalist, and his paper, News of the World, has assigned him to travel to Boulogne to cover the case, now that it’s more than a disappearance.”

“What do you mean?” Margery asks, her eyes wide.

“Miss Daniels’s body was discovered yesterday.”

Margery and Emma gasp, and Agatha retreats further into her upholstered chair. After letting out a low whistle, Ngaio asks, “Where was she found?”

“In a wooded parklike area around a mile from the town center of Boulogne.”

“How did she die?“Agatha asks quietly.

“The coroner’s inspection has not been finalized yet, so we don’t know how or when,” I answer. “But it certainly seems like some form of foul play.”

“Poor girl,” Agatha says with a sad shake of her head. “But I still don’t see how we would be involved in all this.”

“What if I suggested to my husband that I join him in Boulogne to add my ‘unique mystery writer’ perspective to his coverage? Even propose a joint article for his editor? It would give me access to the crime scene, the police, and all the investigation files—and you all could join me.”

“How would your husband feel about the lot of us tagging along?” Ngaio asks. “I can’t imagine it would make him very popular with the other journalists on-site. Reporters are a boys’ club well beyond anything the Detection Club men could ever envision.”

I picture my burly, gregarious Scottish husband with a gaggle of women in tow. He’d probably be a good sport about it, but it wouldn’t serve his purposes—or ours—for our detective work to be known.

“I wouldn’t tell him. Not at first, anyway,” I reply. “I’d go with Mac to Boulogne, and you four would travel separately. Once there, we’d reconnoiter and begin our investigation.”

Emma, the very last person I imagine would be inclined to dirty her hands with an actual murder, locks eyes with me and says, “We must, Dorothy. The girl deserves it. I think we know too well that a woman’s fate often poses such complex problems that it requires other women to find the solution.” She then turns her gaze upon each of the Queens in turn and says, “And we deserve it as well. We will find this poor creature’s murderer, and we will stride into the next Detection Club meeting to a hero’s welcome.”






Chapter Eight


MARCH 22, 1931

THE ENGLISH CHANNEL AND BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

I stare out at the eternal roil of the dark-blue channel waters. The salty air leaves my skin a bit tacky and moist, but I do not care. The breeze is cold but wonderfully fresh after the heavy gray smog of London, and I feel invigorated.

Glancing down at my notebook, I study the columns of information I’ve written, using the process I routinely adhere to when beginning a new novel and organizing my characters, setting, and plot. Except here, the data I’m categorizing are not the elements of a fictional mystery or the latest developments in the lives of Harriet Vane and Lord Peter Wimsey. No, they are the very real details of May Daniels’s vanishing and the discovery of her body. I only hope that Emma is right, that we can help solve this terrible puzzle. The more I learn, the more I believe that this young nurse merits closure and retribution.

I feel a tap on my shoulder. Glancing up, I see my husband, his eyes sparkling in the reflected light and crinkling at the corners. “Care for a cocktail before we reach shore?” he asks.

Smiling at my husband of nearly five years, I nod and follow him to the small bar just inside the deck. As we wait for our orders to be filled, I stare over at Mac. Silver gleams in my husband’s ginger hair as he stands tall, gazing out the window over the ship’s sunny prow to the whitecapped waves. I’m reminded of the early days of our dating life, when the adventuresome News of the World correspondent lured me in with his witty zest for life and his journalistic output on motor racing and crime. I’d been skeptical of his interest in me at first—I never did have much luck with men—but he’d won me over once and for all with his wordsmithing and beautifully crafted memoir about his experiences in the Great War, entitled How to See the Battlefields. Cracks have emerged over the years, as with any relationship, but the tenuous rapport he has with his two daughters from his first marriage and his occasional dark bouts, when British Army wartime memories flood him and the drink takes hold, are nothing I cannot handle. They are a small price to pay for his adoration of me and support of my writing career, a rarity among men. What remains to be seen is how we might fare in the matter of our own children, a step he is keen for us to take.

Carrying our drinks, we step out onto the deck. With my free hand, I reach for his, and Mac looks at me with a smile. We’ve spent too much time apart lately—not by choice. Until recently, I’d worked at Benson’s advertising firm—creating the triumphant “Guinness is good for you” campaign—which necessitated that I stay in our London flat. Because he’d buckled down to write another book, Mac had largely decamped to our Newland Street town house, in the Essex town of Witham, until this assignment came up. Perhaps this trip could not only help us nab a killer but also provide Mac and me with several much-needed days together. Although, now that I think on it, the two goals make strange bedfellows, particularly with the Queens of Crime in tow.

We chat about our shared assignment. Mac’s editor had liked my idea of a piece on the murder of May Daniels from a mystery novelist’s perspective. So in addition to the daily coverage Mac will be undertaking, we will write a couple of companion features about the investigation from our two points of view—a crime reporter and a writer of detective fiction. The editor told Mac he envisioned printing the articles side by side in the expanded weekend edition with a tagline about married sleuths.

The horn sounds, signaling our approach to shore. The boat shifts, and I’m gifted with a stunning view of Boulogne, still sunny even though the light is waning. The ancient port town contains fortifications that abut a steep hillside dotted with white terra-cotta-roofed buildings and the enormous Basilique Notre-Dame de Boulogne looming over it all.

“Captain Fleming? Mrs. Fleming? We are about to arrive,” a sailor announces. We tear our gaze away from the view and head inside the cabin to gather our belongings.

As the ferry slows and finally stops, a rocking motion overtakes the vessel. I have to stop my bag from sliding down the aisle. Mac lunges for it in the nick of time, but in the process, we collide and nearly fall to the floor. We look so ridiculous that I burst into laughter, and my husband joins in.

Suitcases in hand, we make our way onto the gangplank, where I glimpse Boulogne again. The vista is so lovely that one could nearly forget it was one of three main ports used by British armies on the Western Front. Mac pauses at the sight, and a pit forms in my stomach. Will our return to Boulogne evoke memories of the times he’d passed through it during the war? Occasionally his war experiences boil over the surface, which is perfectly understandable. Two of Mac’s brothers died during the war. Another was badly injured, and Mac himself was gassed and shot at.

I wait for a deeply furrowed brow or the rattle of a telltale cough. This signals not only a flare of his lung condition, acquired from poison gas exposure, but also an attendant dip in mood. Yet Mac seems surprisingly cheery.

We step from the gangplank onto the cobblestone walkway toward the Gare Maritime, the harbor station through which all ferry passengers must pass upon docking in Boulogne. Just as Mac and I are about to enter the building, I spot the familiar faces of Agatha, Emma, Ngaio, and Margery walking off the ferry toward the Gare Maritime as well. They’d been on the same boat, but we’d intentionally kept to different sections so Mac wouldn’t encounter them. Despite these precautions, Margery begins to raise her hand in greeting to us—an automatic gesture, no doubt. When my steely gaze stops her short, she quickly lowers her hand and looks away.

I cannot take any chances, so I quickly steer Mac through the customs line and out of the station toward town. The scent of fish is heavy in the air, wafting from the stalls that sell the day’s catch. Women operate the stalls—the husbands and sons, I’m guessing, are still fishing—and call out their wares. But I can barely hear their voices over the cry of the seagulls circling the market. My attention elsewhere and clumsy as always, I bump directly into a bespectacled gentleman wearing a black bowler hat as he crosses in front of us.

Mac offers our apologies, but the man starts laughing. “Well, if it isn’t Mac Fleming! I don’t have to ask what brings you to Boulogne.”

“As I live and breathe, Frank Routledge!” Mac recognizes the man and claps him on the back as they shake hands. “It’s been an age, although I’m not surprised that recent developments drew you here as well. How’s the Birmingham Gazette treating you?”

“Not as well as I imagine News of the World treats you,” Frank says with a snort.

“I don’t know about that, old chap. We are all just cogs in the great wheel of the press, aren’t we?” Mac says and then gestures toward me. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Mrs. Dorothy Fleming. You might know her better as the novelist Dorothy Sayers.” He puffs up a bit with pride at this introduction.

While it might better suit my purpose to simply be Mac’s wife while I’m in Boulogne—people may be more willing to share information if they don’t know I’m also a writer—I do not demur.

“It’s a pleasure,” Frank says, shaking my hand gently. “Are you the author of the Lord Peter Wimsey mysteries?”

“I am indeed.”

“I’ve only read the first in the series—Whose Body?—but I quite enjoyed it.”

“I appreciate your reading my work.”

Frank continues, “I was just heading over to a café where most hacks covering the case are having a late spot of lunch and some drinks. Care to join us? The food is a far sight better than what’s on offer at the pubs at home, but I can’t make any promises about the refinement of the company.” He nods in my direction, by way of apology.

Mac guffaws, and with a twinkle in his eye, he says, “It’s not refinement I’m after—but insights. Can the gents promise that?”

“Only insofar as it doesn’t lead to a scoop for you alone!”

We walk away from the dock up the hill toward an area Frank refers to as Old Town. Passing across a square, we arrive at a charming, beautifully preserved medieval thoroughfare so narrow it feels like a lane. A sign on the wall announces the street as rue de Lille.

“The Vole Hole is just there,” Frank says, pointing to a tiny café with a striped awning and several tables scattered in front, all populated with couples smoking cigarettes and sipping on undoubtedly excellent coffee as well as stronger refreshments. “It’s actually the oldest building—the oldest business, in fact—in Boulogne. Dates back to the twelfth century, if you can believe it.”

Mac runs his hand along the uneven stones of the wall of shops—lain by the hands of some long-gone mason—bordering rue de Lille and says, “I can believe it.”

The light in my husband’s eyes grows brighter with each step. Frank holds open the café door for us, and we step into a cavelike room crowded with patrons and the fug of cigarette smoke. Several men break away from the bar, topped with galvanized zinc, to greet Mac, and a few others rise from crowded bistro tables to shake his hand or slap his back. Pride shines on his face as he introduces me around. It’s a joy to witness my husband in his element.

Many of the names I know from Mac’s tales of his reporting antics, but a few of the Frenchmen and Englishmen are unknown to both of us. When I shake hands with a man who introduces himself as “special correspondent to the Sunday News, Netley Lucas,” Mac’s face betrays no recognition, but I hear Frank whisper, “Not to mention former crook and convict.” I see a similar blankness when another fellow, “former Chief Inspector Gough writing for the Daily Mail,” stands up from a barstool to make our acquaintance. From the sheer number of journalists sent to cover this story and the unusual variety of reporters—ex-criminals and former police chiefs are rarely in the mix—I realize that the case of May Daniels is unique.

I sip a crisp local white wine and nibble on pickled herring and fresh mussels at the bar. Unusually for me, I stay quiet and listen. As Mac’s wife, I’m wonderfully invisible, and as the drinks flow, the men’s lips loosen.

“I hear the body was in a terrible state,” one man mutters to another.

“Signs of violence, you mean?” the other gent asks.

“Too soon to tell about that. I meant the decomposition,” he replies.

“Ah, interesting. So she’s been dead for some time, maybe even since she went missing?”

“Perhaps,” the man answers, his tone guarded now. Is he worried he’s revealed too much? From Mac, I know these reporters walk a fine line between camaraderie and competition.

I keep listening. Words float over my head like clouds—“bobbed hair” and “full-time nurse” and “stockings”—and I want to reach out and grab them, make them solid on the page. I resist the urge to jot all these tidbits down in my notebook, instead simply filing them away in my mind. I will revisit and sort them later. Then share them with the Queens of Crime.

Still, no matter the volume or array of details I’m gathering, no matter the theories and rumors, only one real question seems to be on everyone’s mind: Who killed May Daniels?






Chapter Nine


MARCH 23, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

A shaft of sunlight hits my closed eyes and awakens me mid-dream. I’d been standing on the edge of a vast Sahara-like desert, watching a sandstorm build in the distance. Although I understood on some level that I should run and seek cover, I couldn’t. My limbs would not move; they seemed stricken by some sort of paralysis. All I could do was watch the sandstorm grow closer and pray it changed course.

My eyelids flutter open, and as I lift my hand to shield my face from the sun, the mounting panic from my dream subsides. Glancing around the room, I realize I’m not in some catastrophic desert scenario. Instead, unfamiliar pea-green floral wallpaper and dainty walnut furniture surround me, and for a moment, a different sort of anxiety takes hold as I wonder where I am. Until I hear Mac snore, and I suddenly remember that we are in a small family-owned hotel in Boulogne on assignment for News of the World.

I lurch up from the tangle of sheets and quilts, making my head throb. I fall back down onto the lumpy pillow. How many glasses of wine did I drink yesterday afternoon and evening? I think back to the hours at the café, but I lose count at four, an unusually large number for me. I have a hazy recollection of stumbling down Boulogne’s cobblestone streets with a drunken Mac in tow and our luggage in our arms, laughing as we searched for our lodgings. Although I have no memory of checking in, we must have found our way, because here we are. Good Lord, I think when I realize we have to face the innkeeper this morning. What must she think of us?

However blurry the end of the evening might be, I do recall snatches of conversation from the café. A description of the day May Daniels vanished in Boulogne more than five months ago after taking the ferry from Brighton for a day trip with her friend and fellow nurse Celia McCarthy. Small details concerning the peculiar circumstances around May’s disappearance on that fine autumn day. Particulars about the search parties assembled to locate the young Englishwoman in the weeks after she went missing, all of which came up empty-handed. The circumstances surrounding a poor farmer’s discovery of her body in a tangle of bushes and trees in a park outside of town, near a triumphal monument the locals call Napoleon’s column.

I wonder how my friends are faring. Their hotel on rue de Bernet sounds fancier than this little inn. But I doubt their access to information is anywhere near as robust. And I bet the view is less stirring.

I run my fingers through Mac’s gingery hair. He rustles the sheets and turns toward me. He offers a sly smile at first, then groans. “What a night. I’ve got a head full of wasps.”

“Mine is buzzing as well,” I say, licking my lips. “And my mouth is as dry as the desert I just dreamed about.”

“Good fun, though, eh?” His sky-blue eyes are hopeful.

“Good fun,” I reassure him with a smile and a gentle brush on his cheek with my fingers.

“I suppose I best rouse myself and head to Napoleon’s column for today’s briefing,” he says, then whispers, “although it’s cozy in here.”

I draw close to him and whisper, “Are you sure you can’t stay?”

“We could tuck ourselves away here and work on that other project I mentioned,” he whispers back with a purrlike groan.

He means the project of children of our own, to which I haven’t yet committed. It is a topic filled with both possibility and trepidation for me, as Mac well knows, and much would need to be resolved beforehand. “Oh, my, would you look at the time?” I exclaim, as if I’d just seen the clock for the first time this morning.

Craning his head toward it, he groans again. It is a different sort of groan than before. “How I wish we could stay, but we missed the briefing yesterday, and I don’t want to miss the one today.”

“If you are going, then so am I.” I extricate myself from his arms and push myself to standing. After I drain a glass of water by the bedside, I rummage through my luggage for a dress and fresh undergarments. “It’s necessary for our article, and anyway, I like to observe you at work and play. A day in the life of a crime reporter and all that.”

“Like when you wrote The Five Red Herrings?” he asks, raising one side of his copper mustache with his half smile.

I actually contrived the plot of my last Wimsey novel, The Five Red Herrings, to pivot around two of Mac’s passions, fishing and painting. That way, we’d have ample reason for weekends in his native Scotland, his favorite place to undertake both his hobbies.

“Exactly,” I answer.

As I wash my face in the basin, style my hair, powder my nose, and apply a bright swipe of red lipstick, I think about my plans to meet the women at midday. We’d agreed to meet for a spot of lunch at a little café off rue de Lille. Should I have difficulty making this assignation, I am to leave a note at their hotel. If I race to the briefing with Mac, gleaning as many tidbits as possible while I’m there, I’ll need to find an excuse to skedaddle when it’s over. I’m hoping Mac will be so preoccupied with his fellow journalists that I’ll be able to slink off practically unnoticed.

“Let’s have a spot of breakfast downstairs and then head out to Napoleon’s column,” he says as he finishes shaving and kisses me on the cheek.

“That would be the bee’s knees.”



We stroll hand in hand down the long tree-lined promenade leading away from the town. Mac and I are chatting about the differences between crime reporting and crime fiction when I spy Napoleon’s column. I’d read that the Column of the Grande Armée, as it is officially called, is modeled on Trajan’s Column and that building on the fifty-three-meter-high marble monument first started in 1804 to memorialize a French invasion of England that then never actually occurred. Repurposed to commemorate the first dispatch of Napoleon’s troops from Boulogne and situated on the town periphery, the column is topped by a statue of Napoleon. Odd, I think, for a monument to take pride of place and celebrate an event that did not transpire. What does it say about the people who live here? Fiction is stronger than fact?

I expect to find an expanse of green surrounding the monument; after all, the journalists last night kept referring to the area around the column as “the park.” Perhaps there is, in fact, grass underfoot, but it’s covered with dozens of journalists—all men, some familiar from last night, a few giving me odd looks. Every one of the reporters’ bodies is turned toward a small platform to the right of the column.

Weaving through the journalists, I follow in Mac’s wake. An electric current of anticipation buzzes through the men assembled here, and I feel it passing into me. Only then do I realize that I had never fully understood journalism, even after observing Mac over the years, because I hadn’t experienced the sheer thrill of it until this moment. Getting swept up in the mad quest for a scoop, I suppose, isn’t so different from what I imagine a detective feels when hunting down a criminal. Except that the objective is quite different—sensationalism instead of justice.

As we slow, we spot Frank Routledge, the man we bumped into yesterday after we disembarked from the ferry. “What in the devil is happening?” Mac asks him quietly. “I thought it was a routine briefing with a policeman, but from the crowds, you’d think the king was coming.”

“The gendarmes are supposedly making a big announcement.”

“Do we know what about?”

“Rumor has it that they’ve found some sort of evidence near where the body was found,” Frank explains.

“Where did they find her?” I blurt out, and nearly cover my mouth with my gloved hand at my mistake. Even though I’m a mystery writer, it simply won’t do to behave like a ghoul asking detailed questions about a murder. Mac is used to it, but we are in public, after all. Wives aren’t meant to be fascinated by the sordid.

Frank doesn’t react negatively to my inquiry, however. In fact, he points to a patch of bushes and trees on the border of the cleared area around the column. “Over there. The body had been tucked behind those trees. Some farmer found it.”

He refers to May Daniels as “it,” not “her,” I think.

Shielding his eyes from the bright sun—the brim of his hat is too small to provide adequate shade—Mac stares at the spot. “The body wasn’t buried?” he asks.

“No,” Frank answers. “It had been sort of hidden behind the trunk of those few large trees and the thicket at their base.”

“Strange place to stash a body,” Mac says, giving voice to the thought rattling around in my mind. “Seems awfully close to a public monument. I imagine people stroll around here with some frequency.”

“When the weather is fine,” Frank says, “but don’t forget that we don’t know when she was killed or when the body was placed there. Perhaps it was only put there recently—or maybe it’s been there all along but the weather’s been so crap that the Boulogne citizens haven’t come up here.”

“True. Although…” Mac pauses as if processing this nugget alongside another recently surfaced one. “I thought one of the gents from last night told me that the state of decomposition of the body was consistent with the death having taken place around the time she disappeared, five months ago. So if that’s true, we do know the approximate time of Miss Daniels’s death.”

Frank nods slowly, and I can see that he’s hoping Mac doesn’t have all the necessary verifiable sources to draw this conclusion yet. Time of death is a crucial piece of information and could be headline-worthy. When Frank doesn’t say anything more—knowing that he still has to play nice with his fellow reporter—Mac adds, “But you’re right that we don’t know when the body was actually placed there.”

The men grow quiet. So that Frank doesn’t think I’m overly interested in their morbid exchange, I say, “My goodness, the view from the top of the column must be magnificent. I wonder whether you can see the ocean. I’ll have to ask if one can climb to the top. I do see a platform up there.”

Just then a line of uniformed police officers marches out from a small stone building behind the column. The most decorated of the lot climbs the step of the platform and stares out at the reporters. “Messieurs, nous avons découvert des preuves sur les lieux du crime,” he calls out, then pauses.

Finding my college French useful, I’m about to translate for Mac when another officer yells out an English translation. “Gentlemen, we have discovered evidence at the scene of the crime.”

I wait for this laborious bilingual communication to transpire back and forth until we hear what this new clue or clues might be. “We have located Miss Daniels’s handbag in a bush near the body. While certain items appear to be missing, her identification remains.”

Handy, I think, that Miss Daniels’s papers were still in her purse. If the body had no longer been recognizable, then those papers would have identified her. It’s almost too convenient. The reporters surrounding me, however, mutter nothing of the sort.

The translating policeman then bellows, “We have also found a syringe peeking out from the surface a few feet from Miss Daniels’s body. Our tests have shown that the vial bears traces of morphine.”

At this, the reporters go wild with questions, and a policeman blows his whistle to restore order. The officer in charge announces that he will only answer one query and randomly points to the journalist closest to him.

“When will the autopsy report be made available?”

I had been wondering the same thing myself. It will reveal much.

“We hope to have it finalized in the next couple of days. That will be all,” he announces, then pivots away.

A murmur ripples through the journalists. Bands of reporters clump together, excitedly chattering about the briefing and what it means for the case. “Is the illegal drug trade involved?” I hear one man ask and another reply, “Maybe the dead girl was an addict.” No one utters a word about the fortuitous happenstance of the handbag discovery. Mac gets pulled into a conversation with a group of journalists he knows from London, and I’m left standing alone.

But I don’t feel awkward at being the odd “man” out, as many women might. I see my invisibility as an opportunity to do a bit of sleuthing of my own and then quietly dash away. Glancing over to the place where Frank indicated the body had been found, I ask myself what my fictional detective Harriet Vane would do. I see that no one is in the vicinity. Not even gendarmes. As if I’m simply out for a stroll, I walk in that direction. I stop only when I reach four soaring oak trees bound together by thick rope and a sign stating NE PAS ENTRER. Do not enter.

This must be where they found her.

Well, I think, I’ll abide by the letter if not the spirit of the law here. After all, this might be the only such chance I ever have. Standing as close to the rope as I dare, I lean over it and peer down onto the small area of grassy earth shielded by the four thick tree trunks and ringed with bushes.

Suddenly I can envision the body of poor twenty-one-year-old May Daniels jammed into that tiny space in perfect detail as described in the reports. Her long, slender limbs curled into the fetal position. Her brown, carefully bobbed and styled hair falling to the side in disarray. One stylish black T-strap shoe half off her foot. Her dark, lifeless eyes staring straight ahead into nothingness.

Tears well up in my eyes as May becomes very real. She’s no longer just a news headline for Mac to chase or a chance for us to prove our real-life detective skills and return to the Detection Club triumphant. She was a hardworking young nurse on the hunt for a bit of adventure during her time off. A young woman attempting to earn a living in a society that frowns upon unmarried working females, even when the dearth of men makes finding a husband nearly impossible. A person upon whom harm was inflicted. A girl, discarded and forgotten. What happened to her and why? Who was May Daniels?

Dabbing away my tears, I have an epiphany about how the Queens and I must proceed. We must get to know May in order to understand what happened to her. We must treat her as if she were a character in one of our novels but never forget that she was very real. And that doesn’t mean looking for answers at the end, as everyone else seems to be doing. That means starting at the beginning.






Chapter Ten


MARCH 23, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

I return to the open area near the column. The police are long gone, and the briefing is over, but the journalists remain. They huddle in groups of three and four, speaking in hushed tones, undoubtedly about the latest rumors.

Near the base of the enormous Napoleon’s column, I find Mac engrossed in conversation with three other newspapermen. Their faces are animated as they speak, and they write in their notepads at the same time. Mac glances up when I join their circle but immediately shifts his attention back to the men.

This is my moment.

“Mac?” I ask quietly.

“What’s that, Dorothy?” Mac replies, his tone distracted and his eyes still on the other reporters.

“I may head back into town, do a spot of writing at a café or the inn.”

“Makes sense. Don’t know when I’ll be done here.” He distractedly busses me on the cheek, then rejoins the exchange.

“See you back at the room before dinner,” I call back to him, even though I know I’ll get no answer. I think that I’ve never been so grateful to be ignored.



The women are already seated at a table for five by the time I arrive at the Café Royal. I stride across the ornate dining room, past the phalanx of turquoise pillars wrapped with faux golden ivy under matching chandeliers and a frescoed ceiling, thinking how perfect this venue is. No self-respecting reporter would ever consider setting foot in this feminine, fancifully decorated restaurant. No danger of discovery here.

I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirrored wall. The winds near the column have done a number on my hair, and I wish I’d taken a moment to freshen up. A lady keeps her hair and her nails tidy, I can almost hear my mother scold, words I’ve ignored most of my life. I’ve been so eager to recount my findings and tap into the wisdom of these women that I didn’t think about my appearance.

But I should have. Look at the Queens, I think. Emma stares up at me, resplendent in her signature pearls and matching drop earrings, ermine fur stole draped over the back of her chair. She wears her silver hair swept up in an outdated style and an emerald dress in keeping with that vintage. Ngaio meets my gaze head-on, sporting one of her infamous pantsuits, a cigarette smoldering between her fingers as usual. Margery wears a bright lemon-colored dress and matching heels, which match her sunny disposition to a tee. She looks like a beam of sunshine compared to Agatha’s brown-and-rust houndstooth dress, frumpy in its shapeless design and dull fabric.

“A French café for a French mystery?” Margery asks with a smile, gesturing around the glittering restaurant.

“Indeed, and I am beyond grateful for your willingness to join me here. I know how many demands you have on your time,” I reply, reminded of my own looming deadline for my next Lord Peter Wimsey and Harriet Vane book, Have His Carcase. “Work, family, husbands.”

“My dear Montagu is busy overseeing renovations at our home in Monte Carlo until later this spring, and I’m only too happy for the distraction,” Emma professes. She has spoken glowingly of her husband of thirty-six years, Montagu Barstow.

Agatha smiles at Emma. “My husband, Max, won’t be back for more than a month. He’s overseeing an archaeological excavation in Syria and always spends the winter and early spring on a dig. So I’m delighted for the company.”

“I wonder if my Philip will even notice I’m gone.” Margery chuckles as she says, “When I left for Boulogne, four of my husband’s closest chums from Christ’s Hospital school arrived to stay for a week. They’ll be up to their usual antics, and I’m pleased as punch to be here instead.”

“What about you, Ngaio? Not too much of an imposition?” I ask. Ngaio has proved to be cagily silent about her personal life, but I do not want to ignore her.

“No worries here. As Oberon said to Puck in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, I am fancy-free,” she answers with a smile, a subtle reminder that she’s had as much success in the theater as she’s had in mysteries.

“Well, I apologize for all the subterfuge, including ignoring you as we disembarked from the ferry yesterday,” I say to Margery.

“I shouldn’t have waved,” Margery says. “That was my mistake.”

“Oh, don’t apologize, Dorothy. It’s part of the fun,” Emma coos.

“It’s a most delicious puzzle in a most delicious setting.” Margery rubs her hands together in anticipation.

“About a very real young woman,” I remind them.

Margery’s cheeks redden. “Of course.” Her natural ebullience diminishes. “How insensitive.”

Shame floods me watching Margery’s reaction. I shouldn’t have scolded her as if she were a schoolgirl. She’s the youngest and least established of us, and behind the gaiety and displays of confidence, insecurity undoubtedly lies. It’s a feeling I know well, and, like Margery, I mask it.

Reaching out to pat her on the hand, I explain, “I only remind you because I, too, fell into the trap of thinking about May Daniels as one of my fictional characters. But that all changed today at the police briefing.”

I disclose what I’d learned today: the location of May’s body and the objects found around it. “At the end of the briefing, I saw firsthand the cramped opening between a thicket of bushes where her body was discovered. And the poor girl became all too real.”

Just then a tray bearing fillets of sole, steak frites, and coq au vin arrives, but no one reaches for a fork and knife. It seems the thought of May’s terrible end has robbed us of our appetites. No one even speaks.

In the reverential quiet of the table, I say, “As I stood over that horrible space today, I felt a compulsive need to know May Daniels. An impossibility given her passing, of course, and the exact opposite of what the police and reporters are doing, scampering about for bits and bobs of evidence about her death. But then I thought about how we come to know our characters—victims, suspects, and villains—and how that informs the solution to our mysteries. Perhaps that skill could help us here.”

“We would be filling in important blanks the authorities don’t seem interested in,” Agatha says.

“Exactly,” I say. “I, for one, create a biography for each and every one of my characters, no matter how small their roles. All the little details that never make it onto the page but help me really know them. Do you all use this approach? Might we do this for May?”

“I do the same, Dorothy,” Ngaio answers. “In fact, even before I begin to plot out my stories, I start with the characters, whether my detective or the suspects. I craft them like a sculptor, chipping away in one area and layering up in another. Only then do I have a sense of the plot and its resolution.”

As Margery nods, Emma adds, “My characters actually appear to me fully formed, even spouting dialogue occasionally. My writing is simply an effort to keep up with them.”

Agatha says, “Not me. I start with the murder. Always. I meticulously map out the method, the motive, and the murderer. Then I layer in clues and red herrings before the details about the suspects and the victim begin to creep into my mind. Only at that point do the characters begin to take shape.”

I’m not surprised by Agatha’s approach. I’d always viewed her mysteries as the twistiest puzzles with the least complicated characters. Not a criticism, mind; many, many people prefer that sort of story. It simply isn’t the type of tale or process that calls to me.

“So you’re very much driven by the puzzle of the murder, less so the characters,” I say.

“Yes, although I see how the process you all use might be more beneficial here. Particularly when everyone else is focused on physical evidence. Understanding May’s character might provide insights the authorities and journalists are lacking,” Agatha says, her eyes thoughtful.

Margery asks, “How will we go about getting to know a dead girl? I hope that doesn’t sound callous.”

“Not at all,” I assure her. “We need to be practical. While I long to return to the very beginning of May’s life to best understand her—tromp around the village she grew up in, meet her relatives, investigate the London nurses’ housing in which she lived, and interview the hospital staff with whom she worked—that will have to wait until we return to London. While we are in Boulogne, I think we can learn a great deal about who May was, her life, and her motivations by following her route while she was here. The police report lays out May’s activities on that day, but we will draw our own conclusions.”

From my handbag, I fish out the copy of the official police report I borrowed from Mac. I then slide it across the table for them to peruse. They study it while nibbling on their lunches.

“We could start where May began—with her arrival in the harbor,” Ngaio suggests. “According to the report, May and Celia’s ferry, the Glendower, docked in Boulogne around two o’clock in the afternoon. They sailed from Brighton, where they planned to return that evening after a few hours’ sightseeing.”

Emma chimes in. “I assume they came via the Gare Maritime, the station through which we passed. Should we start there after lunch?”

I nod. “Let’s follow in May’s footsteps in the order they occurred. Until she disappeared into thin air.”






Chapter Eleven


MARCH 23, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

We retrace our route from yesterday—only in reverse. As we pass through the picture-perfect Old Town, where rue de Lille shines like a crown jewel, our heels clatter loudly over the uneven cobblestones leading down the hill toward the harbor. Along with the screech of seagulls, the odor of fish, salt water, and brine grows stronger as we near the docks. It becomes so overwhelming as we approach the stone building labeled HALLE AUX POISSONS—fish market—that Emma reaches for a lace handkerchief to cover her nose. But while the stench has increased, the sound has not. It is strangely quiet here, save for the birds’ shrieking. Perhaps the fishmongers are breaking for lunch, the fishermen and shoppers along with them. Even the glorious unrelenting sunshine cannot make the stillness less unnerving.

The stone Gare Maritime sits at the end of the quay, craggy and weather-beaten. Ngaio opens the door for us to enter, and my eyes take a moment to adjust to the relative darkness of the ferry terminal after the vivid daylight. As the shapes materialize, I see that the station has only two waiting passengers—an elderly couple seated on a wooden bench with a battered leather case at their feet—and seemingly no workers.

“How different it looks today from when we arrived,” Margery says, her eyes scanning the empty maw of a space.

“Certainly seems a far sight less friendly without the passengers,” Emma says.

“Or bustling staff.” I stare around the terminal. “Where is everyone?”

We’d agreed to procure a ferry timetable while inspecting the Gare Maritime to establish a definitive timeline for the October day May vanished. The newspaper articles are all over the map in reporting the time of events. Finally I spot a single station employee settle in before what looks like a ticket booth. “Why don’t I inquire about the schedules while you all trace May’s steps from the Glendower into the terminal?”

While Ngaio, Margery, and Agatha set off, Emma hangs back. “I’ll join you. I don’t think we need four women to trace one girl’s route. Not to mention that you and I have the best French for any questions.” Emma is right, but I also think she doesn’t relish the idea of skulking around the back side of the terminal. She is a baroness, after all.

We approach the uniformed man sitting in the ticket booth, whose eyes are fixed on the newspaper spread before him. “Excusez-moi?” I ask, and when he doesn’t look up, I use a louder voice. “Excusez-moi, puis-je avoir un horaire de ferry, s’il vous plaît?”

He points to an easily overlooked rack affixed to the front of his desk and returns to his paper. Offering thanks that falls on uninterested ears, we review the shelves of schedules, finding both ferry and train. Some travelers, I assume, might step off the ferry directly onto a train to another Continental destination. Sorting through them, I finally locate the Brighton-to-Boulogne route that May and Celia took.

According to the police report, the Glendower would have docked around two o’clock, and the girls had planned on returning on the five o’clock ferry. The brevity of their visit strikes me as peculiar. But then, if the rumors I heard last night are true—that the girls took the trip on a whim, after spending the night at a beach hotel in Brighton—perhaps it’s attributable to the capriciousness of two young nurses on a rare break from rounds.

An image washes over me of the dark-haired May and the fair-complected Celia giggling as they alight from the Glendower and step into this ferry terminal. I can almost hear their happy chin-wagging as they speculate on how to spend the last carefree hours of their time off. Should they shop or indulge in French pastries? I imagine they debated, settling on both. The freedom of a one-day adventure to another country must have been intoxicating. A glimpse into a different life from the one they could anticipate. They’d likely spend years laboring in hospitals and living in hospital housing while a few lucky friends managed to land one of the scant few eligible men and set up their own homes.

Surplus women, the press calls girls like May and Celia. While the Great War opened up doors for women, enabling them to take on employment previously out of reach, those jobs were meant to be given back to soldiers upon their return, and the women were meant to marry—their “natural state.” But nearly two million men died in the war, and this meant that prospective husbands were in short supply for years to come. Many unmarried women have had to support themselves in perpetuity, almost always at low-paying jobs. Rather than compassion, however, these “surplus” women elicit scorn. Headlines like THE SUPERFLUOUS WOMEN ARE A DISASTER TO THE HUMAN RACE routinely run in newspapers such as the Daily Mail, and so-called surplus women have come under additional attack as the worldwide economic situation has declined. Mac and I had one of our rare quarrels over the abject unfairness of the press’s depiction of these poor women. As if they have any other choice. As if they selected these paths.

I return to the schedule. Although the print is impossibly small, I determine that the Glendower does not arrive or depart at the exact times indicated in the official report.

Emma must be musing over the same questions, because she marches back to the ticket office, her steps tiny but her stride strong. She doesn’t bother with a quiet, ladylike volume this time, and her aristocratic command is on full display. “Is it possible that the ferry schedule in October is different from the current one?”

“Of course,” the ticket agent answers with a curled lip, as if we are thick to even ask. “The schedule changes depending on the season and the weather. The ferries are far more plentiful in the summer—that is our busy tourist period. And there is a stretch in the winter when the ferry does not run at all.”

“Do you have a record of the Glendower’s schedule last October?” she asks, doing her level best to ignore his patronizing tone.

“Let me guess. You are looking for the chart from October 16?”

“Yes. Do you happen to have it handy?”

“You are hardly the first to ask questions about that day,” he answers, fishing underneath his desk, “although you do not look as though you have the authority to inquire.”

His comment is a critique of Emma’s gender, I suppose. But she doesn’t let the ticket agent rattle her. I’m not certain I could have repressed my irritation and rage so well.

She keeps her hand extended, and he eventually passes her the Glendower schedule from October. We scan it together, finding that it confirms the times from the police report rather than the times in some of the newspaper articles.

“May we keep this?” she asks.

“Of course not. It is my last copy, and I need to keep it for those in charge.” His expression is smug, and his message clear: she is no official, unworthy of his time and documents. And while he has a point, his tone is unbearable. “I cannot be distributing this document to just anyone.”

At this, Emma seems to have reached her limit. Her cheeks bloom red, and her shoulders square as if facing off against an enemy. It is my turn to step in.

Sliding him pictures of May and Celia, I say, “You may have seen these photographs before. Were you on duty on October 16, the day these women arrived on the ferry?”

“Oui.”

“Do you recognize either of these young women?”

As he studies the photographs and newspaper clippings—which I borrowed from Mac’s files—a horn bellows. Through one of the arched windows on the wall opposite, I see sailors laying a gangway from a ship to the terminal. Suddenly, other uniformed station workers appear, readying to receive the hundreds of passengers assembling on the gangway and the deck of the ship.

In this morass, I spot Agatha, Ngaio, and Margery. They are being ushered out of the Gare Maritime customs area, a uniformed staff member at each of their elbows.

What have they done? I’m tempted to race over and see what sort of jam they’ve gotten themselves into, but duty to May requires that I finish with this boor first.

“No, I do not recollect either of these faces.” He pushes the pictures back to me. “Now if you will be so kind as to excuse yourselves.”

How rude, I think, but I say nothing, lest I risk missing out on whatever minuscule crumb he might be willing to share.

“You are certain?” I push one last time.

“Madame.” His lip curls again as he looks to the dozens of people streaming into the station. “As I told the gendarmes, one plain English girl looks very much like another, especially in a crowd.”
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Emma and I race over to the others as best we are able. Agatha, Ngaio, and Margery have been backed into a corner of the Gare Maritime by a uniformed official who seems to be lecturing them. Their faces are blank and confused, of course, because their French is limited. Before we reach them, a police officer has joined the station agent.

The gendarme’s finger now points at them, and he shouts, “Le panneau indiqué clairement NE PAS ENTRER.”

“Apologies, Officer,” I say in French as I try to catch my breath. “My friends do not speak French, so they didn’t understand that the sign stated DO NOT ENTER.”

He turns his dark, angry eyes on me. “That is no excuse. The women entered a restricted customs zone. And continued onward even after this agent”—he gestures to the Gare Maritime official—“called to them.”

“They are awfully sorry,” Emma adds, offering him her sweetest little-old-lady expression.

Reaching into his jacket, the gendarme pulls out a small pad of paper and a pencil. “Contrition is irrelevant. They broke the law and must be cited for it.”

“Please,” I beg, “do not cite them. We are just five English ladies here to tour your beautiful city, and these women had no ill intent.” I shoot them a glance. “Their only crime is ignorance.”

He hesitates, giving the threesome a once-over. “They should consider themselves warned. I will not hold back a second time. Now go!”

Emma and I grab the women by their hands and lead them out of the station. As we slink away, I wonder, Have I orchestrated yet another opportunity for this glorious group of women to be slighted? I hope this treatment doesn’t put the Queens off entirely.

“All we were doing was peering at the passengers as they left their ship,” Margery complains. “We didn’t need to be manhandled in such a rough way.”

“I do believe Ngaio crossed over the official customs line as she stared at the passengers’ arrival,” Agatha explains. “A line that had been clearly demarcated on the ground in yellow paint and placed there to better sort passengers by nationality for customs purposes.”

Ngaio shrugs. “Lesson learned. I still don’t think the punishment fits the crime.”

“Near punishment,” I say, correcting her. “Emma and I arrived in time to waylay the formal citation.”

Margery’s expression is sheepish. “Thank you. Did you two have better luck?” she asks, deftly changing the subject.

“Not unless better luck constitutes bearing the brunt of rude behavior,” Emma sniffs.

“Come, now,” I say. “We did confirm the exact time of the girls’ arrival on the Glendower and the time they planned on leaving.”

“True,” she admits begrudgingly.

I am torn between feeling guilty for placing the women in this situation, frustration over their fragility, and irritation over their behavior. If we are to make headway into the fate of May Daniels, then we’ve got to be nimble, tenacious, and smart. Like our detectives.

“Ladies, pardon me for speaking bluntly, but we’ve got to be made of sterner stuff, as Shakespeare admonished in Julius Caesar. We are not actual detectives, invested with authority to investigate May’s murder, and so we should not be offended when we’re reminded of this fact. But we could take a page from our fictional detectives’ books and use the tools we do have at our disposal.”

“What, pray tell, are these tools?” Emma asks, her tone arch.

“Our detectives adopt personas and disguises, dig into documents and graveyards, pursue suspects in a variety of uncomfortable settings, all in the name of investigating a crime.” I glance at each woman in turn. “One doesn’t see Miss Marple or the Scarlet Pimpernel or Chief Inspector Alleyn or Albert Campion take umbrage and retreat at the first sign of resistance or offense. And one doesn’t observe these detectives acting in the sort of foolhardy manner that would force them off an investigation before it even begins.”

Ngaio’s eyes drift away from me as if she’s not listening, but I see the bloom of pink on her cheeks. I purposely did not single her out by name because resilience, flexibility, and care are traits we all need as we pursue May’s killer.

“We are capable of everything that we’ve imagined for our detectives. And, in some respects, more,” I say.

“What do you mean?” Ngaio asks.

“We are mystery writers and women. And neither has tried to tackle the puzzle of May’s disappearance. Until now.”

This candid little speech is meant to rouse, but I know it’s risky. After all, my relationship with these women—our identity as a group, in fact—is all very new.

Agatha, God bless her, comprehends precisely what I’m trying to do and asks the right next question. “So if we were to head back up the hill to the rue de Lille to visit the stores where May and Celia shopped, what approach should we take with the shopkeepers?”

“I’m no expert. But at the Gare Maritime, we behaved as though we were officials assigned to the investigation—myself included. And it didn’t go very well. Why don’t we act more like ourselves? A group of ordinary English women tourists concerned about what happened to a poor English girl?”

Ngaio snorts a bit at this simplified description, but I continue undeterred. “The discovery of May Daniels’s body is all over the news; we’d have to be living under a rock to not know about it. It’s only natural that we’re curious as we tour this historic locale. And the townspeople might be more willing to share with us if that’s who they think we are.”

“It is worth a try,” Agatha says.

I turn to the other women and ask, “Ladies?” To which they nod.

As we traverse the quay back toward May and Celia’s next stop—the rue de Lille—we pass a lonely-looking inn and restaurant. The Hôtel Morveaux is a bit shabby but well scrubbed. It is the sort of lodging one might choose if one had to catch a very late ferry into Boulogne or a very early ferry out; proximity is the primary quality recommending it.

“Should we stop in there?” Margery asks.

“Whatever for?” Emma asks, her face scrunched up as if she’d eaten something sour. “It’s dilapidated.”

Dilapidated? The Hôtel Morveaux may not be up to Emma’s standards—and to be fair, it may need a fresh coat of paint—but it is hardly dilapidated. I’ve stayed in far worse, even lived in dingier flats in more marginal neighborhoods. Not for the first time, I wonder how much of Emma’s fastidiousness is authentic. When her family was forced out of their estate by peasants, wouldn’t she have encountered, even stayed in, unseemly accommodations during her time running across the continent? Now is not the time to address it either way, I suppose.

“Perhaps May and Celia popped in to use the toilets. They’d just disembarked from a long ferry ride.”

“There are toilettes in the Gare Maritime, Margery,” Ngaio says, her tone a bit more condescending than I’d like.

“Did you see the state of them? I took one step in and turned right around. I bet the girls did the same,” she replies, and I’m pleased to hear her standing up for herself. And making an astute observation in the process.

“Excellent suggestion,” I say. “I doubt the authorities would have thought of that.”

Margery pivots away from Ngaio and pulls open the cobalt-blue door to the Hôtel Morveaux. A bell clangs as we follow her inside. A long wooden desk with a rack of keys is the only greeting we receive at first. I stroll around the little lobby, taking in the small restaurant off to the side.

A dark-haired woman of indeterminate age—she could be twenty-five or forty—finally emerges from a room behind the desk. She’s wearing a white apron over her saffron-colored dress and wipes her hands on it as she approaches us.

“Bonjour, mesdames. Voudriez-vous une chambre d’hôtel?”

“Non, merci. Pourrions-nous avoir les expressos?” I answer.

With a reluctant nod, the proprietress leads us into the empty restaurant, pointing to a table for six near a window. As she busies herself at the tiny bar toward the back, I gaze out at the ocean. What a wondrous, unusual shade its waters are, I think. An opalescent teal color, unlike the dark, stormy waters on the English coast. How the young nurses must have marveled as their ferry arrived in the Boulogne harbor. Sadness for the lost life washes over me again.

Another thought strikes me. Could this be the last vista that May saw before she died? The washroom of the Gare Centrale—the nearby train station, separate from the ferry station—from which she disappeared is supposedly nearby, and no one knows if she was assaulted there or elsewhere. I’m lost in this terrible notion when cups and saucers land on our table with a clatter.

The proprietress is about to walk away, so I ask in French, “Excusez-moi, madame, may I trouble you with a question?”

“Oui.” She says yes, but she’s impatient. Her body is already turned toward the lobby, and I imagine she has rooms to tend to. She seems to be the only one working at the Hôtel Morveaux.

“We’ve just arrived in your lovely town to do a bit of shopping and touring and heard about the poor English girl. Do you think the investigation will affect the sites? We’re quite keen to see the twelfth-century belfry.”

“No—the police are focused on an area outside of town. I doubt normal operations will be affected.”

I sigh in faux relief. “I’m glad to hear the girl didn’t venture into the Old Town. That’s our destination, and it sounds as though we’ll be unimpeded.”

Emma, Agatha, Ngaio, and Margery are chatting in low tones and sipping espresso as if uninterested in our exchange. But Emma’s French is excellent, and I’m certain she’s taking in every word.

The woman shifts in my direction. “You misunderstand me. The young woman and her companion spent time in Old Town shopping. But nothing untoward happened there, and the police canvassed that area when she first disappeared. So you should be able to proceed.”

“You are quite knowledgeable about the goings-on. We are fortunate to stumble across you.”

The woman puffs up a bit at the compliment, then stares at me for a long minute, as if trying to make up her mind about me. Then, all at once, she bursts out with an unexpected revelation. “The girls were here the day Miss Daniels went missing.”

I practically leap up from my seat at this new bit of information. I’d combed the police report, and while it set out biographical information on May and Celia, a statement from the French farmer who found May’s body, and a summary of interviews with Gare Maritime and Gare Centrale employees and the rue de Lille shop owners, there was no reference to the Hôtel Morveaux. But I stay still, acting the part of curious tourist.

“You actually served them?” I ask.

Her eyes glitter with a morbid excitement. I suppose her very peripheral involvement with May was an extraordinary event in her daily routine. “Yes, after they got off the Glendower. I remember them because they ordered tea and toast. Most travelers from England want the French coffee and pastries, but the dark-haired girl—the one who went missing—insisted on toast. She had mal à l’estomac, you see.”

A stomachache. This isn’t exactly a shock, or shouldn’t be. After all, plenty of people suffer from seasickness, especially those not accustomed to ocean travel. But something else did surprise me—the lack of mention of the Hôtel Morveaux in the report.

“The police must have had countless questions for you,” I reply, hoping to prod her along.

The gleam in her eyes disappears, and they grow dull again. “Only one police officer interviewed me, the one who canvassed the dock area after the nurse went missing. Even then, the gendarme only asked two or three questions, then left.”

“How curious,” I say truthfully. Strange that not another policeman or a single reporter has thought to pull this thread taut. Harriet Vane would never have allowed it to go slack. And neither will we. “What were the girls like? We’ve been terribly upset by the newspaper articles.”

“Pleasant, attractive, like lots of young girls who come through here on day trips. The nurse who went missing wore a well-cut black coat and a little mauve cap with a point.” She outlines a hat and the jaunty manner with which it sat on Miss Daniels’s head.

“A toque?”

“Yes!” She claps. “That’s the name.”

“What about the other girl? I think she had a friend with her?”

“The only distinctive thing about her clothes were her thick gray stockings. A bit heavy and wintry for a fine autumn day.”

This woman has a fine mind for details and astonishing recall. The police were fools to dismiss her. It sounds as though May had taken great care with her appearance—toques are all the rage—but Celia’s fashion choices seem more serviceable, even dowdy. Why the disparity? Had they differing expectations about the day?

“Were the girls friendly? I bet they were looking forward to touring Boulogne.”

“They asked me about the shops. Where they were located in town, the kind available, the hours they were open, that sort of thing.”

This sort of babble with the proprietress does not seem like the sort of chatter girls planning on buying or selling morphine, as intimated by reporters after today’s police briefing, would engage in. Why would they bother asking about stores if they were looking for the drug trade? It is nonsensical.

“Was there a particular shop you recommended?” I ask. “We might want to stop there ourselves.”

“The dark-haired girl was especially interested in a hat shop. So I suggested the millinery on rue de Lille. But I don’t think I mentioned any other stores by name.” A bell sounds in the lobby, and her mouth forms a thin line. “I must return to my duties.”

“Thank you so much for your time, Madame—I apologize, but I do not think I asked your name.”

“Madame Brat,” she says, tearing off the check from a pad in her apron pocket. “Thank you for listening.”
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Leaving the Hôtel Morveaux, we continue on May and Celia’s path. We eye the Gare Centrale, which contains the washrooms where May was last seen alive, but we pass it. We’d already determined to adhere to the girls’ route, and the rue de Lille was their next destination; the train station was last. How else can we see the world through their eyes?

We are quiet as we trudge up the slope toward rue de Lille. Are the others imagining what May and Celia might have been thinking as they made this same trek? Were the girls dreaming of returning home to England with new, fashionable French chapeaux? I find myself scripting the scene in my head.

The route grows surprisingly steep, and more than once, I offer to hail a cab. Even though she’s breathless and I hear her mutter something about the “weary-making walk,” Emma refuses. So does Margery, who is limping in her spindly, stylish shoes. She should have chosen sensible oxfords or T-straps, as the rest of us did.

We reach the cobblestone street, oohing and aahing over rue de Lille’s adorable shops as if we were sightseers ourselves. Popping in each one, we banter with the shopkeepers, asking seemingly innocent questions about “the poor English nurse” and selfishly lingering in the confiserie, with its irresistible, picture-perfect candies. But we have more success with the sweets than with information, because none of the saleswomen recalls seeing May and Celia. Although, of course, everyone knows about them.

At the end of the lane, we find the millinery. The store contains an astonishing array of hats on display, from the ubiquitous slouchy cloche in every color imaginable to variations on Elsa Schiaparelli’s knit Madcap in silk and linen and wool to the classic beret reinterpreted with feathers and fringe and wild hues. The girls must have been wild for the chapeaux on offer here.

The store is crowded with shoppers but seemingly devoid of employees. In the back, I finally spy the sole salesgirl finishing up with a customer. Linking my arm with Emma’s, I pull her toward the auburn-haired girl, who sports a fanciful cobalt-blue beret. She’s an excellent advertisement for the milliner’s wares.

“Excusez-moi, mademoiselle?”

“Oui, mesdames?” Despite her youth—I’d place her at perhaps nineteen or twenty—her pale blue eyes are weary, with dark circles underneath.

“My friend is in the market for a new wardrobe of hats. We were hoping you could measure her and make some suggestions from your wonderful options,” I say, and Emma offers the girl a wide smile.

The girl’s expression brightens at the thought of a large sale, and she rushes off to grab her measuring tape. “I’ll look a fool in these girlish confections. I’d prefer to stay with my classic headpieces,” Emma protests, touching the vibrant purple feather on her hat, which has a wider brim than is currently stylish.

“As well you should. No one has ever accused me of being fashion-forward, and that’s how I like it. You and I know what suits us, the latest trends be damned,” I say, thinking that I don’t have the funds for the recent styles even if I did have the inclination. That said, a useful rubberized rain hat catches my eye, and I reach for it.

“You’d have done better roping Margery into this little exercise,” she says, glancing over at Margery, who has tried on one of the Elsa Schiaparelli Madcaps and is gazing at herself in a mirror.

“I very intentionally chose you,” I explain, taking a peek at myself in the rain hat. Not the most glamorous cap, but it will certainly come in handy. “You see, we will never find a hat to your liking here, which will prolong our time with the salesgirl and give us ample opportunity for questions.”

Emma beams at me approvingly as the girl returns with a measuring tape in hand. After the several minutes it takes for the girl to determine the right size, Emma peruses the recommended styles and dons a few. I watch and say to the girl, “You certainly know your wares. Have you worked here long?”

“I just finished my apprenticeship. Today is the first day I’ve been permitted to work in the shop alone, in fact.”

That explains the weary eyes and dark circles, I think but do not say. Instead, I offer her congratulations and ask, “How long did your apprenticeship last?”

“Six months.”

I count back and realize she may well have been here in October, when May and Celia visited the shop. Time to find out what she knows.

“You’re acquitting yourself admirably,” I tell her, and she grins at the compliment. “But I do hope you are taking good care on the streets, mademoiselle. We’ve read that the poor missing English girl’s body was just found, and a young lady like yourself must take extra precautions.”

“That is exactly what I told the milliner.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “But he told me not to be hysterical.”

“I hardly think it’s hysterical to be concerned,” I say, patting her on the arm. “It’s smart. With any luck, the police will resolve the matter soon, and you can rest easy.”

“The gendarmes have been sniffing around since she disappeared, in the fall, and have made no arrests. They didn’t even take my statements about the girls seriously. So I’m not optimistic that they’ll identify her killer.”

“What statements about the girls?” I ask, as I pay for the rain hat.

“The young nurses shopped here on the afternoon of Miss Daniels’s disappearance. I shared this with the authorities when they interviewed everyone on rue de Lille.”

“Did you wait on them?”

“Not exactly. It was just the beginning of my apprenticeship, so I shadowed Monsieur as he assisted the young ladies.”

“How did you find them?”

“The light-haired nurse was very spirited and excitable; she wanted to try on so many hats that Monsieur became irritated. He hid it well, of course,” she hastens to add.

“Of course,” I say. “What of the dark-haired nurse? Miss Daniels?”

“She was quiet, even reserved. I didn’t think she was very interested in a new chapeau.”

I’m surprised. Madame Brat intimated that it was May who inquired about a millinery, not Celia. “Why do you say that?”

“She wandered about the store, listlessly touching hats but not trying any on. That is why I was astonished when she returned.”

“Miss Daniels came back?”

“Yes. Sometime after she’d departed with her friend, she came in alone. She made a beeline for a dark-gray fedora, quite the opposite of the whimsical creations her friend admired. Without even trying it on, she handed me the exact number of francs it cost and left the shop without another word.”

“Did you place it in a hatbox for her?” I do not recall any reference to a hatbox in the police report—missing or found at the scene.

“No. As soon as Miss Daniels gave me the money, she hurried out of the shop. I did notice her folding the hat into her handbag, however. Monsieur was quite cross with me when he found out.”

“Why is that? I should think he’d be happy with the sale.”

“He considers his hatboxes to be the best type of promotion for the shop. Allowing a customer to leave without one is a lost opportunity, as he likes to say. And because I was beginning my apprenticeship, he hadn’t authorized me to check out clients.”

“It doesn’t sound as though Miss Daniels gave you much time to object—or run and fetch Monsieur to ring her up.”

“That’s it exactly,” she replies, her voice rising above a whisper for the first time.

How odd, I think. It’s as if May didn’t want Celia to witness the hat purchase. Why didn’t the authorities make more of a fuss over this strange behavior? Most likely, they chalked it up to the frivolous nature and changeable mind of a young lady; that’s why the police report only makes fleeting reference to the girls’ visit to the millinery. The investigation has been underwhelming at best.

I say quietly, “Undoubtedly the gendarmes are more thorough than they seem. Even still, please be cautious.”

“I will. May I ask you for a favor?” she says, nodding at Emma, who has discovered a hat she likes—a velvet turban, of all things.

“Of course.”

“Please don’t share what I told you with anyone.”

“Whom would I tell?” I reply—a nonanswer. Because of course I will disclose this to the Queens.

“I’m not meant to discuss the dead nurse with customers. Monsieur says that murder is bad for business.”

I mime a sealing of my lips, then we return to the business of observing Emma don and doff turbans in a dizzying range of colors and fabrics. Contrary to her initial protests, the baroness might indeed purchase a wardrobe of new chapeaux today. I’m pleased this kindly girl will record a substantial sale.

A persistent tapping noise nags in the background. It grows louder until I turn toward the wide storefront window to see an eager young fellow grinning at me. “Mrs. Fleming! I say, is that you?” he yells.

I’ve been caught out. At least it’s not Mac, I think. He would not fall for the performance I’m about to give.

I return the smile and wave back. I definitely do not want him in this shop, so I gesture that I’ll meet him outside. As I stride through the millinery, I whisper to Agatha, who has been observing the exchange, “Meet me at La Pierre Chaude at seven o’clock this evening.”

Agatha nods, and then I step across the threshold.

“Have you fellows had a successful day?” I ask the reporter. His name escapes me, but if memory serves, he writes for the Liverpool Post and Mercury.

“An interesting one,” he replies, holding his cards close, as I’d expect. No self-respecting journalist would share his scoops, but the smile sneaking onto his face reveals much.

“Did you all spend the better part of the day at Napoleon’s column and the park?”

“Yes indeed. Most of us just got back to town.”

“I suppose there’s plenty to inspect in the vicinity where the body was found,” I say as if I’m simply making conversation instead of fishing for information.

“Yes.” He nods, and his eyes darken at the reference to May’s body. “Not to mention that we came across a very chatty guard.”

“One of the gendarmes assigned to keep the scene secure?” I’m surprised by this development. The French police have been closemouthed—downright uncooperative, the reporters have been saying. While the French government may not be receptive to English journalists, it is uncommon for them to be so resistant to cooperating with the English authorities, especially when dealing with an English victim or English criminal. And there have been rumors of the gendarmes and their superiors refusing to work hand in hand with our police in this matter.

He shakes his head. “No, a sentinel assigned to police the column and its pavilions year-round.”

“Ah. I didn’t realize that the memorial would merit routine patrolling.”

“The guard told us that he actually spoke with the nurses on October 16. He maintained that the girls walked around the column, and afterward, he invited them inside to climb the stairway to the top. Tremendous views, apparently. But they declined, according to him.”

I’m a little astonished at this journalist’s loose lips. But he’s young, and I suppose he perceives me as innocuous. Anyway, he knows I’ll be privy to all the more widely known developments from Mac.

“Mac didn’t say anything about the girls visiting Napoleon’s column while they were here.”

“No: that was news.” His face is bright. “Mrs. Fleming, it was quite a lesson to watch your husband in action. Mac was masterful in drawing out the details of the so-called encounter from the guard and then getting the man so tangled up in his own inconsistent statements that the guard admitted it was a lie.”

“All of it?”

“Well, the guard continued to maintain that the girls toured the area. But he admitted that he never spoke to them.”

“That’s Mac for you. I always tell him he should have been a barrister. Speaking of my husband, do you happen to know where he’s landed?”

“I do. I’ll give you one guess.”

“The Vole Hole.”
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The darkness disorients. Even at dusk, the muted pinkish light peeking in from the open door is bright compared to the dank, windowless interior of the Vole Hole. Could the tacky cigarette residue coating every surface and the vicious gossip swirling in the air also blacken the establishment? I think so.

“She sought out the French drug trade—”

“You know there’s a tie between white slavers and the drug dealers. Maybe she got wrapped up—”

“In my opinion, she asked for it—”

“The proximity of the syringe to her purse certainly suggests—”

“Why else would she be up at Napoleon’s column? Tourists don’t often go up there. It seems out of the way—”

The reporters’ nitwittery buzzes around me as I sit next to my husband at a crowded zinc-top table in the Vole Hole. How far these stories have spun since this morning—from the briefing statements to suppositions to tales to full-blown fantasies. This is a young woman whose life was snuffed out before it could even begin, I think, feeling sick at the aspersions being cast upon her. All these men can think about is how to make headlines out of her terrible demise—in the name of their own gain. They are accepting one questionable piece of evidence at face value—a syringe near the body—and building scaffolding all around it in order to construct “fact-based” narratives that they’ll toss out into the world without undertaking their own investigations.

Mac is mid-theory: “Perhaps the girls had a rendezvous at Napoleon’s column to buy drugs. Or sell them.” The men nod in agreement, then a cacophony of sound erupts as each vies to offer his version of the events. They nip like dogs at the heels of a dead girl, my own husband among them.

How different my witty, supportive husband seems in the throes of this journalistic chase, I think. How can he be so discerning with the guard at Napoleon’s column but buy into this sort of debased conjecturing? Even his thought processes seem transformed by this quest for a scandalous scoop. I certainly hope that, when this assignment is over, he will metamorphose back.

All at once, a single notion plagues me. Why has not one of these men questioned the logic of two young English nurses traveling all the way to France for morphine when they undoubtedly had easy access to the drug at the hospital where they worked every single day? If an injection of an opiate was what they sought, they certainly did not have to take a train to Brighton followed by a ferry to France to get it. This fact calls into question all the theorizing around me. And the notion of the women as drug dealers is laughable. To me, a syringe of morphine discovered near a dead body is an example of the most obvious technique employed by mystery authors: a red herring.

This thought stops me short. If there is a red herring, there is a plot and a formidable murderer. One who has conspired to kill May Daniels. Why on earth would a twenty-one-year-old nurse on a day trip to France merit the attentions of an accomplished murderer?

This question has me spinning like a top, and suddenly, the cacophony of the men and the fug of the smoke and the weight of May’s death feel oppressive, even claustrophobic. “I need some air,” I say to Mac.

“Are you quite all right, Dorothy?” He studies my face. “Your cheeks look flushed.”

“Yes. It’s—it’s just rather warm in here,” I say, reassuring him.

“I’ll come with you.” He reaches for his coat.

“No, stay. You never know what you might overhear.”

His hand is still on his lightweight charcoal overcoat. “I don’t want you walking around Boulogne by yourself at night.”

I force a smile onto my lips. “I’ll hardly be tramping around the streets. Our inn is right around the corner, and I’ll just grab a bite at that brasserie on my way.”

“Only if you’re certain.” He releases his grip, and the coat falls back onto the chair.

“I am.”

I stumble outside, saddened by the men’s speculations. Slowly ambling down rue de Lille, I make my way to the brasserie where I directed Agatha: the blue-awninged La Pierre Chaude. I’m a bit earlier than the seven o’clock we’d set to meet, but it will give me a chance to record all the information I’ve gathered. And make sense of it, if I can.

As soon as I gaze around the restaurant, I wonder if I’ve made a poor choice; the restaurant is empty except for one gray-haired gentleman supping alone. Then I remember that it’s unfashionably early for French diners and follow the hostess to a table for five.

I sip on a glass of the house white wine, pull out my little notebook, and begin to jot down what I’ve learned. As I write, it seems to me that the disappearance and murder have been carefully orchestrated. The death of Miss May Daniels is no random act of violence and certainly no drug deal gone wrong.

The magnitude of my suppositions washes over me, and more sadness for the life cut short takes hold. Such a terrible waste, I think. Tears trickle down my cheeks. Before I can dab at them with one of the simple but serviceable cotton squares I keep in my handbag, an embroidered linen handkerchief appears before my face.

“I say, madame, you look in need of this,” my fellow diner says in an Englishman’s English.

“Thank you, sir. But I have one of my own.” I reach for one from my handbag.

“Always happy to help a maiden in distress,” he says, tucking his handkerchief back in the pocket of his brown tweed jacket.

His voice bears a note of disappointment. Judging by the lines around his eyes and on his forehead and by the whiteness of his hair, I’d place him around sixty-five to seventy years of age. Clearly English from his accent, and clearly dining alone. Had he hoped that his gesture would earn him a little company?

“How did you know that I’m English?” I ask, figuring the least I could offer is a bit of kindly conversation.

“One develops a sixth sense of it when one has lived here as long as I have. I daresay I can spot a countryman—or countrywoman, for that matter—from a good bit off.”

“Have you made Boulogne your home long, then?”

“For the better part of a decade. Passed through here during the Great War and always had a longing to return. When I retired from the navy, I made the move.”

“Have you found French life to your liking?”

“I have. One could wish for a few more English compatriots from time to time, but it is a pleasant existence otherwise,” he says, then asks, “Are you here as a tourist? I have some first-rate lesser-known sites I could recommend.”

“Thank you kindly, but I’m actually here with my husband. He’s reporting on the situation with the English nurse, Miss May Daniels.”

He shakes his head. “Ah, I was very sorry to read about that. The locals don’t like to talk about it much—scared it’ll impact the tourist trade—but I’ve kept abreast of it in the English papers.”

“Very sad business,” I remark, thinking of his comment about the locals. Certainly the millinery shopgirl shared that fear of negative economic impact. Could it also account for the reticence of the French authorities to work with their English counterparts?

“I see that it has hit you hard,” he says. “You know, a British friend of mine—Mr. Marks—spotted the missing nurse alone in the little park near rue de Lille the day of her disappearance.”

“I assume your friend shared this with the police.”

“He left for England not long afterward. Every year, he spends several months with his daughter in Yorkshire. But I assume he spoke with the authorities.”

“Did your friend mention what time he saw the young woman?”

He shakes his head. “None of his letters referenced that. You’d have to ask him for the precise details.”

“Do you know when he’ll be back in Boulogne?”

“He usually returns in April and stays through October.” He reaches into his jacket pocket and withdraws a slim leather address book. “Let me note his address in Yorkshire for you in the event you’d like to speak with him sooner rather than later.”

“Did your friend mention what Miss Daniels was doing in the park?” I ask as he jots the address down.

“Crying, for part of the time.” He pauses, then blurts out, as if he’s just remembered, “And writing. She was writing something, quite furiously.”

My heart races at these additional tidbits, presumably heretofore unknown. Or, if reported to the police by Mr. Marks, ignored. I’m about to ask for more details when I hear the jangle of bells and feel a cold current of air. I glance over at the restaurant entrance to see the expectant faces of Agatha, Emma, Ngaio, and Margery.

A picture is forming in my mind of the day May disappeared, but the shape has not fully materialized. But we will fit the puzzle pieces together. I excuse myself to welcome the Queens.






Chapter Fifteen


MARCH 24, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

“Mr. Fleming! Mr. Fleming! There is a telegram for you.”

I hear the heavily accented words as if in a dream. Sleep retains its hold until I hear a loud bang on the door and feel a shudder pass through the thin walls of our room. I know then that I’m awake, back in our tiny Boulogne hotel room. And this summoning is real.

Mac stirs but doesn’t rise. I nudge him awake. He rubs his eyes, reaches for a dressing gown, and stands to open the door a sliver.

“Whatever is it, Madame Bonheur?” I hear him ask. “The hour is early.”

Her voice is low, so I cannot make out her reply. I loll about on the bed, dozing a bit. The night had been anything but restful. Yesterday had been long and tiring, physically and emotionally. Although I crawled into my lumpy bed at ten o’clock, Mac returned at God knows what hour. When he finally rolled into the little room, he scribbled away on his pad of paper for hours as he drafted his article for News of the World. This led to tossing and turning for me. Then Mac collapsed into the bed and promptly started snoring like one of Dante’s hellhounds. Sleep wasn’t exactly forthcoming for me afterward.

Neither is it now. “Jesus,” Mac says as he plops back down on the bed.

“What is it?” I croak, too tired to scold him for taking the Lord’s name in vain. It is a bugaboo of mine.

“Just got a telegram from my editor.”

“And?”

“I’ve been called off the Daniels case.”

“Oh, darling, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“For now, anyway.”

I don’t just feel for him. I feel for myself and the other women. If Mac is no longer on the case, I assume my article will be canceled, and I’m uncertain how long we can afford to stay in Boulogne if News of the World isn’t picking up the tab. The investigation I’ve begun with the Queens will be over before it’s really gotten underway. All the plans we made last evening would go by the wayside.

I sit up, my hair falling around my shoulders like a heavy weight. “Why? From the sound of your pencil on paper last night, you’ve prepared an article for him already.”

He tuts. “Nothing to do with my efforts. My article was well-received. Apparently, my editor got a hot tip that Lord Tarrington is in Boulogne and about to be extradited to England. He wants me to cover that ‘newer news,’ according to him.”

“You’re joking.” I nudge him playfully. The case of Lord Tarrington has captured the attention of the reading public since last summer. The aristocratic solicitor fled to the Continent after he misappropriated clients’ funds, and the slippery Tarrington has evaded the authorities’ grasp ever since.

“No,” he answers, his eyes now bright with the possibility of this scoop. He strides across the room, washes his face in the basin, combs his hair, and trades his dressing gown and pajamas for a new suit, shirt, and tie.

“Oh, Mac, how magnificent.”

“There’s one bit of bad news, my love. I don’t think News of the World will pay for an article from you if I’m not writing a companion piece. We’ll have the room here for tonight, at least, but beyond that I can’t say. Particularly if the rumors are true and Tarrington will be returned to England very soon.”

“Not to worry. I’ll enjoy today, sitting at some delightful café near the beach and working on Have His Carcase or my outline for Hangman’s Holiday. Then I’ll leave tomorrow if you’re heading back.” I add teasingly, “Does it ever bother you that I’ve got projects of my own and that I’m not just slavishly devoted to your needs?”

“You know that’s one of the things that attracted me to you from the start, my love. I’d be bored silly with a bored housewife.” He leans down to kiss me. “All right, I may see you this evening—or I may not.”

“We will let the Fates decide,” I call out, then he’s gone. And I’m up.

Mac’s reassignment is a mixed blessing. On the one hand, I’ll have much more freedom to roam about Boulogne, assuming I can sidestep the journalists. But on the other hand, my access to insider information and reporters’ briefings will be curtailed. As might my time in Boulogne.

As I ready myself to meet the women on the square near rue de Lille, I scamper about the room, gathering the bits and bobs of information about the case Mac has strewn about. I stack his abandoned investigative jottings and the police files in one pile and drafts of his article in another.

A scribbled word catches my eye: “addict.” I scan Mac’s article. To my disappointment, it contains nothing other than the same tawdry opinions I heard at the Vole Hole. It’s as if the victim herself were to blame. How could a man who supports my career, a man who has daughters of his own, harbor such shameful and antiquated views of a young woman? I push the disgust out of my mind and head out.

On the way to the picturesque little square just off rue de Lille, I buy several of today’s papers from a newsstand. The women are already gathered at the corner, but I do not bother with apologies for my mild tardiness. Instead, I hold up the papers and fume, “Have you seen the headlines?”

Last night, I’d informed the women about the nasty speculation among the reporters at the Vole Hole, but seeing the words in print is quite a different thing. I translate the French headline of the first newspaper in the stack: WAS MAY DANIELS A DRUG FIEND? Then I read through the next few, a mix of French and English publications: SYRINGE FOUND NEAR BODY—DRUG DEN?; DRUG TRADE AT THE HEART OF LOCAL MURDER?; WAS BOBBED MISS DANIELS LEADING A LOOSE LIFE?; NAUGHTY NURSE. The last one belonged to Mac, but I don’t highlight that my own husband authored that piece.

“Heaven deliver us,” Emma murmurs, staring at the headlines.

“I don’t think heaven has had a hand here,” Ngaio replies, a tendril of smoke emanating from her lips. “The lengths reporters will go for a scoop is revolting. Do they have any regard for the facts?”

“The poor girl. Imagine how her mother must feel reading these sorts of articles—and what the neighbors must be gossiping about,” Margery adds, playing with the sharp edge of her own shingled bob. Eschewing a complicated, conventional coiffure for that more modern style is an effort to send a message: the wearer leads a busy life and hasn’t the time for fussy updos. But the message received by a traditional few—especially men—is that the woman is fast and loose.

Agatha glances at us. “Why are you all so surprised? Men have been printing prurient untruths about women since time immemorial. One of many efforts to keep us in check.”

“But this? The story doesn’t even make sense. Why would the nurses travel all the way to Boulogne to procure an illicit substance that they have ready access to in London?” Margery asks, raising one of the primary points we’d bandied about last night.

“I suppose they could have been selling it,” Ngaio proposes.

“It’s hard to imagine they were traveling with purloined vials of the stuff in large enough quantities to warrant the label ‘drug trade,’” Agatha says. “Anyway, wouldn’t the vials have been detected in customs? The Gare Maritime officials take their job very seriously, as we’ve experienced firsthand.”

“It’s a way for the police to excuse their failure in solving May’s disappearance and finding her killer—by laying the blame at her feet,” I maintain. “The drug angle provides a convenient story. There are even a few intimations that the police may close the case based on the discovery of the syringe.”

“They must be blind. How can they not see that it’s a carefully planted red herring designed to lead the police and the reporters away from the truth?” Ngaio asks.

Agatha adds, “Having been the victim of the press myself, I feel sick at this exploitation of Miss Daniels. No woman or girl deserves such abuse, particularly when she can no longer defend her good name.”

I nod in agreement. Each one of these Queens has spoken a truth about poor May, her fate, and our society. To deliver real justice, we need first to dismantle this fictional narrative about May Daniels.






Chapter Sixteen


MARCH 24, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

We leave the Old Town behind. Most of its enticing shops, cafés, brasseries, and confectioneries have been inspected and come up wanting. If we are going to follow the October 16 path of the nurses—and debunk the rumors—we must go where they went next: the Gare Centrale.

As we head to the train station on this bright morning, the cobblestones give way to pavers, and the sound of awnings being unfurled and neighbors calling out “Bonjour” is replaced by the cry of seagulls and the bellow of boat horns. I imagine that the young nurses, tired from a day of boat travel and touring, were quiet as they returned to the docks. Was the prospect of the busy workweek ahead—and all the many, many years of work to follow—weighing upon them? Did the taste of freedom only make a future chockablock with nursing rounds more daunting?

We need to speak to the notoriously reticent Celia McCarthy to see if my speculations match reality. She spoke extensively with the authorities after May’s disappearance, as evidenced by the police report, but she’s been unwilling to say more since the discovery of the body. And she has outright refused to travel to France for more questioning.

These musings fade away as we approach the Gare Centrale. The beauty of the station catches me unawares. As we approach it from the front, its ornate arches, soaring spires, and striking statuary seem uncommonly elegant for a train station, more like the towering Basilique Notre-Dame de Boulogne, which looms over the Old Town. It is worlds away from its utilitarian sibling on the harbor, the Gare Maritime.

Lingering before the front entrance, I picture the young women marveling at this structure. Then I imagine May turning toward Celia and asking if they can stop in the Gare Centrale washroom for a “wash and brushup” before they board the Glendower ferry home.

Did Celia bristle at this unexpected stop? Did she push May to wash up at the Gare Maritime instead? After all, there is a washroom at that station, and they had a ferry to catch. Perhaps May balked at Celia’s insistence that she use the danker washroom at Gare Maritime, or perhaps they both wanted to take a spin through the impressive main train station. Did the investigators even ask? I’ve seen nothing in the official report.

Either way, May and Celia stepped into this building, and we follow in their footsteps. Seeing what they saw, hearing what they heard. The haze of smoke and the slowing clack-clack from an approaching train. The cries of “All aboard!” and the panicky squeals of travelers desperate to make it into a car. The tumult of luggage and coats and young children underfoot alongside the cacophony of machinery and voices and the slam of doors. Did it thrill the young women or overwhelm them?

As May and Celia may have done, we inquire of a railway agent the location of les toilettes des dames. Our heels clicking on the hard marble tiles of the long corridor, we weave through the crowd of arriving passengers toward the ladies’ room. I push open the heavy wooden black door, and we crowd inside.

This is the place, I think.

A number of women jockey for position around the white porcelain sinks while an attendant stands by handing them towels. Other women enter and exit the six stalls in rapid-fire rotation. The black-and-white-tiled space is not large, and as has been reported widely, only one entrance is visible. We take turns walking the perimeter of the washroom, and none of us can identify a single other means of egress, not even a small window. Once inside, we can see that there is indeed only one way out.

When a stall empties, I slip in, locking the door behind me. Inspecting the narrow area, I wonder if another person—one with nefarious intent—would fit inside here. Between the toilet, the paper holder, and the small waste bin, it would be extremely tight but possible. Just.

I reenter the public section of the washroom and survey the room. How would an evildoer get inside a stall with another person without anyone noticing? How would this same villain perpetrate a wrong upon May—even a kidnapping—in the open? Even if May had been assaulted in a stall and the perpetrator managed to avoid attention, how would he or she get May out of the washroom without notice? There are simply too many witnesses in here, including the attendant.

This locked-room puzzle is worse than I imagined. I had assumed that we’d find a back entrance or window that sloppy gendarmes failed to observe. Or that the washroom contained shadowy corners where a young woman might be interfered with or snatched. Or, in the unlikely circumstance that May had a hand in her own vanishing—as did, I suspect, someone else I know—there was another way out. But examining this washroom, I see that none of these theories holds water.

How did May exit this washroom without drawing the attention of Celia, who stood just outside the single door? And if May herself wasn’t responsible, why would anyone go to such lengths to abscond with a middle-class British nurse from Chiswick and Ealing Isolation Hospital on a day trip to France?

“Puis-je vous offrir une serviette, madame?” the washroom attendant asks, one quizzical eyebrow raised, as I loiter at the sinks.

How long have I been standing here while my mind whirs? I have no idea. I suppose I should play along, wash my hands, and take the offered hand towel, even though I don’t need to wash up because I didn’t use the facilities. I see that Margery and Ngaio are acting the part and lathering up. Where are Agatha and Emma?

“Oui, merci,” I say, accepting the towel and draping it across my forearm while I suds up. The attendant has probably seen all sorts of frights far worse than a preoccupied middle-aged Englishwoman staring at the sinks. Might she have even been on duty on October 16? The police report had been emphatic that the attendant witnessed nothing.

Pretending at a casual exchange as I finish and place a tip in her jar, I ask, “Avez-vous travaillé longtemps à la gare?”

“Non, Madame, j’ai commencé ce poste le mois dernier seulement.” She explains that she only took the job last month.

Wishing her a good day, I leave the toilettes, and Margery and Ngaio aren’t far behind. I see Agatha and Emma leaning against the tiled corridor wall just outside the washroom. Intentionally or not, they stand in the position Celia would have assumed. I take a spot alongside them, observing women and girls come and go from the washroom, some in haste, others at leisure. A clock is mounted on the wall at the end of the hallway, and I imagine that Celia must have been watching that second hand tick. She probably waited with mounting impatience for her friend to come out. They had a ferry to catch, after all, and May had their tickets.

By all accounts, Celia waited five minutes for May, at which point the ferry was due to depart in another five minutes. Was her fury mounting? Or was she concerned about her friend? According to Madame Brat, May had been unwell earlier in the day. Whether she was in a huff or not, Celia then marched into the toilettes, hunting down her friend and calling out her name. To no avail.

“Any locked-room stories come to mind that might apply?” I ask the women, hoping for inspiration.

“There’s that the Father Brown story ‘The Arrow of Heaven.’ Gilbert had the millionaire shot to death with an arrow in a locked room,” Ngaio offers.

“True,” Emma replies. “But it contains an arrow used in an unorthodox way, so it’s not helpful.”

“Agatha, you wrote a locked-room story with Poirot, didn’t you?” I ask.

She nods. “‘The Market Basing Mystery.’ A wealthy recluse holed up in his bedroom seems to have shot himself, and Poirot discovers that the gun is found in the wrong hand. It’s a locked-room scenario, but I don’t think its resolution would have any bearing here.”

I feel stuck and frustrated.

But then, as I watch the ingress and egress of the travelers, the words of the agent at the Gare Maritime return to me: “One plain English girl looks very much like another, especially in a crowd.” Suddenly I can picture the “how” of May’s disappearance.






Chapter Seventeen
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BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

“Can we agree that anyone entering or exiting the washroom must pass through this narrow hallway?” I step back from the corridor wall and study the women’s faces as I ask.

The women nod, but I watch Emma’s eyebrow arch like a question mark.

“Can we also agree that Celia would have been standing approximately where you are right now?”

“Yes,” Ngaio says. “Why are you asking?”

“Indulge me a few minutes more. So Celia would have been within inches of anyone coming out of or going into the washroom?”

They nod once more, but Margery asks, “Why are you reviewing these basic points? I thought we’d been through these particular details.”

“It will all become clear when I return. Might I ask you to stay right here until I do?”

Agatha answers for the group. “Of course, Dorothy. Do what you must.”

The women look at me curiously but remain in their positions. I scurry back into the washroom, past the attendant at the sinks and three women finishing up washing their hands, and race into an empty stall. There, in that narrow space, I remove a wide plum-and-black-patterned shawl from my handbag, unfold it, and drape it over most of my gray wool coat. Then I slide out the ingenious rubberized wide-brimmed black rain hat I’d purchased at the millinery yesterday and replace my cloche with it. Carefully tucking my hair into the rain hat, I yank it down low on my forehead and put on my reading glasses, the ones I rarely wear in public.

Leaving the stall, I wash my hands in the sink until six women quit their stalls and begin using the adjacent sinks. I lather slowly and take my time drying my fingers on the linen cloth the attendant provides. Checking my image one last time in the mirror, I adjust the scarf to cover not only my coat but also my handbag, and I tilt the rain hat so that one side of the brim hangs lower than the other.

Then I wait for the other women in the washroom to exit.

I saunter out of the washroom in their midst. A French mother-daughter pair, prim and stylish in their nearly identical well-cut navy coats, belted at the waist with a semifitted bust and sleeves that flare at the wrist. A lone graying woman who must be German or German-speaking because she carries a copy of a book entitled Der Prozess by the author Franz Kafka. Two young women with serious expressions, wearing simple cotton frocks and trench coats, who have such strikingly similar hooded brown eyes that they must be related. Finally, an elderly woman with lines deeply etched into her brow and at the corners of her eyes using a cane to bolster her right leg.

I secure a place between the mother-daughter pair and the German woman because I’m gambling that the fashionable navy coats will draw onlookers’ gazes away from everyone else. Walking alongside them, I keep my eyes straight ahead, never making contact with Emma, Ngaio, Agatha, or Margery. In my peripheral vision, however, I can see they’ve remained in position as I requested.

Continuing on, I enter the Gare Centrale proper and take a place under the station’s departure board, as if checking on my train. Once I’m certain the Queens are facing forward—still waiting for me to emerge from the washroom—I pull off the rain hat and the scarf and stuff them in my handbag. I take off my glasses and approach the women from the back.

I tap Ngaio on the shoulder, because she’s the Queen at the back of their little queue. She turns, sees my face, and lets out a yelp.

“You scared the living daylights out of me, Dorothy! How on earth did you get out here?”

All four encircle me now and are bombarding me with questions.

“Is there another exit from the washroom?”

“Did you ever really go back inside the toilettes?”

“How the devil did you do that?”

I say, “I will explain everything, but suffice it to say that I walked right past you.”

“That’s not possible. We would have seen you,” Margery maintains.

“You saw what I wanted you to see and what you expected to see. Things are not always as they appear.”

Agatha smiles, and I see that her gaze has settled on the corner of the scarf peeking out from my handbag. She understands without my saying a word.

“When I first learned of May’s disappearance, I assumed that there had to be some other means of leaving the washroom, a way overlooked by some inept gendarme. A small window or a storage closet with an outlet elsewhere, perhaps, that May crawled through. Or through which she was dragged. But I was utterly wrong, as we all saw today. There isn’t even a ventilation shaft connected to the washroom. It is the very definition of a locked room.”

“Also the very definition of a malodorous room,” Ngaio jibes, prompting an outbreak of tittering among the others.

“You’re not wrong there,” I say, then continue. “Given that, the next possibility that occurred to me was that she’d been somehow assaulted within the washroom and surreptitiously removed from it.”

“Nearly impossible without detection,” Agatha offers.

“Exactly. We’ve inspected the washroom, and I think we can agree that May was not smuggled out of it by a nefarious actor. There isn’t the space for a kidnapping to go unnoticed. The Boulogne police may have been half-hearted in their canvassing and interviewing of their citizens, but the official report shows a careful questioning of the washroom attendant and Gare Centrale employees on duty that day. So what does that leave us with?”

“You tell us,” Emma says with her familiar sniff. “You obviously have the answer.”

“Actually, I have that awful Gare Maritime ticket agent to thank for prompting the answer. Emma, do you recall that he told us he couldn’t identify May or Celia because one English girl looks like every other?”

“Yes,” she says slowly and warily.

Staring down the narrow corridor leading to the washroom, I can almost see May as she must have appeared that October afternoon. Furtive, nervous, and scared. I can almost sense her fear now. But why was she afraid?

I continue. “Then I remembered what the salesgirl from the millinery told us. May secretly ran back to the store after she and Celia had left and bought a dark fedora. And I had my answer. She switched her mauve toque for the fedora, pulled it low over her face, and draped a scarf or wrap over her familiar black tailored coat—and walked right past Celia. Thus disguised, May was unrecognizable to Celia, and her friend vanished before her very eyes.”

“May hid in plain sight,” Margery half whispers, in awe of the scheme.

“That was my theory. But I needed to be sure.” Sliding them from my handbag, I hold aloft my scarf and hat. “So I tested it on you.”

“The ruse works,” Ngaio says, shaking her head appreciatively. As if she still cannot believe I pulled the wool over her jaded eyes.

For once, the ladies have no further comment. This is the stuff of their very own novels—stories that have been labeled far-fetched and outlandish by critics. Well-written, brilliant books that have been denied reviews by The Guardian and the Times because they are supposedly too commercial, too pulpy. Narratives now come to life.
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Leaving the Gare Centrale, we march back up the blasted hill to rue de Lille in silence. Typically, I cannot bear quiet, but now that I understand the how, my mind is spinning wildly with the why. Why on earth would a young English nurse on a leisure-time jaunt to France feel driven to go such lengths to vanish? Particularly when it meant that her friend and fellow nurse would be stranded, since May had the ferry tickets and Celia had no money? What was she hiding—or fleeing—from?

The silence breaks with Margery. “You’ve solved the locked-room puzzle, Dorothy. That calls for congratulations. A toast over lunch?”

“I don’t feel very celebratory,” I reply.

“Why?” Margery asks. “This conundrum lay unresolved for six months.”

“We may have solved the locked-room puzzle, but that resolution means her disappearance was planned and raises countless questions. Someone or something prompted May to disguise herself and run away, leaving her friend high and dry. What or who? And when one pairs these facts with the way in which her body was arranged, with her purse and the infamous syringe lying nearby, well…”

I leave my sentence unfinished. I do not want to be presumptuous and assume these brilliant puzzle masters aren’t reaching the same conclusions as I am.

Agatha takes up the thread. “The purse contained her identification, so there would be no mistaking her body for someone else’s.” She shakes her head disapprovingly. “And the syringe—”

Emma interrupts. “It’s a supposed explanation for her murder, a drug deal gone wrong or an overdose. But it’s an obvious red herring.”

Ngaio practically snorts. “Almost textbook stuff. So heavy-handed.”

I nod. What a relief to be in the company of these women who speak the same shorthand as I do. “But not to the police and the press, who are looking for headlines and an easy solution. To them, the syringe is a godsend,” I say. “One they’ll cling to unless another solution hits them in the face. And soon. Otherwise, case closed.”

“It seems the authorities and journalists are unbothered by the illogic of two British nurses traveling to France to procure an illicit substance that is readily available in their place of work,” Emma says. “I mean, the girls probably injected morphine into patients every day. Would have been the simplest thing in the world to skim a little off the top.”

“The authorities are utterly unperturbed by the logical fallacy of it,” I say in agreement. “They might be thinking that the girls were selling instead of buying, but that seems far-fetched. They each traveled to Boulogne with only a handbag, an improbable and too-small carrying case for glass morphine vials. The rest of their belongings stayed behind in Brighton where May and Celia stayed the night before heading to Boulogne, and where they’d presumably return for another night when their ferry came back to England.”

“It will be interesting to see how reporters spin the autopsy findings when they get their hands on them. I’m convinced that May’s death had nothing to do with drugs. They won’t find morphine in her system,” Agatha says.

“Not that the facts will stop the authorities or the press from insinuating that her involvement with drugs somehow led to her demise,” Margery adds.

“If you are going to consort with riffraff, then you’re asking to be treated like riffraff and all that,” Ngaio sneers.

“More troubling to me is that all this planning demonstrates that May was afraid and that there was someone to be afraid of. Someone about to undertake a premeditated murder.”

Agatha nods. “The stakes have just been raised.”

We reach the apex of the cobblestone hill, and just as we are about to turn onto rue de Lille, the pale pink storefront of the chemist’s shop on the corner catches my eye. We’d considered stopping in the Pharmacie Notre Dame yesterday, but when that young reporter spotted me through the millinery window, the plan fell by the wayside. Now that May’s murderer has shown himself or herself to be a deliberate, careful actor, however, we need to proceed accordingly.

Unlike most utilitarian pharmacies, the Pharmacie Notre Dame, proudly founded in 1847, is downright charming, with its rosy exterior and brown-and-white-striped awning. I gesture to the pretty shop and ask, “Shall we?”

Just as I’m about to push open the pink door emblazoned with the words HOMEOPATHIE and PHYTOTHERAPIE, Ngaio asks, “Would the young women faff around in a chemist’s on their holiday?”

“I’m not sure this was a holiday for May,” I say.

I’m about to add that we wouldn’t allow our fictional detectives to skip a single store, so we shouldn’t, either. But Agatha answers for me. “We must err on the side of caution. And anyway, it’s most likely a formality.”

We file into the store, empty of customers but lined with crowded wooden shelves painted the same blush shade as the exterior. A beautifully coiffed blonde steps out from the back. She could be in her fifties, but she is so exquisitely made up and outfitted in a bias-cut emerald dress that her age is indeterminate. “Bonne journée. Comment puis-je vous aider?”

This time, I will not be playing the role of innocent tourist. We need to get straight to the point. I just want to tick the box marked “visit every shop on rue de Lille.” No stone left unturned and all that.

Reaching into my purse, I slide out the pictures of May and Celia and hand them to the shopkeeper. “Je me demande si vous avez déjà vu cettes jeunes femmes.”

“Ah, this is the poor Miss Daniels and her friend. First missing, now dead.”

“Yes. I am sure the police have asked you about her.”

“Oh, yes. Terrible business.” She sighs, then gestures down rue de Lille. “All the shopkeepers have been visited by the gendarmes because, of course, this area is popular with tourists. And the young women were tourists.”

“I’m not surprised tourists flock here. It is delightful.”

A tiny grin forms upon her crimson lips, then fades and is replaced by a furrowed brow. “Why are you asking about her? You can’t possibly be affiliated with the police.” We both know that the only positions open to females in the French and English police departments are typists and aides who work with imperiled women and children. Even then, the scope of their responsibilities is very limited.

“No—my husband is covering the case for News of the World, and I volunteered to help. Anything for the poor young English girl,” I answer. This of course is a half truth, knowing as I do that the shopkeeper has no real reason to share a single morsel of information with me and every incentive to paint a pretty picture and thus keep the tourist trade steady. “I’m wondering if you saw either one of the girls on the October day that Miss Daniels disappeared.”

“I did,” she answers, to my surprise. The chemist’s shop was only mentioned in passing in the police reports.

“You did?” I blurt out, gobsmacked at my luck. Triple luck, actually, since we’ve now encountered three women who interacted with the nurses but whose names aren’t referenced in the police report. Did the gendarmes not think the observations of Madame Brat, the millinery salesgirl, or this shopkeeper worth recording? Interesting that these everyday women have been devalued or ignored by the authorities, even though they see and hear and know more than anyone believes possible. Perhaps Emma was correct when she pronounced that May’s murder needed to be solved by women, in part because only female sleuths properly credit female witnesses.

“Yes, the young women stopped in my store.”

In as calm a voice as I can manage, I ask, “About what time?”

“Just before four o’clock, I believe.”

“Do you know what brought them into your shop?”

“Miss Daniels had”—she pauses, then says—“an illness of the belly from la mal de mer. I showed her the proper remedies.”

A stomachache. Just as Madame Brat had mentioned. It seems the tea and toast hadn’t settled her seasickness.

“Can you show me the medicine you directed her to?”

“Yes,” she says. I follow her at a brisk clip for a few feet until she stops before several boxes bearing sketches of various plants. The other women hover nearby but do not intrude on the conversation. She points to a package and says, “I recommended this to her.”

“Did Miss Daniels purchase it?”

“No. She examined several other products,” the woman replies, adding, “despite the fact that I assured her that this particular formulation is superior.”

Perhaps Miss Daniels wanted to check the prices. A young nurse on a day trip to France wouldn’t have budgeted for medicine and would want to keep this unplanned expense low. Not to mention that she had either just purchased the fedora at the millinery or was about to and so perhaps needed to be careful with her funds.

I ask, “Did she say why she didn’t want to purchase it?”

“She said it wouldn’t alleviate her stomach pain. Yet the label says that it does help with la mal de mer.”

“What did Miss McCarthy do while her friend was studying the boxes?” I ask, trying to get a sense of the entire scene.

“She lingered over the cosmetics,” she answers, pointing to the display of lipsticks.

“I assume you shared all this information with the police?”

She raises one of those perfect brows and says, “Of course I answered the gendarmes’ questions.”

“Of course,” I hasten to say. I have no wish to offend her by intimating that she’d be anything less than forthcoming with the police. Especially when she’s being so forthcoming with me. But then I realize that she hasn’t answered my query directly, so I take a chance. “Did they ask about your conversation with Miss Daniels?”

“No, they never asked. They inquired as to whether she made any purchases. Only you have asked, and so you are the one who knows.”

Interesting, I think, although I’m not yet certain what to make of May’s unsettled tummy and her exchange with the store owner. “I appreciate your candor,” I say.

“And I appreciate your thoroughness. No young girl should suffer a terrible fate without an exhaustive investigation,” she says, and I realize that she understands what we’re doing—that the police work is strangely shoddy and that concern over tourism shouldn’t be the reason for half-baked detective work. Then she adds, “The autopsy report was a bit unsettling, wasn’t it?”

“The autopsy report is back?”

“Oh, yes.” Her tone is matter-of-fact. “It came in this morning, along with the results of the soil tests conducted on the earth around and under the body.”

I refrain from asking how she knows. The townspeople of Boulogne, I’m guessing, are an interconnected bunch, but I wonder if my suspicions about the shopkeeper are correct. Is she sharing because I asked the right questions but the police did not? And because I listened to her answers when no male investigator had?

“May I ask what the testing discovered?”

“Only if you did not hear it from me,” she insists.

“I promise.”

“Miss Daniels appears to have died from strangulation.”

I gasp. Even though I knew that sort of violence was possible, I hadn’t prepared myself for it.

“But that’s not all. There was a great deal of blood in the soil underneath the body,” she continues.

This is a strange finding given the cause of death. “Did the coroner find other wounds on the body? Aside from the strangulation marks, I mean.”

“No. And the authorities appear perplexed.”

I’m confused as well. Where would all the blood emanate from if May had no other injuries? Strangulation generally doesn’t yield an abundance of blood.

The woman stares at me, her expression inscrutable but pushing me onward. She will say no more—that I can see. I must draw the next conclusions on my own.

And then it dawns on me. “There are other places from which women bleed.”

The shopkeeper nods at me, as if I’m a student who’s finally mastered a lesson.

I thank the woman and gather the others to leave. When the shop door closes behind us, the women stare at me, waiting for my revelations. I indicate a nearby park bench. As I take a spot at the center of the hard wrought-iron seat and they flank me, it occurs to me that this must be the park where May spent a few moments alone on that fateful October day.

“The autopsy apparently shows injuries to the neck consistent with strangulation. Despite the fact that there were no other wounds on the body, a great deal of Miss Daniels’s blood was discovered in the soil underneath her. The police are perplexed by this,” I tell them.

To my surprise, Agatha is the first to comment. “I cannot imagine what the police find baffling about a woman hemorrhaging. Women bleed every month, after all. To me, the only questions are the amount of blood and the reason for her hemorrhage. Was it induced by violation of her person? Or could it have been the result of a terribly heavy period or even a miscarriage?”

I hadn’t thought Agatha would be the one to lay out the options so plainly. Even in the exclusive company of females, some women are squeamish about discussing such matters. But now that propriety and euphemisms have been jettisoned, the others come racing through.

“You’ve hit the nail on the head, Agatha,” Ngaio says approvingly. Then, turning to me, she asks, “Do we know if Miss Daniels had a boyfriend? Or secret paramour? Could she have been pregnant?”

Margery lets out a low whistle. “That would shed a completely different light on this whole affair.”

“‘Affair’ being the operative word,” Ngaio quips.

Emma joins in. “It might help ascertain a motive—for May’s vanishing and for her murder. What if the hemorrhaging was the result of a back-alley abortion? Could May have snuck away from Celia for the procedure? And then it went horribly wrong?”

As the women debate these possibilities, I try to mask my shock. Never in my wildest imaginings did I think these proper women would launch headlong into a discussion of such taboo topics—subjects the male journalists and police and governmental authorities have most studiously avoided. Even if this “female blood” yielded a crucial clue, I think the men would ignore it. And yet, as I listen to the women’s unabashed exchange, this seems the most natural topic in the world. Perhaps I’m the only one shrinking from a frank conversation about menstruation, unplanned pregnancies, miscarriage, and abortion. And I have my reasons.

“A pregnancy would certainly explain why May ordered tea and toast at the Hôtel Morveaux, an act we initially attributed to seasickness. It would also explain why, hours later, she looked for antinausea medication at the chemist’s shop. And she declined a medicine designed specifically for seasickness,” Agatha says.

“Mmm. Nausea can also stem from pregnancy,” Ngaio muses. “Or womanly conditions that can cause it to terminate.”

“May was in a fraught state that day. Remember that the Englishman told us his friend observed her in this very park”—I gesture around us—“alone and crying? Scribbling away? Perhaps she was suffering through a miscarriage. Or debating whether to terminate the pregnancy. Could she have been thinking through her decision by writing it all out? I know that’s how I work out my thoughts. But maybe she said nothing because she didn’t want to alert Celia to the pregnancy in the first place. Or could another sort of personal catastrophe have befallen her—perhaps of the romantic variety?”

Describing this quandary, I feel a pang. And I nearly have to hold back tears myself.

“Interesting,” Margery says, weighing in. “Although these options don’t explain the strangulation injuries.”

“Agreed,” Agatha responds.

A thoughtful silence takes hold of our group until my conjectures come spilling out. “All this informs the likelihood that, at some time during the course of that day, May began bleeding profusely—and that a separate violence was perpetrated upon her. I suppose it’s possible that the latter caused the former.”

The women nod in agreement. Shoulders squared and gaze steady, Agatha adds, “Regardless of the order of events, I think we can agree that this case demonstrates a level of premeditation. Something nefarious is at work here, and we are the only ones who seem to see it. The authorities appear content with easy, damning explanations for May’s murder.”

“My thoughts exactly.” I glance at my friends. “We’ve gone back to the beginning of May’s disappearance. Now we need to go even further back into her life. Let’s begin unearthing the secrets of May Daniels.”
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“Will you hurry up?” Ngaio calls out over her shoulder, never missing a step.

I can barely hear her good-natured cajoling over the whistle of the train and the din of the Dollis Hill station, and I can barely keep up with her lanky, long-limbed stride. Perhaps if I wore the same sort of wide-legged pants, I’d have more freedom of movement, I think. But then again, given the differences in our physiques, I doubt it would move the needle materially.

“I’m coming as fast as I can,” I yell back, my breath as labored as Emma’s had been two days before. Embarrassed by this limitation—Emma is, after all, at least two decades older than I am—I keep my panting quiet. I don’t want Ngaio to think I’m not up to the task of walking the two miles from the Tube station to the terraced house where May’s sister lives.

When I finally reach Ngaio’s side, there is no sympathetic pause before we head out onto the streets of Dollis Hill. What must she be like in the relative wilds of New Zealand? She only occasionally brings up her homeland, with a tinge of wistfulness in her voice, and I find myself imagining her there. She seems far too free and robust for staid London.

Arms swinging, steps long and brisk, Ngaio plunges into the northwestern London neighborhood near Gladstone Park, and I follow. At the turn of the century, Dollis Hill Estate was built on former farmland to provide terraced homes for solidly middle-class families. Since the Great War, the neighborhood has slid to the fringes of respectability, becoming more of a working-class community.

Weaving in and out of busy folks marching to work or the shops, we pass the Fernhead Laundry, Abbot’s Sundries, Dollis Hill Coal Company, and a host of other stores. When I spot the Patterson Tea Shop, I shoot Ngaio a pleading look, which she pointedly ignores. How I long for a steaming cup of tea and a scone at the moment. The male members of the Detection Club would certainly not deprive themselves for a second: in fact, I doubt they’d make themselves uncomfortable in any way, even when solving an actual murder. Assuming they’d dare to tackle one, that is.

By the time we reach the redbrick terraced homes of Dollis Hill Estate, I’m famished and tired. But given that the streets are organized alphabetically, beginning with Aberdeen Road, we have some distance before we reach Fleetwood Road, so I’d best summon some energy. It hadn’t been easy to arrange this meeting with May’s sisters, Mrs. Davis and Mrs. Lloyd, and I have no intention of wasting a single second.

The Queens and I had divvied up the next stage of our investigation based on skill set, access, and level of interest. Margery has a friend in nursing, so she is heading up the inquiry into May’s hospital colleagues and superiors. Emma has offered to contact Mr. Marks, the British expatriate retiree from Boulogne, because she has a self-professed “way with elderly gentlemen.” I did not want to relinquish interactions with either May’s family or her friend Celia, so Ngaio has volunteered to work with me in reaching out to May’s sisters, and Agatha has agreed to assist my efforts to talk with Celia.

We are on the hunt to understand May’s life so we can solve the mystery of her death. Only by going through the years and months and weeks and days that make up her life can we begin to comprehend what happened to May on October 16. Not that it will ever make sense, of course. Not that it will bring her back.

I spot the tidy row house on Fleetwood Road owned by May’s oldest sister, Mrs. Davis. Turning to Ngaio, I say, “Remember we agreed I’d take the lead with May’s sisters.”

“I do recall your saying you’d take the lead, but I do not recollect agreeing,” Ngaio replies tartly.

How exasperating, I think.

“I don’t want to be blunt, Ngaio, but you can be as sharp as a rosebush thorn, and this is a situation calling for the delicacy of a rose petal.”

She snorts in laughter. “How can I object when you put it that way? Especially when I’ve always preferred the thorn to the bloom.”

As we draw closer, I note that, while Mrs. Davis’s house shares the same brick facade, wide bay window, and ironwork gate as the other Dollis Hill Estate homes, it has a distinctive black-and-white Tudor peak, a clear effort to distinguish it. When a dark-haired woman in her late thirties answers our knock, she opens the door wearing a thick fur stole clearly designed for outdoor use. Is this Mrs. Davis putting on the same sort of airs as the row house? Stop judging, I think, chastising myself. Perhaps the poor woman uses the stole as armor or comfort in her grief for her sister.

“Good morning. I am Mrs. Fleming, and this is Miss Marsh. We are here for an appointment with Mrs. Davis and Mrs. Lloyd.” I use my married name on the off chance that she recognizes my usual one. In making the arrangements, I’d introduced myself and Ngaio as two writers penning a sympathetic essay on her sister for Woman’s Weekly magazine to counteract the negative publicity in the newspapers. And who knows? We may well undertake this task, so it’s not exactly a lie. I feel bad, but needs must.

“I’m Mrs. Davis.” Her tone is wary and her voice slow, lingering over the vowels, typical of the accent prevalent in northwest London.

“We are very grateful to you for taking the time,” I say without taking a step toward her. Nothing we do should intimidate or overwhelm her, lest she back away. “I know this isn’t easy for you.”

Mrs. Davis doesn’t move. Does she recall our exchange of letters? I certainly hope she isn’t having second thoughts.

“Do you not remember—” Ngaio blurts out, and before she can ruin it for us, I hold up a hand to her. Even with the agreement that I’ll do most of the talking, she can’t help herself.

“If this is no longer convenient, we can reschedule or even cancel,” I offer, stepping away from the door. The decision to proceed must be squarely in her hands.

Mrs. Davis is moved to action. “Please come in.”

Opening the door wider, she moves aside to allow us in. The foyer is small and cramped, and we follow our hostess into the adjoining parlor. There, on a nubby camel sofa, another women awaits us, also with dark hair and dark eyes, and Mrs. Davis wordlessly settles by her side.

“I am Mrs. Lloyd. I’m the middle sister,” she says, introducing herself, and gestures for us to sit in the claret-colored chairs facing the sofa. Then she realizes what she’s said and corrects herself. “Or I was.”

“We appreciate your trust and time at this terrible juncture,” I say, noticing the chill in the room. Glancing to my left, I see that the fireplace is dark; no fire in the hearth. Mrs. Davis’s stole makes sense now, and I scold myself once again for passing judgment upon her. I’m every bit as bad as the reporters and police who jumped to conclusions about May.

Mrs. Lloyd, the more animated of the two sisters, pours us tea from a china pot and inquires about our travel and the weather. I take the opportunity to study the room. Photographs line the surfaces, and on the table abutting the sofa, I see a family portrait of three girls with a couple. From the resemblance, I’m guessing it’s a younger Mrs. Davis and Mrs. Lloyd with May and their parents.

“Is that your family?” I point to the framed image.

Mrs. Lloyd reaches for it, staring at it as if she hasn’t looked at it for some time. “Yes, that’s our parents and the three of us sisters. You’ll see lots of pictures of us around the house, because this was my parents’ home. My sister took it over when my parents died, and I rent a house just down the block.” She then hands it to us.

“Might we look at the photos?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Lloyd answers after looking at her sister for a nod of permission. Rising, she guides Ngaio and me around the room, where we see a host of images of the sisters, including May, at various ages. With her bobbed brunette hair, bright, joyous smile, and dark, sparkling eyes, May is an effervescent version of her sisters, with more delicate features.

“She’s lovely,” I say.

When we settle back into our seats, I launch into the pitch we crafted. “The unfortunate coverage of your poor sister has been disturbing to us both. We would like to write an article showing her in a more flattering light.”

Mrs. Davis dabs at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. The woman is clearly bereft over her younger sister; only Mrs. Lloyd has the wherewithal to converse with us. She says, “Our poor May has been lambasted in the press. The fact that she was a sweet, good girl who loved helping others deserves to be known.”

“It certainly does,” Ngaio says, keeping it surprisingly short.

“Are you willing to tell us a bit about your sister? Her qualities? What she enjoyed about being a nurse? The activities with which she occupied her free time? That sort of thing?” I ask.

The sisters confer quietly, after which Mrs. Davis exclaims, “We don’t want our baby sister to be exploited. So far, everyone involved in May’s case—every official, every reporter, even every neighbor—has done nothing but cast aspersions upon her good name. If that’s your game, you can leave now.”

“That is the opposite of our game, Mrs. Davis. Miss Marsh and I have been sickened by the coverage of Miss Daniels, and we want to set the record straight. Maybe then her killer can be found. All this unsubstantiated gossip detracts from the real, important task of figuring out her case,” I say. Although Ngaio and I have fudged our identities somewhat—about which I do feel guilty—everything I just said is true.

Mrs. Davis continues, “Do you know that the French authorities have had the audacity to inform us that, if we disagree with their assessment that the murder was drug-related, we may have to institute a civil proceeding in France and force Celia to testify? They want us—the grieving family—to come up with money we don’t have to force another girl to testify when they could easily make it happen themselves.”

Yesterday, the press reported definitively that the gendarmes may close the case. Without Celia’s testimony or some “utterly dispositive” clue, they’ll presume May’s death stemmed from a drug deal gone wrong or an overdose of some sort. Never mind that the autopsy report was released and that the French pathologist found a fracture near the base of the larynx consistent with suffocation. Strangulation is the official cause of death.

“That is precisely what we hope to change by our work,” I say to reassure them, and this is the truth.

Mrs. Lloyd and Mrs. Davis turn to each other again, exchanging inscrutable glances. Even though they agreed to this meeting, they now appear hesitant and unconvinced, and I don’t blame them. Every scrap of information they’ve offered has been contorted and manipulated until an unrecognizable portrait of their sister appeared. And it is that depiction that the authorities have used to explain away their inability or lack of interest in hunting down her murderer thus far. That and the unwillingness of Celia to submit to questioning in France.

It is time for my final plea. “Imagine if we could turn the narrative on its head and elicit public sympathy for your sister. The authorities would be forced to devote their resources to Miss Daniels.”
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My final argument is the one that turns the tide, and the sisters open up. Ngaio and I sit back and listen; too rare for both of us, I think. Hands folded in laps, we take an occasional sip of tea or nibble of pastries and absorb all the sisters want to share. Neither of us even takes notes. We want nothing to interrupt the flow of thoughts and information from the two sisters, who have much to say but to date have only been spoken at, not with.

We learn quite a bit about May. The youngest of three sisters—and nearly a decade younger than Mrs. Lloyd—she’d been the much-beloved “pet” of her siblings as well as of her mother and father. When both parents died in swift succession during May’s thirteenth year, the newly married sisters took turns caring for her. It hadn’t been hard, according to Mrs. Lloyd, because May had been “generally happy and cheerful,” a description to which Mrs. Davis added “calm and even-tempered.”

The sisters tear up describing their sister, and, I confess, Ngaio and I do as well. The May I imagined walking the streets of Boulogne on her final day materializes more clearly. And my determination to get justice for her grows while the goal of securing acceptance from the Detection Club members becomes secondary.

“Can you tell us a bit about her decision to become a nurse?” I ask, trying to turn the conversation to May’s adult years.

“We hadn’t really wanted her to become one,” Mrs. Davis says, her voice hardening.

“No,” Mrs. Lloyd adds, concurring. “She did need to work once she finished school, of course. Our parents hadn’t left behind enough funds to support May beyond that, and there was no suitor in the wings. But we hadn’t encouraged her longing to become a nurse. We weren’t even sure how she got that bee in her bonnet, were we?”

“No—we don’t know anyone who’s a nurse,” Mrs. Davis replies. “We pushed her toward a position as a clerk or secretary instead. It’s a bit more respectable and would have the added benefit of introducing her to eligible young men. You know unmarried men are in short supply since the Great War—”

Mrs. Lloyd interjects. “When the neighbors got wind of May’s choice of profession, they had some less-than-savory comments for the two of us. How could we let our baby sister work in such a ‘dirty and gory’ profession? Couldn’t we find something more befitting a nice young woman like May? Did we want her to end up like some surplus women?”

I’m not surprised by the neighborhood gossip. Even though the nursing profession has changed dramatically from its early days—when it was considered unseemly, nasty work for only the lowest class of women—the stigma does cling.

“We begged her to reconsider, but she’d already started her training at the hospital, and the arrangement requires you to give two years of free nursing services in exchange for the classes and instruction. The hospital gave her room and board, of course, but almost no salary for those two years. She couldn’t really leave,” Mrs. Davis adds.

“Not that she wanted to; May loved nursing. She didn’t even care that people were calling her names,” Mrs. Lloyd says, as if an unpleasant taste lingers in her mouth.

“Why would she be called ‘surplus’ for working in nursing? It’s not as if she’s taking a job from a man,” Ngaio asks after an unprecedented period of silence. “Nursing is a career men don’t want. And she was young.”

I flinch at the past tense.

“She might still have chosen to marry one day,” Ngaio replies.

“That may well be true, but the busybodies will talk,” Mrs. Davis says. “And we had to be careful.”

I nod along in understanding if not perfect agreement. These sisters cling to the edge of middle class, as did May. They don’t have the cushion of money or education to prevent them from tumbling into the lower ranks if they take one step in the wrong direction. Every movement must be measured with care, and so to have their baby sister labeled “surplus” or work in an objectionable field must have been alarming.

Might I have been a “surplus” woman if I’d been a little further down the strata of social classes? If I didn’t have an Oxford education or a respectable minister for a father? If I hadn’t eventually married Mac at the ripe old age of thirty-two? After all, my financial situation is not so different from May’s or her sisters’. What about Ngaio and Margery, had the latter not married? Would they fall into the category as well? Emma and Agatha both hail from higher social classes and wouldn’t have these worries.

“May never cared about any of that. She laughed when we told her what people were saying,” Mrs. Lloyd says with a sigh. “She loved helping people of all ages, from all backgrounds.”

“She sounds like a selfless young woman,” I say.

“She was,” Mrs. Lloyd says, and Mrs. Davis tears up again. “What else do you want to know?”

Ngaio launches in before we can consult. “What was her schedule like? What did she do with her free time? What was her social circle like?”

I want to groan, but it seems Ngaio’s directness has its benefits. Mrs. Davis offers rapid-fire answers. “Well, let’s see. She worked long days back-to-back in the hospital, followed by time off ranging from several hours to several days. Many of the girls lived in housing provided by the hospital, which afforded camaraderie if not luxury. On her time off, she would often visit me here or my sister at her home. Or she might stay with another nurse at her family’s home or take a brief holiday, as she did with Miss McCarthy. She had some Dollis Hill friends with whom she remained in touch, but her circle consisted mainly of fellow nurses and us. Not that she had much time to socialize, mind you.”

I jump in, concerned with how Ngaio might handle this next sensitive bit. “I hesitate to ask this question, but given the unpleasant bout of reporting, I feel I must. We want to set the record straight. Did Miss Daniels have a beau? Someone she regularly stepped out with?”

Mrs. Davis’s head starts shaking before Mrs. Lloyd can even speak. “No. She never spoke of a young man or mentioned one in a letter. Quite honestly, she had very little time away from the hospital, and usually she spent that time with us. If she had an admirer, we would have met him—or, at the very least, heard some gossip about him. We were close.”

I change the subject, sensing the sisters’ irritation. “I’d love to see a photograph of Miss Daniels in her nurse’s uniform. Do you have one?”

Mrs. Lloyd answers, “I believe we received a box of May’s things shipped from the hospital lodging when she disappeared last fall. I think it also contains the few items she’d temporarily left behind in Brighton when she traveled to Boulogne. It may have some photos. I haven’t had the strength to look at it in a while, but let me fetch it.”

“That would be much appreciated,” I say. “Before you do, though, I’d like to ask about her last visit. Miss Daniels spent time here before her trip to Brighton with Miss McCarthy, did she not?”

“She did,” Mrs. Davis answers. “She came here for two nights, and the three of us gathered for tea and suppers. Lovely time.” She reaches for her sister’s hand, squeezing it so tightly that white knuckles show.

“She was in good spirits when she left?” I ask.

“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Lloyd says, then adds, “She took the train into the city to stay with Miss McCarthy at her sister’s flat. I believe the two girls were to have a night at the theater before they traveled to Brighton.”

Alarm bells are ringing. I do not recall a single reference to a theater night in London before the nurses headed to Brighton—not in the police report, the interview notes, or the articles about May’s disappearance and death. This is a thread we must follow.
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The box is battered and dented, yet my fingers itch to lift off the top and start pawing through it. Why am I so hopeful that an undiscovered clue might be found here, in the objects stored at her communal hospital lodging? Or brought with her on her leave? This isn’t one of my novels, I remind myself. More likely to be inside are May’s toiletries, day dresses, pajamas, and perhaps the odd letter from one of her sisters. The everyday remains of a life ended too soon.

I wait for a nod from Mrs. Lloyd and Mrs. Davis. Like a surgical assistant, Ngaio stands at my side, ready to receive each object as I pull it out. We remove the item on top and examine a nurse’s uniform. The gray dress, white apron, and nursing cap all spotless and perfectly pressed, as if May were ready to start her shift. How terribly sad, I think of the dashed hopes and plans.

Suddenly I wonder: Have I ever had my detectives experience these emotions as they study the belongings of the victim? I fear I’ve created cold and calculating investigators who don’t recognize the humanity of the deceased and feel a sense of loss at their death.

“Ah, remember when she first got her uniform?” Mrs. Lloyd asks Mrs. Davis, overtaken by the memory of their little sister.

With a sniffle, Mrs. Davis answers, “Of course. She was so very proud.”

“Didn’t she look pretty in it?” Mrs. Lloyd comments, mostly to herself. I don’t sense that it’s a question she expects her sister to answer. “So grown up.”

The parlor grows uncomfortably quiet as Ngaio slides out a luxurious emerald silk dress with a plunging neckline and a cinched waist. The sisters’ mouths are agape at the sight of this gown.

Noticing their stares, Ngaio says, “I’m sure your sister looked lovely in this as well.” It’s a surprisingly sensitive remark, given the awkwardness of the moment. Perhaps I have underestimated her.

“I don’t remember that dress,” Mrs. Davis says, her tone wary.

“Neither do I,” Mrs. Lloyd adds. “It doesn’t seem May’s style at all. Too formal. Too sophisticated. Too…” She hunts for the right word.

“Mature?” Her sister fills in the blank.

“Exactly,” Mrs. Lloyd responds. “Could it have been placed in the box by accident?”

I realize the sisters haven’t studied the box’s contents with any attention to detail. Probably they received the box soon after her disappearance and couldn’t bear to examine its contents too closely. Too painful, I imagine. Had the police even inspected it? Someone must have gathered the items from Brighton and sent them to the sisters along with the objects stored at May’s hospital lodging. I know some Scotland Yard minions had been dispatched to offer minimal assistance to the gendarmes, but from what I’ve seen thus far, their review has hardly been thorough.

Ngaio holds up a deep indigo silk dress that had been tucked underneath the emerald one. “I don’t think so. This frock is by the same designer as the green one—Madame Isobel.”

I hear a sharp intake of breath from Mrs. Lloyd. “Madame Isobel? She could never have afforded Madame Isobel dresses.”

Even I have heard of Madame Isobel, though her frocks are far, far outside the range of what I can pay for and much too chic and clingy for me. Celebrities and aristocrats wear her gowns. But I have a thought: Would a run-of-the-mill policeman have recognized the brand and realized how irregular it was for a nurse to own not one but two of these garments?

“Perhaps they are castoffs from a nurse friend,” I offer, thinking back on the many hand-me-downs I’ve sported over the years. One particularly wealthy friend from my Oxford days would occasionally leave a cashmere cardigan on my bed, waving away my protestations with an excuse that it no longer fit. I know what it’s like to be short on funds. But in my childhood and young adulthood, I never felt impoverished: growing up as the only child in a vicarage, I had love, education, a sense of community, and faith. I only ever lacked for companions—until my cousin Ivy Shrimpton returned from America with my aunt and uncle, that is. Then I had the older sister for whom I’d always longed.

As I give the two gowns a final look and fold them, I feel something in the pocket of the indigo dress. Placing the dress down on the table—behind the box to keep it away from the sisters’ view—I reach inside. My fingers make contact with two thick rectangular pieces of paper. Sliding them out as surreptitiously as I can, I look down. They are theater tickets to an August 20, 1930, show of a Noël Coward musical called Cavalcade at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.

Coughing gently, I get Ngaio’s attention. She makes a quick study of the tickets, then we return them to the indigo dress.

“Perhaps May borrowed them.” Mrs. Lloyd latches on to this explanation, but her tone belies her words. And I share her doubts. Girls from well-to-do families—girls who can afford Madame Isobel—do not work as nurses.

Ngaio and I unfasten a rectangular cordovan case that seems to have served as May’s toiletries and makeup repository. It feels incredibly invasive to handle May’s personal grooming supplies, particularly in the presence of her sisters. So we scan the lipsticks, brush, aspirin, and cold cream quickly, touching the items only when they impede our view. Ngaio’s index finger snakes into the case, points out a small glass jar containing a pink liquid, then flips it over: the label reads PEPTO-BISMOL. A stomach remedy.

We exchange a glance. It seems May’s stomach ailments predate her trip to Boulogne. The alarm bells are ringing again, and it seems increasingly likely that our suppositions hold water.

But we are not yet done. At the very bottom of the box is a small leather-bound Bible. Mrs. Davis’s hand rests over her heart. “Look, Jane—May had Mum’s Bible with her at the hospital.”

Tears now stream down Mrs. Lloyd’s cheeks. I feel terrible that we’ve opened the sisters’ wounds. But we must dig into the recesses of their pain in order to glean the truth.

Ngaio pages through the Bible while I look on. Tucked in the back—amid the prophecies of Revelation—are a piece of paper and a photograph. I slide out the picture, and a trio of nurses smiles up at us.

I recognize May at the center, but not the other women. “Who are the other two girls?” I ask the sisters, handing them the picture.

Mrs. Lloyd pulls out a pair of glasses from her dress pocket and squints at the photograph. “Why, that’s Celia McCarthy to the right, but I don’t recognize the other girl. Do you?” She hands it to her sister.

“No,” Mrs. Davis replies. “But she had bundles of chums on the ward.”

As the women study the picture, Ngaio and I return to the paper squirreled away in the Bible. It is May’s nursing certification. I notice a bump in the leather-bound back of the Bible. Running my fingertips along it, I realize there’s an opening in the seam of the binding. Is it big enough for my finger? I inch my index finger between the two leather covers and feel another small slip of paper inside. With great care, I retrieve a worn, folded newspaper article.

With the sisters’ attention still on the photograph, I turn my back to them and unfold the Daily Herald article. It bears the date of October 2, 1930—around two weeks before May’s disappearance. The headline reads MISSING GIRL CLUES, and a shiver passes through me.

I feel Ngaio peering over my shoulder. After she scans the headline, we stare at each other in astonishment. Why would May hide an article about a missing girl two weeks before she disappeared herself? I slide the article into my own pocket.
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The London, Midland and Scottish Railway train chugs through the countryside, and normally I’d revel in the views through the window. The transformation of the hills and fields from the drab bleakness of winter into the fresh green of spring is a sight that usually lifts my spirits. But not today. Today, the dual weights of work and May’s murder lie upon me, made heavier by the discovery of the newspaper article in May’s belongings yesterday.

I stare down at the Daily Herald piece, which I’ve read dozens of times now. Certain phrases leap from the page on each reading—“beautiful young violinist,” “student at Royal Academy of Music and regular performer at West End theaters, symphonies, and cinemas,” “parents frantic,” and “police investigating rumored German beau.” This time, however, I focus on the article’s concluding sentence: “Leonora Denning was last seen at a gathering of theater musicians, actors, managers, and actresses at the West End haunt Café de Paris, and all present have been questioned, including noted conductor Bobby Russell, popular actor Jack Hulbert, and the son of self-made insurance titan Jimmy Williams.”

Why did May keep this article? Did she know Miss Denning or someone else mentioned in the article? Had May met one or some of these people when she went to see Cavalcade? The actor or the conductor? I can’t imagine that May’s paths would cross with an insurance man. Or did May have a sense that something terrible, something similar, was about to happen to her? Is May’s murder one in a series of killings of young women? What is the link between this missing young woman and May? Perhaps today’s interview will shed some light.

I tuck the article back into my notebook and return to the pages of Have His Carcase spread before me. Crafting the plot of this book seems trivial compared to the unpuzzling of May’s mystery, and I’m finding it hard to focus. Can I ask for another extension of my deadline? I doubt my editor will acquiesce. He’s already agreed to four more weeks, but that’s nowhere near enough time for me to bring together these unconnected scenes and clues and cardboard characters.

Have His Carcase opens with Harriet Vane tromping across southwest England during a period of introspection and celebration after being declared innocent, with the help of Wimsey, in the death of her suitor. She discovers a body while trekking across a beach, naturally, and then she and Wimsey spend the rest of the novel in a seaside town investigating alibis, motives, and means of death, enjoying each other and the sleuthing.

Could I weave into Have His Carcase something of my experience digging into May’s death—the emotions that have surged through me? Might that add some meaning and push the story along? I could access my own feelings about seeing the site where May had been found to describe Harriet’s reaction to stumbling across the body on the beach. Perhaps the sorrow I felt following in May’s footsteps on her last day and poring over her belongings could enrich it. I could also weave in the damaging role that the press plays in its depiction of women. Writers are often advised to write what they know, and no one could accuse me of doing otherwise.

A sign in the distance for Stratford-upon-Avon catches my attention, and I’m reminded of a lovely childhood holiday there with family. Our parents in tow, Ivy and I had strolled along the river resplendent with swans and watched a riveting production of Hamlet. Certainly the play sparked my short-lived youthful desire for the stage, but I believe it sowed the seeds for my mysteries as well. After all, who is Hamlet other than a character on a mad quest to solve the murder of his father? No doubt scholars would argue that the play is about much, much more, but to my young ears and eyes, that was the main thread.

The train passes expanses of fields, flat and rolling, dotted with stone cottages, until the landscape slowly becomes less bucolic and more urban. My destination approaches, and even though I have some minutes before we pull into the station, I tuck my notepads and writing instruments into my bag. I’d be kidding myself if I thought I had concentration enough to write in the final stretch of this 120-mile journey. My focus is on the next stage of the investigation—a close look at the days leading up to May’s disappearance.

And this, of course, requires that we talk to Celia.

A whistle signals our arrival into Birmingham New Street station. I’m up and ready to disembark before the train comes to a full stop. Steam from the arriving train billows into the high arched iron-and-glass roof, once the tallest of its kind. It is so thick I can barely see as I walk down the steps from the train car onto the platform proper. On the landing, I crash into another passenger. Or so I think.

“Dorothy,” Agatha calls out. “Delighted to bump into you!”

I can’t help but laugh at Agatha’s little joke. They are uncommon, after all, and must be encouraged.

Agatha had volunteered to help me question Celia and in fact had taken over the task of trying to reach the young woman. Although Celia had given several statements to the authorities at the time of May’s disappearance, she has been infamously unwilling to travel to France to answer more questions, and there does not seem to be a legal means of compelling her to do so. I don’t blame the poor girl; after all, the press seems determined to paint an unflattering portrait of May’s visit, and Celia is getting wrapped up in the tawdry allegations of drug use and loose behavior. But how on earth has Agatha managed to secure what the professionals could not?

I wrap my friend in a warm hug, prompting a chuckle from Agatha. “I don’t usually get such fanfare. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“You have not only thrown us a lifeline in this investigation, you’re also saving me from my writing. A deadline looms,” I admit.

“Ah, the dreaded deadline. I have one of my own hovering about rather ominously.”

“Peril at End House?” I ask about Agatha’s latest, which sounds to me like perhaps her most ingenious plot yet.

“Yes. How I wish I was on an actual holiday in Cornwall rather than writing a mystery about one,” Agatha laments.

“I know the feeling. Harriet Vane and Peter Wimsey are solving a murder that takes place on a beach.”

Agatha clucks sympathetically. “Wishful thinking. I suppose we will have to make do with Birmingham for today.”

“At least we could coordinate our train travel.” Since I came from London, and Agatha had been visiting her sister and brother-in-law at their home, Abney Hall, near Manchester, we had timed it carefully.

“I was ready to escape the overbearing clutches of my sister, so it was you who rescued me,” Agatha proclaims. “Since my mother died—many years ago, mind—Madge has taken upon herself to assume the maternal role. Although she’s more tyrannical and overbearing than my mother ever was. And never mind that I’m a mother myself.”

Considering this rare mention of her daughter, Rosalind, I follow Agatha up the platform to the station itself, which is attached to the Italianate Queens and North Western Hotel. Catching my breath after two flights of stairs, I ask, “How did you persuade Celia to meet with us? Miss McCarthy, I mean. Got to get used to calling her that again.”

A sly smile appears on her lips, and a shadow of the Agatha of old flickers across her face. The one who strode into rooms, a brightly colored scarf trailing behind her. The one who gave witty speeches at book launches. The one I encountered only fleetingly and whom the other Queens of Crime have never met.

She glances over at me from under the lowered brim of her tired gray hat. “Who said I did?”

I stop walking. “What are you on about, Agatha? Did we travel all the way to Birmingham without an appointment?”

She links her arm with mine. “Oh, we will meet Miss McCarthy, of that you can be certain. It will not be happening by appointment, however.”

“How, then?” I stand stock-still, refusing to be placated by her pleasant reassurances or the united arms of friendship.

“Well,” she says, her grin softening but her grip remaining, “I happen to know her nursing schedule.”

“And?” I ask, still not moving. I don’t understand what that has to do with meeting Celia. Are we going to feign injury so we can be treated at the Birmingham General Hospital, to which she recently transferred? I hope she’s found anonymity in Birmingham, at the very least.

“And I believe that our path might just coincide with Miss McCarthy’s. As she is leaving her shift and heading toward the hospital housing, we will ‘bump’ into her. Not unlike the way you just bumped into me.”

This is less by the book, so to speak, than I’d like. “You’re certain this will work?” I meet her gray-blue gaze.

Those eyes—usually soft and prone to evasion—have turned steely. “Certain.”

“All righty, then,” I say. “Let’s go.”

I take her arm, and we wind our way through the Birmingham streets, every bit as bustling as those in London. But the dark plumes of smoke billowing from the factories in the distance make it distinctive. It’s hard to tell if the sky is leaden because it’s another gloomy day or if the factory smoke is coloring it gray. I don’t know the city well, but Agatha seems to know every twist and turn. Has she studied maps before we arrived?

Within twenty minutes or so, we reach the hospital. Agatha disentangles her arm from mine and begins to study the doorways in and out of the institution. When we finally reach one toward the back of the hospital, she stops her searching. And we wait.

Bells peal, and a gaggle of young women streams out the door. Nurses all, by the look of their uniforms. How will we ever tease out Celia from the throng?

Agatha seems to have no difficulty doing so. I watch as she homes in on a slender nurse with a dark-blond bun at the base of her neck. As the group thins, we keep pace with that same young woman. From the smoothness and ease of Agatha’s stride, I can only surmise that she’s undertaken this exercise before. For a moment, she resembles one of her new characters, an unassuming but secretly crafty detective named Miss Marple.

By the time we are three blocks from the hospital, the nurse walks alone. Our pace increases until we are just behind her. Once we reach the storefront for Lyons Tea Shop, Agatha darts forward, colliding with the young woman so hard that the nurse falls to the ground.

“Oh my, oh my,” Agatha cries out, reaching out a hand to help pull her up. “I’m ever so sorry. Are you quite all right, dear?”

Celia—for it is indeed May’s friend, the resemblance to the photograph is strong—accepts the outstretched hand. She stands and brushes off her uniform. “I’m fine,” she says.

“Please forgive a clumsy older woman,” Agatha dithers. Now she’s a feeble, nonthreatening, much older lady.

“Really, it’s no trouble,” Celia repeats. “I’m fine.”

“Would you allow my friend and me”—here Agatha gestures to me and then to the Lyons Tea Shop—“to buy you a cup of tea? It’s the least I can do.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I have an appointment.” She gives us an indulgent half smile—throwing a bone to two women nearing their dotage. But underneath the gesture, I see her exhaustion and hesitation. Her eyes are dark with shadowy hollows, and her skin is wan. The newspaper coverage and the loss of her friend are taking a toll.

Agatha hesitates for a second so brief that I nearly miss it. That pause serves as the only evidence that this isn’t going exactly according to plan. “I really think you should, Miss McCarthy,” she insists, standing up straight. All evidence of the doddering older woman is gone.

The girl’s eyes widen, and her mouth opens—in protest, shock, rage, or some combination thereof. I don’t know. I can only imagine that she’d like to know who the hell we are.

But before Celia can speak, Agatha announces, “You see, I know something of your situation, having been under the unfortunate scrutiny of the press and the police. I am Mrs. Agatha Christie.”
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The nursing schedule. The route from the hospital to Celia’s lodging. The familiarity with our subject’s appearance. The proximity of the tea shop to our “collision” on the street. How unexpected is today’s undertaking, and how unexpected is Agatha. How handily she’s orchestrated a meeting that even the police couldn’t manage.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk with us,” Agatha says in her softest voice as we settle into stiff-backed wooden seats around a nicked wooden table. The chain of Lyons Tea Shops is known for its strong tea and signature Battenberg cakes, not always its elegant ambience. Not this particular one, in any event.

“Did I have a choice?” Celia asks, and I detect in her flat vowels a West Yorkshire accent. Did her people move from rural areas to the Yorkshire towns of Leeds or Bradford for jobs in industry? It would be in alignment with her career in nursing.

“There is always a choice, dear,” Agatha reassures Celia, then signals for a waitress. Before any conversation can ensue, she orders tea and cakes all around. “Now, I am certain you are wondering why we have hunted you down. Whether you know who I am or not—”

“I know who you are,” Celia interjects. “I remember you vanished, and your face was all over the newspapers. My mum was positively obsessed with the story.”

“Good. Then you know that I understand what it’s like to be hounded by reporters and governmental authorities.”

Celia is quiet, staring at Agatha. As am I. Agatha’s surprising sleuthing skills notwithstanding, the most astounding element of the day is her frankness. For a woman who has spent the better part of the past five years refusing to discuss her own very public disappearance, her behavior today is shocking.

“Your reluctance to talk makes perfect sense, given how you’ve been treated and how your friend May has been maligned. I wouldn’t open my mouth unless compelled, either, if I were you. And in fact, that’s the very tactic I’ve taken for five years. But we are not journalists, and we are not representatives of the police. I am a writer of mystery fiction—as is my friend, Miss Dorothy Sayers”—she points to me—“and we are interested in justice for Miss Daniels and privacy for you. If that is something you would like to pursue, then I’d advise you to break your silence and talk to us.”

Celia slides off her nursing cap, looking even younger now than her twenty-one years. And very, very pale. “How do I know I can trust you? You are writers, after all. What’s to stop you from publishing everything I tell you in some magazine or article?”

Her point is well taken. How can we possibly assure this young woman that the information we seek will be used only for the purpose of uncovering May’s murderer? What can we offer her other than our word?

“Would you be willing to tell me all you know about Miss Daniels and about the day leading up to her disappearance if I share something with you about my own vanishing? Something that no one else knows? We would be the keeper of each other’s secrets and thus protect them at all costs.”

Celia does not answer immediately. She studies my face, then Agatha’s. “Why are you so determined to help May? To help me? You don’t know us, and I don’t know you, other than having read a couple of your books.”

Agatha squares her shoulders. “Because for too long, young women like you and your friend have been judged in the court of public opinion. Whether you’re considered ‘surplus’ or damaged in some other way, your safety and your needs have been neglected. Nowhere is this more evident than in the instance of Miss Daniels, whose case is not being pursued properly because the press has dragged her through the muck. Miss Sayers and I have been through this ourselves—as have the characters in our mysteries—and we want to prevent it from happening again.”

No one moves. Not to sip tea, not to nibble cakes. Even though I’m desperate for a bite of that Battenberg, I stay still.

“I will tell you what you want to know,” Celia finally says.

I stifle an exhale.

“And I shall tell you a secret in return,” Agatha offers.

“You needn’t tell me anything, Mrs. Christie. It’s enough that you’re willing to do so,” she says, and my heart sinks. I wanted to hear Agatha’s secret. “Where should I begin?”

“At the beginning,” Agatha says.

With Agatha’s gentle encouragement, Celia paints a watercolor for us, a dappled-light impressionist landscape with two portraits at its center. Within the frame, we observe two nurses who become close, bonding over long shifts and difficult patients, bunking near each other at the hospital accommodations, and spending their not-so-copious free hours at cafés and shops. We watch the lark to Brighton unfold, with a giddy jaunt to France added at the last moment—all as we surmised. At the edge of this particular painting is the terrible aftermath of the trip, and Celia’s eyes well up with tears when she describes the awful night of May’s vanishing. Worried sick about her friend, Celia had been left without money or tickets and had walked to a convent several miles away for lodging and a phone so she could ring her parents when the police seemed uninterested in her plight or May’s.

The brushwork completed, Celia finishes. She is well-spoken and forthcoming. Nothing about her straightforward presentation of the facts around the girls’ trip to Brighton and Boulogne—and May’s disappearance—deviates from what we’ve already ascertained.

But there are so many shadowy corners left. Must I be the one to dig into them? So it seems. Glancing over at Agatha, I seek something like permission to take over, but her face is, once again, inscrutable.

“Did you two generally spend all your leaves together?” I ask.

“No, not all of them. Often we’d return home to our families, but we would occasionally travel or arrange outings in London,” Celia answers.

“Like the theater plans you made for the night before you headed out to Brighton? When you and Miss Daniels stayed at your sister’s flat and saw a show?” I ask, thinking back on my conversation with May’s own sisters.

Celia’s brow furrows. “I don’t know what you mean. I don’t have a sister who lives in London; mine lives in Leeds near my parents. May and I met in Brighton. She came from visiting her sisters, and I’d been with my parents.”

“Apologies; I must be confused,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm and even. But my heart is racing at the contradiction between what May told her sisters and what actually transpired. The day and night before her disappearance are unaccounted for. The secret, darker scene at the corner of the pleasant, vivid painting is becoming clearer.

“We did go to the theater in August,” Celia says.

My heart beats even faster. “Did you happen to see Cavalcade together?”

Her mouth forms a circle of surprise. “How did you know?”

“We found the tickets among her belongings. Good show?”

Agatha shoots me a look; she must be disappointed that I hadn’t shared this with her. But when did I have the opportunity for a full debrief? While we scampered about the streets of Birmingham, attempting to collide with Celia? And anyway, I hadn’t thought that the information we’d unearthed at May’s sisters would become relevant so soon.

“Brilliant.” Celia’s eyes well up with tears. “It was our last outing before Brighton.”

“They were excellent seats. How did you afford them on a trainee nurse’s budget?” I ask.

“Someone had given them to May.”

“As a gift? For her birthday or Christmas?”

“No, just a kind gesture from a friend.”

“Did she mention who the friend was?”

“No,” Celia replies, but the word is somehow unfinished. As if she’s weighing whether to add more. “But she did mention that the friend had asked her to pop backstage to thank someone for the tickets.”

“Did May tell you who this backstage person was? The friend of her friend?” I ask. “Perhaps you joined her?”

“No!” Celia snaps. “She was adamant that she go alone. And by the time she finally emerged from backstage and joined me on the street outside the theater, I’d nearly given up on waiting for her.”

“Did she say what took her so long?”

“No. She didn’t want to talk about it. We had a very quiet tram ride back to the hospital housing.”

I nod, as if this all makes perfect sense instead of setting off alarms left and right. Then, in an offhand manner, I ask,”Did she mention anything about a newspaper article she’d read about a missing London girl right before you left for Brighton?”

Celia’s eyes are wide. “Of course not! I would have remembered that when she went missing herself.”

I sense there is more she could tell me about this theater outing, but her face is closed off now. Given that I have other important questions to ask, I decide to move on.

“I have a few follow-up queries about your trip to Brighton and Boulogne. Once you reached Boulogne, were you two together the entire time?” I’m thinking about the account by the British expatriate.

“Yes,” she answers quickly, but then pauses. “Actually, no. May wasn’t feeling terribly well, so she did take a rest in a park near rue de Lille while I shopped. It was brief, though, perhaps twenty to thirty minutes.”

Nodding as if I’d expected this reply, I then ask the question that’s been preoccupying me. “I know you’ve been asked about this before, Miss McCarthy, but did Miss Daniels have a suitor?”

She hesitates before answering. “Not that she told me.”

In that pause, I sense a world of suspicions. Conjectures that Celia has been reluctant to voice given the sordid public innuendos to which both women have been subject.

I push further, hoping for a name. “Perhaps she didn’t tell you about a beau, but perhaps you had a hunch based on something you saw? The theater tickets to Cavalcade, perhaps?”

Sipping my tea, I wait. As if I have all the time in the world. As if nothing hinges on what she may tell us.

“Well, not that it really matters,” Celia ventures, “but May had a few dates last summer and early autumn.”

“With the same person?”

“She never said who the man was—even when I pressed—just that he was established and could afford nice dinners and West End performances. Cavalcade was one of several shows she saw that summer and autumn.”

“Any other details you remember?”

She’s quiet for a long moment, then adds, “She had these two gorgeous silk dresses that she’d wear on those dates. They looked really expensive, and I asked her how she afforded them. I knew money was tight.”

“What did she tell you?” I ask.

“She didn’t answer. The only reply I got was a very satisfied smile.”
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The hour is late by the time I return to London and reach my Georgian-style building on Great James Street. The staircase and corridor leading to my flat are so dark that I fumble in my handbag for my keys. What on earth has happened to the lighting from the brass chandelier over the steps? I must stop by the superintendent’s flat in the morning to report the outage; this simply isn’t safe. When I finally manage to jiggle the keys into the lock and step into my flat, relief washes over me. This three-room space is my refuge.

I’d been living in this light-filled white-paneled flat for five years when Mac and I married. Given that my job in advertising required that I remain in London during the week, Mac and I decided to keep the flat but acquired a little country house in Witham, Essex. We retire there on weekends, although Mac sometimes decamps there on weekdays when he’s writing a book or a longer newspaper piece. Now that I’ve given up my advertising career to write novels exclusively, I may do the same.

As I cross the parlor to turn on a lamp, a gravelly voice emerges from the darkness. “Dorothy?”

I scream. Turning toward the sound, I reach behind me for the letter opener on my desk, which is against the wall near the lamp. A man sprawls out across the sofa, and his silhouette is familiar.

“Mac?” I ask, my arm relaxing at my side—although I don’t release my grip on the sharp brass instrument. “Is that you?”

“Who else would it be, my love?”

“You scared me half to death; I hadn’t expected you back until tomorrow,” I reply, my heart still racing.

Returning the letter opener to its place on my desk, I switch on the light. Mac suddenly realizes what I’d been doing and says with a laugh, “Had you been about to stab me?”

“Not this time,” I reply with a laugh of my own.

Mac pats the empty spot on the sofa next to him, and I plop down. He snakes his arm around my shoulders. Part of me wants to crawl into bed with him and surrender to exhaustion, and another part is desperate for any updates on May’s case he might still be privy to. The latter wins out.

“Is the Tarrington coverage going well?” I ask.

“Indeed. The slippery eel has finally been caught in the net. That’s what brought me back to London early. Tarrington is in custody and will be sailing into the London harbor tomorrow morning. My editor sent me ahead to cover his arrival from this side of the English Channel.”

I clap excitedly. “Just deserts! I can’t wait to see your piece in the paper. Tarrington’s comeuppance will make for fine reading.”

“At first I’d been disappointed when my editor pulled me off the Daniels matter. No longer. This Tarrington arrest will be front-page news for weeks, if not months.”

“Speaking of the Daniels investigation, any news on May? Even though I was only on the case for a couple of days, the poor girl’s death tugs at my heartstrings.”

Mac kisses my cheek. “I’ve become inured to crime, having covered it for decades. But you, you’ve always been a softie.”

I laugh. No one’s ever called me a softie, I think. Brash, yes. Tenacious, of course. Bright, often. Overwhelming, sometimes. But the sorts of words typically used to describe women—the ones suggesting that we’re delicate, feminine, shy, and hesitant? Never. Only Mac sees my tender underbelly, and well he should. He knows all my secrets. Even the one I am determined to keep hidden from all others forever.

“This softie would love to hear that May’s killer has been found,” I say, prompting him along.

“And even this hardened reporter would love to hear that sort of news.” He yawns and mutters, “Sadly, the only scuttlebutt among pressmen is that the French authorities might close up the case on the strength of that syringe. Unless the victim’s family can afford to start their own civil proceeding to keep the investigation alive, or unless Miss McCarthy surfaces on French soil, it seems the gendarmes are chalking the whole unfortunate incident up to drugs, overdose, or a deal gone wrong.”

I feel sick hearing this verdict spoken aloud, even though, of course, I had expected it. Do I dare allow myself to cling to the hope that the Queens can change the final outcome? Hope has so often disappointed me.

“That’s a cop-out, and it doesn’t make a lick of sense in any event.” I am riled up now. “Why would a nurse travel all the way to France to procure morphine when it must be readily available all over her hospital? She probably administered it countless times a day and would have been able to give herself some if she was so inclined. Even if she had taken the morphine from the hospital to sell, wouldn’t there be more evidence than a sole syringe?”

“Hadn’t thought about it that way.” His tone is low and serious. Not his usual.

I hate to lump Mac in with the myopic group of reporters I encountered in Boulogne. My husband has proved to be a delightful surprise in most respects. How many men would champion their wives’ success in business and books? But even the best of us can fall into tired, lazy ways of thinking and pigeonhole people in the process. One must continually remind oneself that people are not precisely as they seem.

“Let’s hope for new evidence,” I say and pull him tight.

Mac echoes my call. “Let’s.”

If I’m being honest, I am relieved he’s not covering May Daniels anymore, even if it makes my access to information more difficult. His coverage—capitalizing on the discovery of the needle near the body—had been terribly upsetting. I’d felt riven with disloyalty to the Queens. On the one hand, I’ve been urging them to investigate May’s death, while on the other hand, my own husband had been penning articles that practically ensured the police would stop hunting for her killer. And truth be told, I don’t like thinking about my husband in a negative light. I work hard to push away disappointed thoughts about Mac on other matters.

“Mac, I think you’ve got the better end of the bargain. The Tarrington case is about to explode, while the Daniels case is on the wane.” I push myself to standing. “But if you hear any tidbits about the matter of poor Miss Daniels—either way—I’d be curious. Never like a loose end, as you know.”

Stretching out my hand to my husband, I focus on the here and now. “Shall we to bed?”

His face brightens, and a mischievous smile forms underneath his bushy mustache. “We shall. We have another delicious project to work on, if I’m not mistaken.”
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“To justice for May.” I raise a small crystal glass of amber liquid.

“To justice for May,” the women repeat, each careful to touch her glass with every other.

How this investigation has changed, I think. It began as a way to prove ourselves to certain male Detection Club members. But it has morphed into an urgent quest to do right.

Although it is teatime at the University Women’s Club, we eschewed tea for something stiffer. As Emma declared upon arrival, “The subject today calls for a bracing drink.” We all readily agreed to a round of sherries. Greedily, even.

Settling into the upholstered chair near the fire, I take in each Queen. How could it only be nine days since the Detection Club induction ceremony? In the short span since, we have all traversed the English Channel twice, two of us have careened north by train to Birmingham and back again, and all of us have tooled around London by Tube and tram and bus and cab. I’ve explored areas new to me and talked to all manner of folks, even impersonating a reporter to do so. Most important, I’ve walked in May’s shoes. Immersing myself in a real-life killing has transformed how I think about this terrible business, and I wonder if the Queens feel the same. Will it make it harder for us to pretend at murder again in the pages of our books?

The women have assumed their roles. Emma, our stately matriarch of sorts, has taken the center seat on the sofa across from me, another fur wrapped around her shoulders; she must have a veritable wardrobe of them. Margery and Ngaio flank her on either side, with Ngaio in her wide-legged pantsuit and Margery in a flowery frock. Agatha sits alone in the upholstered chair to my right, hiding her strength behind frumpiness as always. This tableau is becoming familiar and, dare I say, reassuring.

But I wonder about the facades. Each woman selects particular apparel and adopts a certain demeanor to assume a chosen role, one our group then reinforces with our interactions. Are these facades just costumes and disguises for the assigned parts? If Agatha dressed as a doyenne and I wore pantsuits, would we take on the qualities of Emma and Ngaio? Who are these women under their masks?

It suddenly occurs to me that everyone is silent, waiting for me to begin. Normally I’d take the helm without a second thought, but I find myself hesitating, thinking about my own role among the Queens. Questioning what I want it to be.

“What have we learned?” I finally ask.

When no one answers, I put my drink down and reach for my writing paper and pencils. “Let’s start with a timeline.”

Ngaio and I begin talking about our interview with May’s sisters, holding off on describing the hidden articles we found. They merit a separate conversation. Agatha chimes in about our discussion with Celia. When these facts are combined with those gathered during our investigation in Boulogne, the police reports, and the public record, I fill several sheets of writing paper with a series of events.

October 11: May’s last shift at the hospital before her time off

October 12–14: May spends two nights with her sisters in Dollis Hill

October 14, morning: May leaves her sisters, tells them she’s staying with Celia and her sister in London

October 14, afternoon and evening: May’s whereabouts unknown

October 15, morning: May arrives in Brighton by train and meets Celia; they stay the night

October 16, 2:00 P.M.: Girls arrive in Boulogne on the Glendower from Brighton

October 16, 2:15 P.M.: Girls take tea at Hôtel Morveaux

October 16, 2:45 P.M.: Girls stroll to rue de Lille and shop; May visits the millinery alone at some point before or after her break in the park

October 16, 3:40 P.M.: May and Celia separate for approximately thirty minutes, and May sits in the park near rue de Lille

October 16, 4:16 P.M.: Girls stop in the chemist’s

October 16, 4:22 P.M.: Girls walk down to the harbor to catch the ferry back to Brighton

October 16, 4:48 P.M.: May stops in washroom at the Gare Centrale while Celia waits outside

October 16, 4:53 P.M.: MAY DISAPPEARS

October 16, 5:00 P.M.: Glendower scheduled to return to Brighton

I line all but one of the papers up on the fireplace mantel. On the final sheet, I circle “MAY DISAPPEARS” with a red pencil. Underneath it, I write: WHY AND HOW DID MAY DIE, AND BY WHOSE HAND? Then I place that piece of paper alongside the others.

“Emma? Margery? What did you learn? Do you have anything to add to the timeline?” I ask.

Margery pipes up first. “Not much on my end. Spoke with her supervisor and several nurses at the hospital who knew her. She was well liked, hardworking, and—much emphasized by the matron—never missed a shift. No one could imagine that anyone would be out to get May, of all girls. Not a single one had heard anything about a beau. Or anything tawdry about drugs. They all seemed shocked and saddened by what happened. Several of the young nurses broke down in tears.”

“Nothing unusual about her behavior in the weeks leading up to Brighton and Boulogne? Not sick?”

“No.”

“Didn’t take any days off for illness?”

“No.”

“Much appreciated, Margery.”

“I don’t know how much that helps. You three”—she gestures to me, Ngaio, and Agatha—“seem to have pieced together most of the puzzle on your own.”

Emma changes the subject to her report. “My conversations with Mr. Marks were most intriguing.”

“Do tell.” I return to my chair, pencil and paper in hand.

“He has a very specific recollection of seeing a young woman perfectly fitting May’s description at the little garden near one end of rue de Lille called the Jardin Éphémère. Exactly as his friend told us.” Emma is puffed up like a peacock describing this interview and expands a bit more when she continues. “But that isn’t the intriguing tidbit. Mr. Marks had been on a bench, reading the paper, when he saw girls fitting May’s and Celia’s descriptions enter. When Celia left, May sat by herself on a bench opposite him for a few minutes, crying. At that point, a gentleman in a nondescript tan overcoat and bowler hat approached her. They engaged in a brief animated conversation, then May appeared agitated. Mr. Marks approached to see if she was all right, and that ended May’s conversation with the man. The stranger stormed off, and Mr. Marks asked May if she’d like him to take her for a cup of tea somewhere to calm her nerves. She thanked him but declined. Mr. Marks returned to his bench and his newspaper, and May pulled out paper and a pencil from her handbag. Then she started writing, filling several pages, for several minutes. At that point, she popped up and walked in the direction of rue de Lille, presumably to rejoin Celia.”

I sit back in my chair. “This is news indeed.”

Agatha asks, “Did May seem to know the man? Or was he a local pest she was shooing off?”

Emma replies, “Mr. Marks had never laid eyes on the man before. Otherwise he couldn’t tell me many details about his appearance or May’s relationship to him.”

I suspect that Mr. Marks is the town snoop, for which I am immensely grateful. Who else would take such careful note of May’s actions? Rising from my chair, I walk over to the timeline and add “May encounters man in Jardin Éphémère” next to “May and Celia separate for approximately thirty minutes, and May sits in the park near rue de Lille.”

“This comports with what Celia told us about the brief time she and May spent apart, although Celia said nothing about a man accosting May during that period,” I say, to which Agatha replies, “Perhaps May never told Celia.”

“But why wouldn’t she?” I ask, speaking mostly to myself. A murmur passes through the women as they ponder the same question. Why would May keep this information from Celia?

When no one proffers a plausible answer, I continue. “We uncovered a few more important items during our time with May’s sisters and Celia. In the box of May’s belongings brought to Mrs. Davis’s home from the hospital housing, there were two silk dresses by Madame Isobel—”

Margery interjects, “Ooo—Madame Isobel dresses are lovely but very pricey.”

“Exactly,” Ngaio says. “They’d be far outside the range of a nurse’s salary. Plus the family is not well-to-do. This raises the question of where May got them.”

“Also in that box, Ngaio and I discovered two hidden items,” I say.

“What did you find?” Emma sits erect, scooting to the very edge of her seat.

Ngaio goes first. “In the pocket of one of the Madame Isobel dresses, we found tickets to a West End show, Cavalcade, dated August 20.”

“How could May afford those tickets?” Margery asks. “Trainee nurses make practically nothing.”

“Our question exactly,” Ngaio says.

I chime in. “Agatha and I got some answers to that question and more when we interviewed Celia.”

“Yes,” Agatha says. “It seems as though May had a ‘friend’ who gave her the tickets. May took Celia with her when the friend couldn’t attend the performance with May.”

“The same friend who gifted her the pricey Madame Isobel gowns?” Emma asks.

I glance at Agatha; we’d discussed this extensively after we left Celia. “We strongly suspect that might be the case. But Celia does not know the identity of this friend.”

Margery asks the question we are all thinking. “Could it be the elusive beau?”

“Perhaps,” Agatha says. “Celia believed May had a suitor, but May would not share his name. After the show, May’s ‘friend’ asked her to go backstage and thank someone for the tickets.”

“Did Celia meet this person?” Ngaio asks.

“No. May insisted that she go alone. She was gone a long time, and when she finally reunited with Celia, her mood was off,” I say.

“Do we know what happened?” Ngaio persists.

“May refused to talk about it,” Agatha answers.

Emma is thoughtful. “This certainly supports our suspicions that May had a boyfriend or paramour of some sort. Someone who gave her expensive clothes and theater tickets and—”

Margery interrupts. “Got her pregnant.”

“Perhaps,” Agatha says. “Let’s add the August theater visit to the timeline.”

Standing up, I add in pencil:

August 20: May and Celia attend Cavalcade, using tickets given by a mysterious ‘friend.’ May visits a friend of this ‘friend’ backstage.

The women silently cogitate over these developments. But we are far from done, and Emma realizes it.

“What was the second object you found among May’s belongings?” she asks.

“In the binding of a family Bible, we found a Daily Herald article from October 2 tucked away,” I explain.

“What was it about?” Margery asks. “The play? Someone she knew?”

“A missing girl,” I say slowly.

Emma recoils into her seat. “Good Lord. Was she prescient?”

Just then, the door to the private room swings open. A waiter stands in the doorframe, presumably to announce the readiness of our table. Emma casts a pointed glance at Ngaio, who huffs at the reminder that she must enter the dining room discreetly, through the servants’ hallway. Even though the club is broad-minded, certain standards are enforced. And it simply won’t do to have Ngaio stride through the lobby in her pants.

It is then I notice that the waiter has been rendered immobile. When I follow his gaze, I see that the timeline has caught his attention. I suppose the University Women’s Club isn’t the usual spot for a murder investigation.

“May we help you?” I attempt to reanimate the young man.

“Apologies, ma’am.” In his gloved hand, he holds up an envelope. “This came for Mrs. Fleming.”

I reach out, knowing immediately who sent the missive. Only Mac calls me Mrs. Fleming. To everyone else, I am Dorothy Sayers.

Opening the unsealed flap, I slide out the note, skim it, and announce, “There’s been a development in May’s case. A confession.”
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We file into the police station, squeezing through the narrow front door of the Metropolitan Police precinct house. One by one, we arrange ourselves in a semicircle around the intake desk. A ginger-haired officer looks up at us; he doesn’t bother to hide his bemusement at the sight.

“May I help you ladies?” he asks with a smirk, as if he’s offering his elbow to a bunch of unsteady old women trying to cross the street. Assistance that, in truth, a few of us could use. “On the hunt for a lost cat?”

The Queens turn toward me, Ngaio’s pursed lips telegraphing her clear irritation at this condescension. How the policeman underestimates this group of women, I think. I clear my throat and say, “We understand you’ve received a confession in the case of Miss May Daniels.”

The policeman’s smirk remains plastered on his lips, but the light in his eyes dims. He is less tickled now and more leery. “Who told you that?” he asks.

Mac is responsible for the message at the University Women’s Club. Acknowledging my request for ongoing information about Miss Daniels, he sent it as a sort of love letter. And he wouldn’t have directed me to a police station to indulge my curiosity unless he felt fairly confident about his source.

Emma answers for me. “We know lots of things.” Her tone is imperious, and even her posture is that of a baroness.

“You may think you know about a confession, ma’am. But use your loaf. Even if you’re right, I wouldn’t tell you one way or the other, and I wouldn’t share any details. All that would be confidential.” The policeman’s accent may be Cockney, but his bearing is every bit as haughty as Emma’s. Emma, her eyes wide, looks positively flabbergasted. I suppose this is one of the few times she’s been thwarted.

In a small, unassuming voice, Agatha asks, “How can it be confidential if we already know about it?”

She’s unnerved the officer. He doesn’t know what to make of her. I can almost see the cogwheels of his mind turn, torn between the soft inquiry of her very good question and the possibility that she might be patronizing him.

The front door of the precinct house slams open. Two policemen storm in, pushing a couple of handcuffed men ahead of them. Grubby and sweating, the criminals are crowded into the entry space. Emma clutches her handbag, holding it tight next to her pearls—as if the manacled men could accost her—while Agatha and Margery retreat to the corner. Only Ngaio and I remain in position.

More people pour into the station. A family of four—impossibly young parents with a toddling young son and an infant who tug at my heartstrings. And a silver-haired man with a strikingly similar-looking younger fellow, both wearing aprons tucked under their coats. We are standing cheek by jowl, and the smell isn’t fresh.

The intake officer is done with us. “Ladies, we have criminals to book and citizens with real problems to address. If you’ve got no business with us other than this so-called confession, please take your leave.” He directs us to the exit.

We weave through the throng of people and police and wedge ourselves through the door single file. As we gather on the sidewalk outside, Ngaio says, “Well, that was a waste of our efforts. Your husband had no more information other than the station where the confession was delivered?”

“That’s it.”

She presses on. “Any more contacts from whom we can glean information?”

“Mac didn’t mention anything. And I can’t reach him because he’s in the throes of writing up a profile on the Tarrington case, desperate to meet a deadline.”

As we consider our next move, a voice calls out to us, “You ladies the ones asking the police about a confession?”

We turn to examine a young man with dark curls escaping from his cap. I recognize him more from his apron than from his facial features or hair. He’s the one who entered the police station after us with an older gentleman I assumed to be his father.

“We were,” I answer. “May I ask why you are curious?”

“Because I’m the one who found the confession.”

“You what?” Ngaio blurts out.

“Yeah,” he says, glancing at his father, who nods his permission. “My family has a fish-and-chips shop just round the corner, and when I was cleaning up for the night, I found it on the floor. I delivered it to the cops straightaway.”

“Would you be willing to tell us more about it?” Agatha asks.

“The police told us we weren’t supposed to. Ordered us to keep our traps shut about it, which we have until now. But me and my dad were curious, so we stopped by the precinct,” he answers, his eyes sliding toward his father again.

That is neither a yes nor a no, I think. It’s an invitation.

“We understand you are taking a risk. As are we. The confession you discovered is a key piece of evidence,” Emma says with calm assurance. “But we would compensate you for your risk.”

“How much?” he asks.

“Twenty pounds.”

I suppress a little gasp. Twenty pounds is a small fortune for some, particularly in these tough economic times. After all, I recently read that the average income is £150 a year.

“Forty.”

“Let’s settle on thirty pounds, shall we?”

He nods but doesn’t speak. It seems that the actual pound notes must be in his sweaty palm before he will unseal his lips. Emma hands them to him.

“The piece of paper was crumpled and torn in half. When I smoothed it and fit the two pieces together, the writing was clear as day.”

“What did it say?”

“I killed Nurse May Daniels.”

“Those exact words?” I ask, astonished. I’d expected something far less definitive.

“Those exact words.”

It’s Margery’s turn. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. I committed the words to my mind. ‘I certify that I killed Nurse May Daniels near the Napoleon column, Boulogne.’ There was a scribble underneath, which I took to be a signature.”

My heart is racing. Could this actually lead us to May’s killer? And what could this confession have to do with May’s secret relationship? Perhaps nothing.

Or could the note be a red herring or a dead end? Its appearance is awfully convenient.

“Was the signature legible?” I ask.

“You mean, could I read it?” he asks.

“Exactly.”

“No.”

“Do you know who left the piece of paper behind?”

“I believe I do. There was a foreign-looking gentleman at that table just before we closed up. He’d been writing away on a little pad with the stubby end of a pencil.”

“Can you describe him to us?”

“Dark hair, dark eyes—even his skin had that dark bronze shade. As if he’d been out in the sun. But it’s not as if I studied the fellow. I had other tables to tend.” He pauses, then adds, “There is one thing I noticed, though.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“When he placed his order, he had a funny accent. Can’t say that I’m an expert about that, so no idea where he’s from.”

“Have the police told you anything else?”

“Like what?”

“Have they asked you to identify anyone they have in custody? Or asked you to work with an artist to create a sketch of the man?”

He scoffs, and his father joins in. “No. And I doubt they ever will.”

“Why is that?”

The young man answers. “Because when we checked just now, that officer told us they’ve decided the letter’s a hoax.”
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I pace my flat. My dog-eared college dictionary catches my eye on the jam-packed bookshelves, and I reach for it. Flipping through the pages, I don’t stop until I find that word: “Hoax: a deception, sometimes done in humor and often involving a falsehood or fiction.” How on earth could the police label that confession a hoax without any sort of investigation? Not to mention there is absolutely nothing humorous about either the confession or May’s murder. My rage flares. It’s no wonder I can’t work.

Returning the tome to pride of place on my bookshelf, I realize that I’d do practically anything other than write at the moment. How hard it is to concentrate on the fictional murder at the heart of my novel when we have a very real one to solve. The Queens will gather tomorrow to split up the next tasks—interviewing employees at the theater where Cavalcade is being performed to determine whom May met with backstage, tracking down everyone mentioned in that Daily Herald article to see if any of them has a connection to May, attempting to get the official records on the missing London girl to see if there’s any tie to May, interviewing shopgirls at Madame Isobel’s, combing through copies of the Boulogne witness statements to see if anyone else saw May talk with a man. But tomorrow seems forever away.

I’m considering reorganizing a bookshelf when I hear a knock on the door. Who on earth could that be? Mac had stayed at the flat the last two evenings, but he’s left for our home in Essex to finish his profile on Tarrington now that the solicitor is in custody awaiting trial. And anyway, he’s got a key. Anyone else—school chums, cousins, professional friends—would arrange at meeting in advance. My schedule is too unpredictable to chance a visit.

Unlatching the door, I peer through the crack to see Margery. What a surprise, I think. Of all the Queens, she’s the last I’d expect to pop round.

I swing the door open wide and usher her inside. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop in to see if you’d like to stroll by Madame Isobel’s. A bit of legwork before the meeting tomorrow.”

“My, oh, my, would that be a welcome break from Harriet Vane and Peter Wimsey!” I exclaim with an excited clap.

She chuckles. “Struggling to write as well? I can’t face another page.”

“I was just about to reconfigure my bookshelves rather than tackle more snappy dialogue between Harriet and Peter.”

“I was contemplating repainting a bedroom.”

When our laughter subsides, I ask, “Were you really in the neighborhood?”

“Of course not. But your flat is only a fifteen-minute walk from Madame Isobel’s shop, on Regent Street, so I took a chance you’d be home.”

“Brilliant.” I’m already reaching for my coat and handbag. “Let’s go.”

A rare crispness permeates the air rather than the dampness and drizzle typical of spring. Margery has a lightness in her step and a mood that is infectious, and the stroll to Regent Street is unexpectedly quick. Margery is the Queen I know the least, and her witticisms and enthusiasm make her delightful company.

Why do I drift toward the other Queens rather than Margery? Am I a bit wary, thanks to the rumors that her aristocratic detective, Albert Campion, was created as a parody of my Wimsey? Or is it because she seems the sort of eager, stylish young woman who might have rejected me at university? Do I gravitate toward the older, sager Queens because of what they may teach me?

As I listen to Margery prattle on, I realize her chatter is anything but prattle. She is telling me the story of her life as we walk, as naturally as if we were having a chin-wag about the weather. Born to writer parents—her father was the editor of the New London Journal and the Christian Globe, and her mother wrote stories for women’s magazines—she came by her talents early and honestly. Her husband, a designer and an artist, seems that rare sort of man who supports his wife’s career. Like Mac. He even creates the covers for her novels, and they’ve been so successful that he’ll be designing them for other mystery novelists. I find her sharp, engaging, and pleasant beneath her ardent exterior.

We slow our pace when we reach the shops lining Regent Street. Madame Isobel’s establishment is located at number 223—that much I’d already researched. We now play at window-shopping. A millinery displaying a navy-blue Basque beret, which we deem attractive and practical. A pair of irresistible black-and-white spectator heels at a shoe store. Very audibly, we ooh and aah and fantasize about which we’d purchase first.

When we reach the front window at Madame Isobel’s, I don’t have to pretend at awe. The expansive window displays only one singular item. There, against the backdrop of a gray quilted screen, is a floor-length vermilion gown that’s a river of undulating silk. I literally cannot take my eyes off it. It’s the sort of garment I’d never be able to afford or pull off but about which I dream.

Only when Margery asks, “Shall we?” do I pull myself away.

Stepping inside the elegant salon, a cocoon of silver silk and linen, we survey a row of glittering crystal-laden court presentation gowns. We stop to examine an unusual dress with a black-and-tartan skirt. Then, as we’d planned, we linger at the day dresses.

Margery examines a shimmery pink confection, crying out, “Scrummy!”

As we’d expected, a salesgirl with a updo and an attitude approaches us. Scanning us up and down, she finally asks, “May I help you?”

Are we not up to snuff? Although I’m hardly dressed in my finest, my suit is of a well-cut pale-camel cotton, and Margery wears a fashionable dress decorated with sprigs of wildflowers. Ignoring her demeanor, I say, “That would be lovely, Miss…”

“Miss Maybanks.”

“Thank you, Miss Maybanks. My darling niece Maggie here spotted the most sumptuous dress on her friend, who informed her that it was an Isobel design. I promised her one as a birthday present.”

“But we don’t see the dress here,” Margery announces.

“Ah,” she replies, her smile brighter and more welcoming now that she perceives we are shoppers with a purpose. “The dress could be from last season, which means it wouldn’t be on the floor. Doesn’t mean it’s inaccessible, though. Can you describe it for me?”

Margery describes the emerald dress as if she’d seen it herself, to which Miss Maybanks replies, “It might work better if you give me your friend’s name. We keep records of all the purchases.”

Margery shoots me a look. We had hoped for this.

“Her name is Miss May Daniels, but I believe the dress was a gift, so you might not have her name on file.”

“Actually, if the dress was sent to her at any location, we would have a file on it.”

“Would that be likely?”

“Oh, yes. Most of our pieces are altered to fit our clients like a glove and then sent to them directly,” Miss Maybanks answers, turning her attention to a filing cabinet behind the imposing marble-topped desk at the center of the space.

Margery and I circle around the salon, deciding on a green dress that we’ll use as a distraction. The salesgirl calls over to us: “We are in luck! I have a file on Miss Daniels. Would her address have been at the Chiswick and Ealing Isolation Hospital residences?” Miss Maybanks sounds perplexed. I doubt any of her other clients are nurses. And I suppose they don’t often send evening dresses to hospital patients.

“That’s it! Do you have a picture of the dress?” Margery asks with a giggle. “I just want to be certain. Who knows how many Madame Isobel dresses she has?”

“Just a sketch,” she says, motioning for her to approach. Margery looks over Miss Maybanks’s shoulder at the drawing. And, I’m assuming, the file from whence it came.

Margery nods at me; it’s our predetermined signal. “It does look quite like my friend’s dress. May I take a closer look?”

The salesgirl nods, and that’s my cue to ask, “Miss Maybanks, might I have you peek at a gown on display? It’s the exact shade of green that Maggie was hoping for.”

Miss Maybanks steps away from the desk, providing Margery with an opportunity to scan the file as she pretends to analyze the design. We are desperate to find out who purchased May’s dress. It could be her mysterious suitor, the one she visited on the unaccounted-for night of October 14. The one who gave her the tickets to Cavalcade. The one who may have killed her.

I engage Miss Maybanks for several long minutes in a debate over shades of green, hoping to give Margery ample time to snoop. By the time the salesgirl returns to her desk, Margery has put down the sketch. She announces, “Now that I’ve gotten a good look, I don’t think it’s the gown for me.”

“Oh, Maggie, are you sure?” I feign disappointment. “I had been hoping to gift you a special frock for your birthday.”

“Quite sure, Aunt. I am sorry we’ve wasted your time, Miss Maybanks.”

The salesgirl barely chokes out a civil reply. “Not at all.”

Exiting the shop, we stroll arm in arm down Regent Street. We take care to peer into other store windows as if we’re still hunting down the perfect dress. Just in case the salesgirl should be watching, which I highly doubt.

“So?” I finally ask, waiting as long as I can stand.

Margery turns to me with a smile. “So I didn’t get the name of the purchaser, but I did get his—or her, I suppose—address.”

“What is it?”

“It’s 107 Leadenhall Street,” she replies, referring to a location in the heart of London’s financial district.

“That’s a business area of town,” I say.

”Yes, it is.” Margery’s smile does not fade. “Did you get the name of a business?”

“Yes. Mathers Insurance.”






Chapter Twenty-Eight


MARCH 31, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

No University Women’s Club for today’s gathering. No luxurious Café Royal for coq au vin, as we’d enjoyed in Boulogne. Not even Battenberg cakes at a more utilitarian Lyons Tea Shop, like the one Agatha and I visited with Celia. No, today’s Queens of Crime outing involves a serviceable, if a touch down-at-the-heels, teahouse. Because it’s perfectly positioned for our vigil.

The Mathers Insurance concern is located on Leadenhall Street, which has been a hub of commerce since medieval times. The East India Company took it over during the Victorian era, but ever since Lloyd’s made Leadenhall Street its home, the insurance industry has claimed it. In fact, if I crane my neck, I can spy a corner of that venerable organization’s building.

An abundance of attractive cafés there are not in this area of town. Most businessmen dine or meet at their clubs. The Queens and I settle for the establishment with the best possible view of 107 Leadenhall, hunker down, and form a plan.

“You really posed as aunt and niece?” Ngaio exclaims when Margery and I recap our success at Madame Isobel’s. “I mean, you’re only about ten years apart.”

“Smaller gaps in age have been known to occur in large families,” Margery insists.

“True enough,” Ngaio concedes. “Although you could have cleared the visit with us first.”

She’s right.

“Apologies,” I say.

Agatha gives up a small round of applause. “Maths aside, it worked,” she says. “You got the company name and address of the individual who bought May Daniels those lavish dresses. I’d say that’s good sleuthing.”

“Hear! Hear!” Emma lifts a battered teacup—no gold trim or floral design on these functional items—and we take turns touching rims.

Margery and I nod in appreciation, but I cannot fully accept the praise. I’d expected to get the exact name of May’s beau. Not the name of some insurance company.

“Heaps better than the police have done,” Ngaio adds, to which Emma lets out an undignified snort. Is Emma adopting certain of Ngaio’s mannerisms? The snort is usually Ngaio’s signature sound. Perhaps the clearly delineated roles we’ve been playing aren’t so well defined after all.

“No surprise after that precinct visit,” Emma mutters.

“So how are we going to discover which of the many men who work in that office have ties to May?” Agatha asks, cutting through the chitchat.

It’s my turn. I’d popped down to the library to do some research on Mathers Insurance in preparation for today.

“We don’t need to sift through the hundreds of men who work in the building or even the dozens who work at Mathers. We only need to assess Mathers’s twelve principals,” I inform them. “They have upwards of forty clerks, but I think we can safely bypass them. None of them could afford dresses from Madame Isobel’s. Or West End theater tickets.”

“Well, that’s a horse of a different color,” Emma exclaims, and I realize how much I enjoy hearing British idioms in her slightly accented English. As she never tires of telling us, she fled her native Hungary and immigrated to England when she was about fourteen. When she and her family landed, Emma spoke no English—only Hungarian, French, and German.

“It’s manageable with a little subterfuge,” Margery says, glancing at me with a wink.

Ngaio rubs her hands together expectantly. “Count me in.”

“I’m glad you offered, because we’ve pegged you for a role. You and Emma. It’s your turn to act as aunt and niece,” I inform them.

“Like starring in one of my plays,” Emma declares with a wide smile. Her successful Scarlet Pimpernel books actually started out as smash hits onstage and are about to be adapted for film. Something tells me she’s always longed for the limelight.

“Mathers mostly sells commercial insurance policies, so you and Emma will pose as relatives who own farmsteads on the Continent and in New Zealand. Heighten those accents. You are interested in gathering information on policies to protect against weather anomalies. While you are there, you will get a list of the principals.”

Ngaio and Emma glance at each other. Answering for both, Emma says, “We can manage that.”

They push themselves to standing and gather their coats and bags. “While you’re doing that, we will put our heads together and see if we can’t figure out a way to get backstage at Cavalcade or access the official file of the missing London girl.”

We nod our farewells to Ngaio and Emma, and the remaining three of us begin discussing our connections. No one seems to have the sort of contacts with the police department necessary to acquire the official records for Leonora Denning, the missing violinist. Save me. Mac might be able to get them, but it would likely require a confession on my part—admitting that I’ve continued to work on May Daniels’s disappearance. Would he be irritated? Not necessarily; he’s used to all manner of strange projects from me. Wait a moment, I think. What if I couch the request as book research? That way, I might be able to avoid an inquisition.

As for the theater contacts, Agatha, in fact, has a fair few. Her runaway hit The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was adapted for the West End stage three years ago as a play called Alibi. While Agatha was disappointed in its depiction of Hercule Poirot, it did pave the way for her to launch an original play about Poirot, a spy thriller entitled Black Coffee, in the West End. That play is also being adapted for film. Her sister, Madge, has hopped on Agatha’s bandwagon and written a play called The Claimant, about the historic Tichborne case, and hopes to find a producer as well.

“My brother-in-law, Jim Watts, has arranged a party at his family estate, Abney Hall, and invited all my theater associates. My sister and her husband hope, of course, that someone will take an interest in Madge’s play.”

“I assume you will be in attendance?” I ask.

“Much to my chagrin,” Agatha replies. Knowing her ambivalent feelings toward crowds and her sister, I can only imagine how deeply she’s dreading this event.

“When is this party happening?”

“This weekend.”

“Might I impose myself? We may be able to dig out some contacts at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, or in Cavalcade.”

“That would be divine,” she says, squeezing my hand in gratitude. “I’d feel far less exposed and nervous with you at my side.”

Just then, the bell on the tea shop’s front door rings, and Ngaio and Emma return. “What happened?” I ask before they can sit back down at the table. “You were barely gone long enough to take the elevator up to the Mathers offices and back down again.”

Emma arches an eyebrow in mock horror. “Do you doubt our acting abilities? Do you think we got tossed out?”

Ngaio rushes to answer. “We didn’t need more time, Dorothy. We didn’t even need to trot out our alter egos beyond introducing ourselves and asking for an appointment. There is a list of Mathers Insurance principals right there on the sign when you walk inside their offices.”

“Why do you look so pleased with yourselves?” Agatha asks.

“Because you’ll never guess whose name was on the Mathers Insurance wall, listed among the other principals.”

Ngaio must have been met with blank stares, because she shakes her head in disappointment at us. She exclaims, “None other than Jimmy Williams and his son, Louis Williams. The latter was mentioned in May’s hidden Daily Herald article; he was interviewed in the case of the missing violinist.”

“Good God,” Margery says.

“It cannot be a coincidence. We discover that the man who may have purchased May’s expensive dresses is also mentioned in a newspaper article about a different missing girl, an article May has secretly squirreled away. Might Mr. Williams the younger be May’s beau?” Agatha posits.

I ask a related, but more crucial, question. “Might he also be her murderer?”






Chapter Twenty-Nine


APRIL 1, 1931

MANCHESTER, ENGLAND

Agatha had forewarned me about Abney Hall. I’d heard about the vastness of the entry. She’d informed me about its many-peaked Victorian roof and the ornateness of its interior decor. Her descriptions of the gardens prepared me to observe their elegance from every window. But as I stand within these walls, I am, in fact, unprepared. Because no one warned me that stepping into Abney Hall is tantamount to entering the pages of Agatha’s books.

I see bits and pieces of her fictional country homes all around me. A hint of Styles, as described in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, in an Abney Hall fireplace. An echo of Chimneys, as detailed in The Secret of Chimneys, in Abney Hall’s elaborate wood-paneled walls. When a servant appears to take our coats wearing a uniform straight out of the pages of Styles, the line between fiction and reality blurs.

“It’s unnerving, isn’t it?” A raspy voice calls over to me, and I follow the sound with my eyes. An attractive woman in her fifties, outfitted in a burgundy silk dress and ropes of pearls, leans against a doorframe, languidly smoking a cigarette.

Is the woman speaking to Agatha or me? Agatha doesn’t reply, so I settle on an innocuous response. “Abney Hall is spectacular.”

“I can hardly accept that as a compliment, because I’ve had absolutely nothing to do with creating it. It was the brainchild of my husband’s grandfather, who had it designed and decorated in the latest Victorian fashion, and I don’t believe it’s been altered since,” the woman says with a cheerless smile. “But where are my manners? Lovely to see you, Agatha darling.” She leans forward for a buss on the cheek. Then with an outstretched hand, she says, “I am Agatha’s sister, Margaret Watts, although everyone calls me Madge. You must be Mrs. Sayers. Or is it Mrs. Fleming? Or Miss Fleming? Or Miss Sayers?”

We shake hands, and I say, “I’ll answer to any, but I’d prefer it if you call me Dorothy. I’ve heard so many lovely things about you from your sister.”

“Lovely things?” Madge jeers. “I’d be shocked. We sisters are known for our competitiveness. And Agatha hates it when I mother her.”

Indeed, Agatha has made this precise observation before. When she first described a lonely childhood—the youngest sibling by nearly a decade, with only books for company—I felt a kinship with her. But she then related a childhood tale in which Madge challenged her to write a story in the vein of Gaston Leroux’s 1908 classic locked-room detective novel, The Mystery of the Yellow Room, and goaded her into action by pronouncing that, in fact, Agatha was incapable of writing it. I knew then that our upbringing had very different influences; my parents and cousin Ivy had nothing but encouragement and support for me. Although Agatha softened this judgment by admitting that her sister had been the first person to help with her “troubles,” I sense only tension between the sisters now.

Madge gestures around the drawing room and asks, “Do you find the resemblance between Abney Hall and the settings of Agatha’s novels as uncanny as I do?”

I laugh. “It is rather striking—and quite the compliment. I believe imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.”

“That’s one way to look at it, I suppose,” she replies, exhaling smoke. Pivoting away from us, she begins walking into an adjoining room. She calls out over her shoulder, “I thought we could take tea in the Terrace Room.”

We follow Madge into an arcade lined with heavy brocade wall coverings, which may have once been vivid crimson but have faded to washed-out pink. The intricately carved dark wooden chairs are draped in a similar bleached-out fabric, and I wonder just how long these pieces have been here. Illumination is not exactly abundant in this room, so the erosion of color must have taken time.

As we settle into the rigid, uncomfortable chairs, I say a silent prayer that this outing proves fruitful. We’ve managed to unearth only some basic information about the Williamses. Ngaio and Emma kept their appointment to meet with Louis Williams but came away empty-handed save for a report on his handsomeness, the photograph of a wife and children on his desk, and a few quotes for insurance they don’t need. They did happen to lay eyes on Louis’s father, Jimmy, who’d popped into Louis’s office during their meeting. But the encounter was fleeting.

While we have strong suspicions about the relationship between May and Louis, we need tangible evidence to link it to her murder. Because it is possible that May had a relationship with the married Louis Williams but that it had nothing to do with her death. In other words, we are on a wild goose chase. As for the official investigation into Leonora Denning, Mac is trying to procure it for me; I explained it away as research. In the meantime, we’ve got to flesh out the details of May’s theater visit.

A maid materializes with a silver tea service. The sisters, strikingly alike in appearance and mannerisms, sit back and wait to have their tea poured for them. Agatha inhabits a very different world from mine. My inclination would have been to pour the tea myself.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you, Dorothy,” Madge says. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you from Agatha, and of course I adore your Lord Peter Wimsey novels. And I am enjoying the addition of Harriet Vane; she’s terribly modern.”

She shoots Agatha a look as she talks about my books. Is Madge’s compliment about my characters a way to criticize Agatha about her own? Sibling rivalry oozes from them, and it almost makes me relieved I never had siblings. My cousin Ivy has exceeded every wish I could ever have for a sister; I could have hoped for nothing more.

I’m about to excuse myself—for the washroom, for a quick breath of air, for anything—when Agatha asks, “Is Jim here? We had expected him for tea as well.”

“Jim will be along for tea momentarily.”

As if on cue, a ruddy-cheeked gentleman with a wide, easy smile pops his head into the Terrace Room. “Agatha! I hope I haven’t kept you waiting! The textile business waits for no man.”

He bursts into the room, wraps his sister-in-law in a warm embrace, and the thick tension lifts immediately. This bear of a man sticks his hand out in my direction, and says, “Jim Watts; pleased to meet you. You must be Agatha’s writer friend, Mrs. Sayers.”

“I am indeed. But please do call me Dorothy.”

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, Dorothy.” Jim drops down into a chair with such force that it groans. “We are fortunate that you two artsy types will be on hand for the festivities tonight. Not up on the latest cultural developments myself.”

Madge adds, “Agatha doesn’t love to circulate, but perhaps she’ll be more convivial with you at her side, Dorothy.”

Make no mistake, Madge intends this to wound, and Agatha winces. My hackles rise at this unkindness. Isn’t Agatha helping Madge shop her play around this evening with her contacts? Why wouldn’t Madge be grateful? Does she resent her younger sister’s success that much?

Jim seems not to notice. In his blunderbuss fashion, he bellows, “Ah, you’ll be in your element tonight, Agatha. Thanks to your network, we will have a host of producers, directors, actors, and actresses here. Along with the usual crowd.”

I imagine the latter folks to be wealthy estate-owning neighbors and fellow upper-class businessmen and their wives. The Great War upended the staid social order of our country. Money and land had gone hand in hand with title and rank since time immemorial, but taxes and death and the economic depression have eroded the status quo. And now the dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, barons, and run-of-the-mill lords—and their wives—have lost many of their estates and much of their wealth, creating a vacuum into which the merely monied, including Jim and Madge and their peers, can climb. Will Louis and Jimmy Williams be part of this crowd? I wonder.

“I appreciate your allowing me to attend the party,” I say, grinning at Jim and Madge.

“Our pleasure,” Jim says with feeling. Madge, I notice, doesn’t echo his sentiments.

Then, feeling a little guilty in light of their generosity, I tell a bald-faced lie. “I’m wondering if acquaintances of mine will be in attendance. The Williams family of Mathers Insurance.”

Agatha shoots me a startled glance. This hadn’t been on our agenda. But then I’d never considered whether the Wattses’ path might cross that of the Williamses. Surely Agatha doesn’t begrudge me two birds with one stone and all that.

“Williams, Williams,” Jim mutters. “Ah, yes, I do know the name. Jimmy Williams isn’t exactly my circle, as you might imagine. Not that I judge the man for his background—it’s not his fault that he was born a bastard to an unconscionably young housemaid and had to be raised by his grandmother. Or that he had to start working on the railroads at twelve.”

I flinch at the word “bastard.” It is a word I loathe for many reasons. Does anyone notice the heat rising to my cheeks?

Jim pauses to finish his drink, then continues. “In truth, I admire the man. It’s not often you see a lowly bastard become such a success. He’s made quite the name for himself in insurance, and he’s grooming his son to take over his company. But I can’t say we run in the same social circles. Certainly they won’t be here this evening.”

Agatha has long been slated to assist her sister with this event, but she intentionally didn’t share our other purpose with the Wattses. We didn’t want them eyeing us warily, but neither Madge nor Jim is naive.

“Doing a bit of research while you’re here?” Jim asks me. “Agatha enjoys setting her mysteries in bits and pieces of Abney Hall.”

I answer as vaguely as possible. “Less research and more general inspiration.”

Jim slaps his thigh. “Well, I say! To think that we might serve as inspiration. That’s good fun.”

Madge seems not to mind and, in fact, laughs at the notion. “We are used to Agatha pilfering settings from Abney Hall, but this is new. Dorothy, do I understand correctly that you might steal storylines and character traits from the Abney Hall inhabitants and guests?”

This isn’t my objective at all. But it will serve better than the truth. “Only with your permission,” I reply with a smile and a wink.

The Wattses laugh, and I watch as Agatha’s expression closes, becoming inscrutable. It must be painful to see her sister behave in a lighthearted manner with everyone but her. Even though Madge’s behavior rings somewhat false.

Jim stands abruptly. “I’m away. Duty calls. But I’ll see you all this evening.” And with that, he takes his jubilant demeanor from the room with a wide stride.

As soon as Jim’s footsteps recede, Madge stands. Her face is a storm cloud. Agatha glances over at me, warning in her gaze.

“Never, ever take me for a fool,” she seethes, turning that sharp gaze on Agatha and then me. “I don’t know exactly what you two are up to, but consider yourself advised. Tonight is my night. And I do not want it ruined.”






Chapter Thirty


APRIL 1, 1931

MANCHESTER, ENGLAND

I’ve never been known for my fashion sense. As the only child of a vicar and his wife, I was meant to be appropriately dressed for our proper status in Bluntisham. But while we inhabited a lovely rectory with extensive gardens, we lived at the financial mercy of the Church of England, and Father’s stipend was never enough for the sorts of frocks expected of me. Castoffs became the norm—beautifully altered by my mother—during childhood, boarding school, and Oxford. My sole evening dress was at the tailor when Agatha and I set out for Abney Hall, and, in an echo of my youth, tonight’s gown is borrowed. It is a castoff from Madge, worn when she was “a bit bigger,” as she put it. The vivid purple silk gown—not my color, but beggars can’t be choosers—sports the drop-waist style popular in the last decade instead of the more flattering, nipped-at-the-waist design favored today. I’m fairly certain I resemble an aubergine, and I cannot help but think this is intentional on Madge’s part.

Trying to push this thought from my mind, I step into the Abney Hall parlor at the appointed hour for drinks before dinner. I make a beeline for the exquisitely, if somberly, dressed Agatha, who’s having an animated discussion with her sister. Weaving through the dozen or so guests outfitted in the latest couture gowns and bespoke evening wear, I hear her say “Enough!” in a furious tone just as I reach her side.

I freeze, but before I can retreat, Madge marches off to the opposite side of the room. Agatha faces me with a weak smile. “Are you quite all right?” I ask.

“Just the usual sisterly spats,” she answers, but it’s plainly much more.

“Are you quite certain?” I ask. I don’t want to pry, but I hope she knows she can trust me.

“Madge isn’t terribly fond of Max,” she answers, referring to her husband of a year. “She’s suspicious of his motives because he’s fourteen years younger than I am, even though I hardly think it’s fair to call him a gold digger. I have no gold.”

“Perhaps she’s just being overprotective. She is an older sister, after all, and I understand that’s their purview. Not that I know from firsthand experience.”

“Perhaps. She does enjoy smothering me,” she replies, smiling. “Madge is a complicated woman.”

Complicated indeed. Madge is also a terribly jealous woman. Though she may love and protect her sister, those emotions are intermingled with envy. It is plain to see.

“It seems as though she also enjoys tangling you in her web—if the web contains your theater accomplishments and if it benefits her,” I blurt out, then immediately regret it. My hand flies over my mouth. What am I thinking? Madge is Agatha’s sister, and I am at Abney Hall at her invitation. “I’m so very sorry.”

Agatha giggles. “Whatever for? It’s the truth, and I find it refreshing to hear someone speak plainly about Madge.”

“Well, it shouldn’t be me. She’s been nothing but kind to me. For the most part.” I call attention to my dress.

“You have nothing to be worried about, Dorothy,” Agatha says with a squeeze of my hand.

Time to change the subject, I think. Taking in the room, I ask, “Whom should we talk to first?”

That there are two factions of guests at this soiree—theater folks and the Watts family’s usual crowd—is obvious from attire and demeanor. Agatha subtly points out a number of theater types—actors, actresses, directors, and producers whom I recognize from the newspapers—and waves at a few. One name catches my attention.

“Can you repeat that last one?”

“Basil Dean. He’s a director and producer.”

“Why does his name sound familiar?”

“He’s directed quite a few Noël Coward plays. Perhaps you read about him in the paper.”

“Perhaps,” I say, but I don’t think that’s it.

Agatha slides her arm through mine and conducts me across the drawing room. We aim for a gentleman in evening dress with a peacock-feather tie and a perfectly shaped waxed mustache. He stands in the corner chatting up a bottle blonde. “Let’s try Mr. Dean first,” she says in a whisper.

Jim, who appears as though he’s been squeezed into his evening suit with a shoehorn, cuts us off mid-approach. “You two seem terribly intent. May I assist? Someone inadvertently providing impetus for a character?” He seems delighted with this idea.

“We are homing in on Basil Dean,” I answer conspiratorially.

“I can see why. But proceed with care,” Jim says. “I overheard one guest describe him as a piece of work.”

“I think his productions are the most stunning on the West End. Isn’t he Madge’s dream producer?” Agatha asks.

“He’s very talented, but apparently he instills fear in his actors and actresses. And quite possibly his writers. Why don’t you let me do the introductions? Smooth the way and all that?”

“He’s a good egg, that Jim,” I say to Agatha as Jim leads us to Mr. Dean.

Agatha smiles. “He is. And his namesake son is cut from the same cloth. I wish he wasn’t away this weekend. I’d love to introduce you.”

The bottle blonde drifts away as Jim approaches. “Mr. Dean, I’d like to introduce you to my sister-in-law Mrs. Mallowan and her friend Miss Sayers, who are visiting us from London. Mr. Dean is a producer of West End shows, and Miss Sayers is a writer of mysteries.”

Not surprising, I think, that he’s highlighting me rather than Agatha, whom he calls by her married name only. Even though she might be a bit better known, she’d loathe the attention and questions. And Madge would be furious that the limelight was drawn from her to Agatha on her night.

Mr. Dean clears his throat. “I am a director as well.”

Jim hastens to address this oversight, then excuses himself.

“I’m a fan of your Lord Peter Wimsey,” he says with a large gulp of his drink and a wipe of his brow. Is the room warm? Mr. Dean’s cheeks are flushed. Perhaps the bottle blonde had roused his senses.

I thank him for his kind words, and we chat about my Wimsey books for several long minutes. Agatha is standing by, silently allowing me to handle this exchange while she studies this man.

“What show are you currently working on?” I ask, knowing that a man of his self-regard would enjoy talking about himself. Perhaps if he drones on for a bit, I’ll place him.

“I tend to spin a lot of plates at once. For example, I have several of Noël Coward’s plays in various stages of development, both in New York and London. I am also the joint managing director of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, which takes much of my time.”

That’s it, I think. That’s how I know his name. When I was researching the theater where May saw Cavalcade—Theatre Royal, Drury Lane—I saw his name listed as joint managing director.

I glance at Agatha. She has made the connection as well.

But Mr. Dean isn’t finished singing his own praise. He continues, “And I’ve just become chairman of Associated Talking Pictures.”

“My goodness, how do you do it? You wear so many hats,” I say, and he nods proudly. I continue, “Am I right in thinking that you currently have a Noël Coward show on the Drury Lane stage? Cavalcade?”

“We do indeed.” Mr. Dean is pleased with the recognition. “It’s a marvelous musical. The story follows a well-to-do British family during three crucial decades of modern life. Terrific score, shot through with popular songs from each era.”

“Sounds brilliant, Mr. Dean,” I say. Glancing at Agatha, I add, “We will have to go see it.”

“I could arrange tickets for you quite easily,” he offers.

“We wouldn’t want to be an imposition,” I insist, although I’m delighted. The Queens had discussed visiting the theater, but I never dreamed we’d do so at the behest of the joint managing director. All that access might come in handy.

“Nonsense—it would be my pleasure. Perhaps you could leave a signed copy of a Wimsey novel for me,” he suggests.

“I’d be delighted. Are you typically backstage at the theater? I could drop it off personally after we see the play.” I hope I sound casual.

“Not usually. My co–managing director and I divide time at the theater. I spend my hours there during the day, when I can easily pop over to the film studios as well. Sir Alfred has a habit of spending his evenings at Drury Lane,” he explains.

“Sir Alfred?”

“Apologies. Sir Alfred Chapman is my co–managing director.”

A voice, dripping with displeasure, drifts over Mr. Dean’s shoulders into our conversation. “Whom do we have here?”

Elegant in a column of beaded navy silk, Madge inserts herself into our little circle. I suppose it’s her prerogative; Abney Hall is her home, and this is her party.

For the first time since we were introduced to Mr. Dean, Agatha speaks. “Madge, this is Mr. Basil Dean, head of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, as well as Associated Talking Pictures. Not to mention a director and producer, particularly of plays by Noël Coward. Mr. Dean, this is my sister, Mrs. James Watts, your hostess. And a writer of plays herself.”

“A pleasure,” Mr. Dean says, kissing Madge’s outstretched hand.

“I’ve been wanting to meet you, Mr. Dean. Your reputation precedes you.” Madge turns to Agatha and me. “Don’t let us keep you.”






Chapter Thirty-One


APRIL 2, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Has there been a single moment of silence on the train back to London? I don’t mean the roar of the train, the bellowing of the whistle, the many stops, or the conductor’s announcements. I mean our chatter. Agatha and I have not ceased speculating since the moment we settled into our seats this morning.

“We must put some order to the evidence about May’s private life that we’ve been gathering like a pair of magpies,” I announce. “What is it your detective Hercule Poirot says when the investigation is going full throttle and the facts are pouring in?”

“We must use our ‘little gray cells.’”

“That’s it! Amid the gray cells, perhaps we can sprinkle in what Wimsey’s mother calls women’s special intelligence—‘mother-wit.’”

“Oh, I like that,” Agatha says with a giggle. “I do feel like a real-life Poirot today. Usually my existence more closely resembles Miss Marple’s.”

“And I feel like a real-life Harriet Vane,” I reply. Pulling out my trusty journal, I begin a list. “First, May definitely had a beau over the summer and fall of 1930. A secret one.”

“One who’s well off enough to purchase two gowns from Madame Isobel’s and take her on dates to West End theaters,” Agatha adds. “Most likely Louis Williams, as deduced from the Madame Isobel receipts and the hidden newspaper article. We don’t know whether she was aware that he’s married with children. Although the kindly girl described by her sisters isn’t the sort to have an affair. She actually seems more like the sort of girl who is preyed upon.”

“Second, in August, she had plans to see Cavalcade with this suitor. When he could not make the show, she used the tickets with her friend Celia,” I say, making a note of this.

She nods and continues. “Third, on October 2, May reads a Daily Herald article about a missing girl whose final night was spent in the company of West End theater folks at Café de Paris—and none other than Louis Williams.”

“And this article has such an impact on May that she carefully clips it and squirrels it away,” I say.

“Fourth, less than two weeks later, on October 14, she spends an unaccounted-for night in London on her way to meet Celia in Brighton,” Agatha says while I write.

“She may have been in the company of Louis,” I add. “We have no other inkling of where she might have been.”

“Fifth, the girls took a day trip from Brighton to Boulogne on October 16, during which time May disappears. Months later, when her body is discovered, large quantities of blood are found underneath, as if she’d miscarried or had a procedure of some sort. There is also ample evidence that she was suffering from chronic nausea.” I record this final point as Agatha finishes.

“And this suggests that the mystery beau had gotten her pregnant,” I say in summary.

“Possibly. If May was indeed with Louis the night before she headed to Brighton and informed him of the pregnancy then, he may have pushed an abortion on her. Maybe he’s the one who organized the trip to Boulogne, possibly even at the last minute,” Agatha says.

I allow myself to envision all these disparate pieces coming together. But there is one element that simply doesn’t fit. “This theory would explain the hemorrhaging—but not May’s carefully plotted disappearance from the train station.”

She sighs. “I know. And we really have nothing in the way of solid proof. I’m hoping the visit to the Theatre Royal tonight will provide some tangible link between May and Louis. Perhaps someone at the theater will remember May and whom she met backstage—something that would definitively tie her to Louis. What we currently have is supposition.”

I shut the journal and change the subject. “Did Madge make the theater connections she hoped for? We certainly did.”

“Basil Dean told her that he wanted to read her play, if you can believe it.”

“I can. Your sister can deploy her charms when she wishes.”

“Tonight, at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, so will we.”

We grow quiet, turning these elements around in our minds while the train’s chug slows. I turn to my friend and ask, “Agatha, you know when you near the end of a novel and most of the threads are knitting together nicely, but there are those one or two rogue filaments that resist you until the bitter end?”

“Of course. I’m facing that quandary at the moment with Peril at End House.”

“Somehow you always manage to make those threads part of a seamless whole, right?”

“Yes,” she answers, and we smile at each other. We’ve both experienced that golden moment when all the elements of the story—character, setting, themes, and plot—coalesce into a shining, unbroken whole. Capturing that elusive moment is why we write.

“We will do that again here. Not for ourselves and not for our stories. We will do it for May.”

The train grinds to a slow halt as it pulls into Euston station. Agatha and I exchange brief farewells as we disembark. She heads toward the Tube taking her to her Campden Street flat, in Kensington, and I veer toward my own Tube line. I’m about to board my train when I have a sudden urge to look Louis Williams in the face. Even a brief glimpse into his eyes, just to see the sort of man he is, would suffice. Glancing around, I realize that it wouldn’t take me terribly long to get to Leadenhall Street. And I make a snap decision to stop in Louis Williams’s office.

During the short ride to the financial heart of London, my mind whirs. I ponder the role that Louis Williams may have played in the life of young May Daniels. He may have had no relationship with her at all; we might be grasping at straws in the absence of substantial evidence. Yet I sense May’s vulnerability, and I know how easily that can be exploited by an unscrupulous man. It happened to me, after all. I need to know if May was in the sway of Louis Williams.

When the elevator doors open onto the Mathers Insurance office, I step into its striking reception area. Dramatic silver-trimmed light fixtures dot the rich lacquered tan walls. Barrel-back chairs upholstered in a geometric chocolate-and-ruby-red pattern are scattered around the lobby. At the center is a wide mahogany desk inlaid with linear metallic designs and topped with gleaming cream marble. Rising above it all is a curved staircase leading to a second-floor landing and a wall listing the company’s principals in gleaming bronze letters.

The glamorous space overwhelms, and I don’t notice the secretary seated at the reception desk at first. But then again, she doesn’t exactly greet me. The young woman with blond movie-star curls and cherry-red lipstick hasn’t glanced up from her reading material once.

I clear my throat several times, but no reaction is forthcoming. “Excuse me, but I would like to see Mr. Williams.”

“Mr. Williams senior or Mr. Williams junior?”

“Mr. Williams junior, please.”

“Do you have an appointment?” She still hasn’t looked up.

“No, but I found myself in the vicinity and thought I should stop in. You see, he comes very highly recommended by several friends who are considering moving their extensive insurance business to him.”

That makes the woman sit up and take notice of me. “I’ll check to see if he’s available. You do know that we primarily handle commercial insurance?”

“I do.”

“Whom shall I say is calling?”

“Mrs. Fleming.”

She pushes her chair back and with quick, efficient steps strides into an adjacent room. I hear a low rumble of voices, after which she pops back out. “Mr. Williams junior will see you now.”

“Might I leave my bag at your desk?” I ask, lifting up the small battered-leather satchel I use for overnight trips.

She doesn’t appear pleased at the request, but she nods. Pointing to a space on the floor, she says, “You can place it there. Please follow me.”

As we approach the door, a silver-haired man wearing dark round glasses and a charcoal pin-striped suit exits the office. When he passes me, he smiles in my direction, nods, and greets me with “Welcome to Mathers Insurance.” To my surprise, his accent carries the vestiges of a working-class Welsh background. This incongruousness makes me wonder—could this be the Jimmy Williams? “Successful insurance titan” and head of Mathers Insurance, infamous low-born bastard who’d made a meteoric rise?

“Thank you, sir,” I reply.

He extends his hand, and as we shake, he says, “I’m James Williams, founder of Mathers Insurance.” He tilts his head toward his son’s office. “I’ll leave you in Louis’s capable hands.”

I’d put limited forethought into this interview, but my lack of preparedness doesn’t hit me until I walk into Louis Williams’s elegantly appointed office. My stomach flips as a fair-haired, handsome young man with symmetrical features and a thick mustache stands up to greet me. For one of the very few times in my life, I am tongue-tied.

“Welcome, Mrs. Fleming. What can I do for you? It isn’t often that we get clients strolling in off the street, although I confess that two women did exactly that just the other day. So perhaps it’s a trend.” His smile never wavers as he gestures for me to take a seat opposite him.

How alluring he must be to a young woman, I think. Attractive, smooth, welcoming, probably very complimentary. A relatively sheltered girl like May Daniels would be easily charmed. But perhaps not so easily discarded.

“I have a rather large commercial and residential property in Essex left to me by a great-aunt, and I want to explore what sorts of policies might be available to insure it. I don’t think my aunt even considered insurance,” I lie.

“We handle very sophisticated types of insurance here, so a home policy is the easiest thing in the world. Let me show you several possibilities.” Beaming, he gathers up materials for us to review, then spreads them out before me.

As we discuss a mind-numbing array of insurance options for country estates, I study the man. Handsome: yes. Exquisitely turned out in a custom navy wool suit and Jaeger-LeCoultre Grande Reverso watch: yes. Dressing beyond his means: quite possibly. Married: yes, as evidenced by a silver-framed portrait on his desk showing him with a blond wife and two young children. An unsettling quality about his person: absolutely. Although I may be predisposed to feel that about him.

“Do any of these policies sound fitting to you?”

“Oh, dear me, I simply don’t know,” I say, acting flustered. “Perhaps I should review them with my husband. I’m certain you understand. Does your wife review all sorts of decisions with you?” I gesture to the photograph of the happy family.

“She does indeed, Mrs. Fleming. Even rings me before she heads to the butcher shop on some occasions.” He chuckles at this portrayal of a dim, dependent wife, and I like him even less. “Although you did mention that the property was left to you by your great-aunt, if I’m not mistaken?”

“You are correct, Mr. Williams.”

“Well, Mrs. Fleming, I’m not one to undermine the authority of your husband, but it seems to me that the decision is yours to make. No time like the present.” His grin gets even wider, and he scoots a little closer. He thinks he’s hooked me. To some women, he might be irresistible, and all this attention is undoubtedly part of his sales pitch. But to me, his is a crocodile smile. It unleashes a torrent of memories and rage as I think about him seducing May with it.

Working hard to keep the anger from my voice, I say, “I appreciate your vote of confidence, but I may be cut from your wife’s cloth. Might I consult with my husband tonight? We have an evening of theater planned, and a good show always puts him in the right mood for a conversation,” I say, planting my seed. Now to see if I can get it to bear the desired fruit.

Louis Williams’s face falls. He’d been hoping to ensnare me in a policy in the here and now, without the “oversight” of my husband. Goodness knows to what I’d be agreeing if I truly was in the market for an insurance policy. He quickly reassembles his facade of congeniality and says, “Of course.”

“We are seeing Cavalcade. Are you familiar with it?”

“I was meant to see it in late summer, but my plans were derailed. And sad to say, I haven’t gotten around to seeing it since.”

I feel goose bumps on my arms. Did Louis just admit that he was scheduled to see Cavalcade in August, the same time May went to the performance? I cannot wait to tell the Queens that we have another piece of evidence supporting the theory that he’s the secret beau.

“I’m sorry to hear that. The theater and the show are unknown to me, so I was hoping for a primer,” I say, allowing disappointment to overtake my posture and expression instead of the excitement I actually feel. In this moment, Louis Williams wants to please me, so perhaps that desire will unseal his lips. After all, I’m simply a harmless matron.

“I’m quite familiar with the theater; I’ve seen several shows there. It’s quite breathtaking since its remodel in 1922.”

“Ah, a theater aficionado!” I exclaim. “I am in luck.”

He chuckles. “Less an aficionado than one fortunate to have a family friend in the theater. Tickets always seem to come my way.”

I clap my hands. “How terribly exciting! Is your family friend an actor? I confess to being quite the fan of Basil Rathbone. His Shakespearean performances are masterly.”

“Nothing so glamorous. Sir Alfred Chapman is a producer and runs several West End theaters.”

Here we have the name again. First mentioned by Basil Dean and now by Louis Williams, our primary suspect. Might Sir Alfred lead us to the evidence we need about May and Louis? I certainly cannot make my inquiries of Louis outright, lest I tip my hand. Agatha and I will find out tonight.

I am quiet, and Louis seems uncomfortable with the stillness. Fixing his clear blue eyes on me, he offers that overconfident smile again. “That said, the family connection to Sir Alfred has yielded invitations to a few glitzy theater premieres. Walking the red carpet with a beautiful woman on my arm is an otherworldly experience.”

I notice that he doesn’t reference his wife in his statement. Perhaps he’s had any number of attractive young women on his arm. May was likely just one of many. Staring at this man, I feel my eyes narrow and my jaw harden. I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Louis Williams corrupted poor May Daniels and had some sort of hand in her death. Exactly how I do not yet know. We need proof. Detective work can be excruciating.

I practically quiver with anger, and it takes all my strength to hold back from launching myself at him. If I stay in this office a moment longer, that impulse will be difficult to control. I push myself to standing so abruptly that the chair nearly topples over. Louis also rises, an expression of surprise on his face.

“I’ll do my research, Mr. Williams, so when I see you next, I’ll have information enough to render a verdict.”






Chapter Thirty-Two


APRIL 2, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The curtain closes, and the chandeliers illuminate the vast space slowly. Bit by bit, the four levels of the Theatre Royal reveal themselves. Like a gold-and-crimson layer cake, the tiers appear, topped by the icing of the gilt ceiling. In our prized seats—courtesy of Mr. Dean—Agatha and I are at the cake’s center.

Agatha leans toward me and whispers, “Not my favorite show.”

“Mine, either,” I whisper back. “I much prefer a play to a musical. And the music, well…”

“Felt a bit slapdash, didn’t it?”

“Exactly. As if Mr. Coward raced through the writing of this show on his way to another.”

“Borrowing snippets of popular songs to represent different eras?”

“It didn’t quite work for me, either, but the audience seemed to enjoy it.” I reach into my handbag for the tin of pastilles I keep inside. “Care for a black-currant Allenburys while we wait for the theater to clear?”

Selecting one from the golden box, she says, “What is it about the theater that makes one crave a sweet?”

“For me, that craving isn’t limited to the theater. I always long for a sweet,” I remark.

We laugh companionably, keeping our eye on the diminishing crowds. Before the performance began, we quietly showed the ticket takers and concession-stand employees the picture of May and Celia I’d borrowed from May’s sisters. But no one remembered the young women. Much depends on what we might learn from Sir Alfred Chapman.

After a few minutes, Agatha asks, “Shall we?”

We step into the vestibule and head back. Toward the end of a long corridor, we encounter a guard. “Sorry, ladies. No access here for audience members,” he advises us.

“We are here at Mr. Basil Dean’s invitation. And he asked that we come backstage after the show to drop off a signed book for him in the care of Sir Alfred Chapman.” This is Agatha at her most imperious. Given how reticent her typical demeanor can be, it never fails to astonish me how quickly she can become Madge-like. She must come by it honestly.

“Ah,” he says with a respectful nod. “I’ll still have to check with Sir Alfred.”

“Of course,” Agatha says with a nod of her own. “We will happily wait here.”

Once the guard is out of earshot, I murmur to Agatha, “This is where May would have come backstage as well.”

“Yes,” she says. “She might even have sat in the same seats we did. I understand that theater owners generally hold back a few seats each night for last-minute celebrities or politicians, and if they go unused, they share them with friends or colleagues.”

Should I tell her about my visit to Louis Williams? The question plagued me throughout the show. I almost confessed during intermission, but I loathe the idea of disappointing Agatha. And I know I shouldn’t have gone to Mathers Insurance without discussing it with the Queens. That fact was made clear when Margery and I stopped by Madame Isobel’s without notifying the group first. But now that we are about to see Sir Alfred—and he was referenced not once but twice in the past few days—I feel I must. Especially because we should avoid asking him about May directly, given his connection to the Williams family. It would let the cat out of the bag that we suspect Louis Williams, and we don’t want to give Louis the opportunity to clean up any loose ends.

“Agatha, don’t be cross, but I stopped in Mathers Insurance this afternoon.”

“In between our train trip and the theater?” She looks incredulous.

“Yes. It was a mad impulse.”

“Whatever for?”

“I simply had to lay eyes on our main suspect,” I say. “You’ll never believe it, but Louis Williams mentioned Sir Alfred as well.”

Her eyes widen appreciatively, so I race to continue. “Sir Alfred is a family friend of the Williamses, the one who keeps Louis well supplied in tickets. So I think it’s safe to say that Louis supplied to May and Celia the tickets Sir Alfred first provided him with. Sir Alfred must be the one whom Louis wanted May to visit backstage. One more link between Louis and May.”

Agatha stares at me but doesn’t speak.

“Are you furious?” I ask.

“I am furious you didn’t bring me along,” she replies.

I’m shocked and relieved. “You would have wanted to come?”

“Of course. I would have liked the chance to assess our suspect as well, to observe those intangible qualities that reveal much.”

“I’m even more sorry now, Agatha. I would have benefited from another set of eyes and ears. Especially yours.”

“What did you make of Louis?”

“I have no doubt he’s involved in May’s disappearance in some way. But perhaps we should resist mentioning the Williamses to Sir Alfred. He might go running to Louis.”

The clop of heavy shoes echoes down the long corridor, and the guard reappears. “Sir Alfred will see you.”

We follow him, and I notice that the decor grows plainer the farther we walk. The gleaming oak floors in the public spaces become a more serviceable pine, and the white, gold, and crimson color scheme simplifies to white and amber. No crystal light fixtures here, only functional brass. Half-open doors reveal dressing rooms where actors and actresses wipe off makeup, showing faces that are often appreciably older or younger than they appear onstage. I have to stop myself from staring.

When the guard halts to turn the handle on a door, I have low expectations for Sir Alfred’s office. But we step into a sumptuous wood-paneled library that would not be out of place in a country estate or a successful solicitor’s office. And I remember that Sir Alfred has at his disposal a veritable army of theater craftsmen who can fashion for him whatever stage set he prefers for his personal use.

The setting fits the man. With his gray-blond hair and matching mustache, three-piece tweed suit, and unassuming manner, Sir Alfred could be a kindly uncle or well-intentioned adviser. His actual role, theater impresario—which, I imagine, entails raucous parties, long nights of drinking, young actresses, and flashy silk suits—seems ill fitting.

“Welcome, ladies. A friend of Mr. Dean is a friend of mine,” he says pleasantly.

“We so appreciate your taking time to see us,” Agatha says. “I’m Mrs. Mallowan, and this is my friend Mrs. Sayers. We made the acquaintance of your partner at my sister’s home, Abney Hall.”

“Mr. Dean was kind enough to arrange tickets for us tonight and only asked for a signed copy of one of my mysteries in return.” I hand Sir Alfred an autographed copy of The Five Red Herrings.

“I’ll make certain he receives this,” he says. He seems uninterested in the novel or my authorship of it. In my experience, that is unusual; most people have some degree of curiosity about the writing process.

“Much appreciated.”

“We enjoyed Cavalcade,” Agatha says as a way to prolong the exchange. Though polite, Sir Alfred appears as though he’d rather retire to his Scotch and the open book sitting on the sofa table.

“Yes,” I say with a smile. “We thought you might be out celebrating another successful performance.”

“Ah, I’m not usually one for parties. The cast and crew tend to gather most nights at the Shim Sham Club or Café de Paris, but I rarely attend. Except on an opening night, of course, or some other special occasion.”

I try not to stare at Agatha. Wasn’t the Café de Paris the place where the missing violinist, Leonora Denning, was last seen? Hadn’t Louis Williams been interviewed about her disappearance because he was also in Café de Paris that very evening? All these pieces are coming together, but I cannot quite see the shape.

“Not much of a night owl?” I try a jest.

He gives me an indulgent smile. “Not really. After the show ends, I linger here to make sure all the ducks are in a row. Then I lock up and retire for the night.”

While our fortuitous conversation with Mr. Dean and my orchestrated exchange with Louis Williams both referenced Sir Alfred, I do not get the sense that this mild-mannered gentleman played much of a role beyond supplying tickets. And I am dubious that we’ll gather more information without asking him directly about May Daniels or Louis Williams. Or even Leonora Denning. And that would surely tip off Louis Williams to our interest in him, should Sir Alfred report back.

“We thank you for your time and—” I begin, and to my surprise, Agatha interrupts.

“Before we leave you to your quiet evening, I’m wondering if you might know the Williams family. A father and son, both in the insurance business?” she asks, all demure smiles. Just a society matron making conversation about mutual acquaintances.

Watching Sir Alfred, I understand why Agatha has disregarded my suggestion. His reaction discloses much about his view of the Williamses and his interactions with them. Sir Alfred has been rendered momentarily immobile. When he finally speaks, he utters a bald-faced lie.

“I cannot say that I do.”






Chapter Thirty-Three


APRIL 8, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The wind feels wonderfully fresh on my face as I round the bend from the wide expanse of Theobalds Road toward Great James Street. The tears on my cheeks are dry now. I only wish the air would blow away the harsh reaction of Ngaio, Emma, and Margery when I told them about my visit to Louis Williams and about Agatha’s and my encounter with Sir Alfred Chapman.

The Ner-A-Car’s engine practically purrs as I decrease speed on these narrow lanes. Mac presented me with this low-slung feet-forward motorcycle for my birthday, proclaiming that I needed to unshackle myself from the train and the tram and the bus from time to time. An automobile is out of reach, but this vehicle is within our budget and has provided unprecedented freedom and joy.

But this evening, the Ner-A-Car only provides a modicum of its usual delight. The judgment of the three Queens weighs heavily upon me. Their words reverberate in my mind.

“You did what?” Ngaio had barked over tea. “Aren’t you the one who told us the Queens of Crime—like the Detection Club—is meant to be an egalitarian group with none of us acting unilaterally?”

“You should have discussed a visit to Mathers Insurance with us first,” Emma had snapped. Unfortunate, I thought, that my transgression should have provided this rare moment of agreement between them.

“I would have liked to have been consulted as well, Dorothy,” sweet Margery had added.

They have every right to be angry, I think. I should never have approached Louis Williams without the group’s consensus. He’s the main suspect, after all. It doesn’t matter that Agatha wasn’t miffed. It doesn’t matter that Easter weekend delayed my informing them by several days. It doesn’t matter that their concern that Louis might track me down—and through me, the other Queens—is largely unfounded. It doesn’t even matter that I learned valuable information about Louis’s tie to Sir Alfred and Cavalcade, which connects Louis more closely to May. What matters is that I broke their trust.

Even Agatha’s support rang hollow to Ngaio, Emma, and Margery. When they discovered we’d visited the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, to see Cavalcade without ringing them first, their rage only grew. Never mind that we hadn’t intentionally orchestrated the opportunity—it sprung from the party at Abney Hall—and that it yielded valuable insights into May and Celia’s visit there. When she found out, all Ngaio could do was sneer, “You two have been awfully busy. You are turning into quite the little detective duo.”

As I turn into an alleyway off my street, I try to console myself with the fact that our gathering had ended pleasantly. Ngaio, Emma, and Margery expressed their willingness to forgive and forget my misstep as well as a desire to move forward in acquiring the Leonora Denning investigation materials. Ultimately, they conceded that my efforts brought us one step closer to the truth. The only remaining anger is what I’ve turned on myself. This isn’t the first time my impulsiveness has nearly ruined a friendship. Or friendships, in this case.

As I park the Ner-A-Car, I allow the newfound aspects of the case to wash over me. Are they really worth the risk I took, endangering my friendship with the Queens? What, if anything, did I discover about the secret life of May Daniels that might help us find her killer?

We already knew that someone at Mathers Insurance bought the Madame Isobel dresses for May—likely Louis Williams—and that May went to the West End theater with a mysterious beau. Louis’s confirmation that family friend Sir Alfred Chapman regularly gave him theater tickets and that he was supposed to see Cavalcade in late summer is fairly solid new proof that Louis was May’s suitor. As is the discovery that, after the shows, the Cavalcade cast often goes to the Café de Paris, the same venue where Louis Williams had spent time with Leonora Denning on her last known evening. Can this really be a coincidence?

It may not be, but as Ngaio reminded me, it is not definitive proof, either. She’d said, “You might be on the right track that they were having an affair. But it’s not illegal to do so, and it doesn’t necessarily mean he’s involved in her death. And on the off chance he is and he figures out who you are, he’ll be covering his tracks now. Or worse.”

Have I ruined our chances at uncovering a solid link to Louis? Did Louis even have a hand in May’s vanishing? Or did May, scared by that newspaper article, orchestrate her own disappearance? No: I remind myself of the feeling deep in my bones that Louis played a role in her terrible end.

This thought overtakes me as I dismount and walk down the dark alleyway where I’ve parked. Have I been cavalier in assuming that Louis Williams would never learn my identity? I mean, Sir Alfred knows who I am, and since Agatha asked him about the Williamses, dots could be connected. But would that knowledge alert Louis to the fact that Mrs. Fleming is, in fact, Mrs. Sayers? Or does it matter? And if he did identify me, have I been slapdash in maintaining that he wouldn’t lash out? After all, it’s not as if I accused him of anything when I visited Mathers Insurance; I didn’t even mention May Daniels’s name. He doesn’t know we are looking into her death. Unless he and Sir Alfred talked and made the connection between Mrs. Fleming and Mrs. Sayers—and then made the further leap to our investigation. But how would they do that?

Now, with darkness complete and the street eerily quiet, however, I wonder. If Louis Williams harmed May Daniels, what would stop him from harming me? My heart hammers away, and I increase my pace, eager to reach the lamplight of Great James Street.

I breathe a sigh of relief when I set foot onto the brighter road. A smile curls on my lip as I spy my building two blocks off. I think about Mac waiting for me there, dinner cooking on the stove. I do hope he’s making one of my favorite recipes from his cookery book, Gourmet’s Book of Food and Drink.

As I begin down Great James Street, I realize I’ve left my handbag in the Ner-A-Car’s saddlebag. Silly, I think, to get so distracted by the ins and outs of May’s case. Pivoting back toward the alley, I bump directly into a man who’s walking right behind me. I stumble, instinctively reaching out to steady myself with his arm.

My hand on him, my balance stable, I glance at the man’s face, shadowy in the low illumination of the streetlamps. I’m about to thank him and move along, when I make out the narrowness of his eyes and the hard set of his jaw. And I back away.

This man doesn’t mean to help me. In fact, he means to do the exact opposite. I feel the force of his hand upon me, then everything goes black.






Chapter Thirty-Four


APRIL 10, 1931

OXFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND

“Are you quite all right, my love?” Mac whispers, and for a long moment, I think I am dreaming. I certainly feel blurry and bleary enough.

“Yes,” I say, or think I do.

“Do you feel up to getting out of the car? I can help you.”

I glance around and realize that I’ve fallen asleep in the back of an Alvis Silver Eagle. Mac borrowed this vehicle from a reporter friend to drive me to Ivy’s house. I’m not quite up to the hustle and bustle of train travel yet and definitely couldn’t handle the Ner-A-Car.

Mac takes my hand and supports my arm. Slowly I step out of the car into the brilliant light of day. Squinting and shading my eyes with my free hand, I wonder why it always seems brighter in the Oxfordshire countryside. Is it the absence of the light-blocking buildings so prevalent in London? The vivid verdancy of the rolling hills? Either way, I feel better simply being here. I always do.

The crunch of gravel and the patter of footsteps signal Ivy’s arrival at my side. “My poor cousin! Let me help you into Sidelings.”

With Mac on one arm and Ivy on the other, I am well supported. I really don’t need all this help, in truth. I’m a bit woozy from the knock on the head, and my ribs still ache from the fall, but I could manage the walk into Ivy’s home on my own. The nerves that have plagued me since the incident, however, are calmed by their presence. And for once, I allow myself to lean on others.

“The incident.” That’s the way Mac refers to it, and that’s how I think of it, too. Or try to, at least, because the euphemism softens the images flashing through my mind of the man’s eyes and the bright headlights of the oncoming automobile. But words wield power, and I know my fall to the hard Great James Street pavement—where an automobile narrowly missed hitting me—was no accidental incident. And so do the Queens.

They’d rung the flat when I failed to show up for our next meeting. Then, within the hour, they’d arrived en masse at the door, overwhelming Mac with flowers and cakes and questions. My husband, my dutiful caretaker, fluffed my pillows, smoothed my hair, and propped me up before admitting them to our bedroom.

I’d pushed myself up higher when they assembled around the bed, but the effort made my head spin, and I sunk back down. Taking in Ngaio’s fierce profile, Emma’s imperious one, and Margery’s eager stance, I saw that they were worried. To their credit, not a one of them said, “I told you so.” But it wasn’t until I felt Agatha’s hand on mine and looked into her soft blue sympathetic eyes that I started to cry. I knew I was to blame.

The Queens gathered around me. Had I ever felt so protected? Even during my coddled youth, as the ever-encouraged, always-indulged only child? The clank of porcelain on porcelain interrupted this poignant moment, and the women withdrew to reveal Mac standing at the door, tea service on a tray.

Before she stepped away altogether, I heard Agatha whisper in my ear, “We will right this wrong, Dorothy—for you and for May.”



“Dorothy?” Mac calls to me, and I return from hazy memories into the present. The time has passed with an inexplicable inconsistency—both fast and slow all at once. “Would you prefer to recline on the sofa or retire to one of the bedrooms?”

I gaze at my kindly cousin, her thoughtful, serious eyes meeting mine. Where would I be without her? Companion of my youth. Sibling of my heart. Savior of my adulthood. “Whatever is best for you, Ivy.”

“Wherever you would be most comfortable, dear cousin.” She motions around the front parlor and toward the staircase.

Ivy’s traditional Cotswold-stone cottage, the Sidelings, nestles in the Oxfordshire countryside as if part of the ancient woodland landscape surrounding it. The interior shares this organic quality, with leather-bound books left in stacks in the spots where they were read and comfy upholstered furniture scattered about—haphazardly acquired but matching nonetheless. It is the sort of home I’d hoped Mac and I would build in Essex. Now that I’m finished with advertising, perhaps we will have the time to do exactly that.

“I think I’d be less of a bother downstairs, don’t you?” I say.

Ivy nods, scrambles over to the dusty-pink embroidered sofa, and arranges several pillows against one arm. “Will this do?”

“Perfectly well. Please don’t trouble yourself any further on my account. I’ll be right as rain in a day or so—and you’ve got the children returning home shortly,” I say, although my temples do throb.

Mac chimes in. “She’s right, Ivy. The doctor says she just needs a bit more rest, and she should be back to her old antics in no time. Except for the knock on the head, she’d be fine to stay at our flat while I’m out on assignment, but the doctor does want Dorothy to be within earshot and eyeshot of someone until then.”

“I’m happy to be of service to dear Dorothy,” Ivy insists, although she’s provided more “service” for me than anyone should ever ask. The guilt I feel imposing again upon her benevolence—even for a few days—is immense.

Smiling up at Ivy from my spot on the sofa, I add, “I’ll be out of your hair in no time. Nothing that a few days in the country can’t fix, especially in such fine company. You are a balm for the spirit.”

Ivy sits next to me on a fussy dun-colored Victorian chair, undoubtedly given to her by wealthier neighbors updating their home in the latest style. Mac, I notice, has neither joined me on the sofa nor taken one of the seats next to Ivy. He’d promised to stay for dinner, so why does he look like he’s about to leave? I know a new matter calls, but this is awfully abrupt. Especially since the children are nearly home and I’d extracted a vow that he’d stay to see them.

A hubbub of little voices and scuffles drifts into the parlor from the back of the house. Excitement builds within me, despite my heaviness of body and spirit after the incident.

At the sound, I attempt to push myself to standing, but I feel Ivy’s hand on my arm. Holding me still. “Are they back from school?”

“They’ll be in momentarily. Don’t strain yourself.”

“You look settled, Dorothy, so I’ll be off,” Mac suddenly announces as he strides toward the front door.

How could he?

“Are you certain you can’t stay? I thought you’d agreed to join us for dinner,” I say, trying to keep from whining. But I am deeply disappointed. “Could you at least greet the children?”

At the mention of the word “children,” Mac’s expression suddenly changes. I know why, and I plead with him. “It will only take a minute or two.”

He shakes his head, and I beseech him, “Please—you promised.”

His fingers grip the doorknob, and he doesn’t even turn around to reply. Calling back over his shoulder, he says, “The news waits for no man.”

“I think it’s time and tide that wait for no man,” I call back, correcting his quotation. But he’s already slammed the door shut, and the car engine rumbles in short order.

I turn toward Ivy, tears in my eyes. But then I hear footsteps pad across the parlor, and there he is. My son.
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If one should ever find oneself in the sort of predicament I found myself in January of 1924, then one should be so lucky to have a cousin like Ivy. A cousin who has filled the role of selfless older sister, better than an actual sibling, since the beginning. A cousin who has offered unstinting, unquestioning aid, no matter how terrible the bind one gets in. A cousin who’s made it her life’s work to take in orphaned and unwanted children, to love and care for them as if they were her own.

Because that is what Ivy did for my child, John Anthony. My precious. My secret.

“John!” I exclaim, arms outstretched.

He races toward me, crying out, “Cousin Dorothy!” This is how Ivy explains my relationship to him. For now, at least.

His little arms wrap around my broad ones in a ritual we’ve conducted each of the three days I’ve stayed at the Sidelings. I count the minutes until his activities or his school day are finished. When I hear the back door open with a shudder, and John, with Samuel and Rebecca—Ivy’s two other wards—come bounding into the house, I have to stop myself from leaping up with excitement.

Before a roaring fire and a heaping mound of freshly baked biscuits, I ask the children about their day. On my first day here, they giggled and told me about their Scottish schoolteacher, Miss Lambert, with her funny accent, and the surprise visitor they had in their one-room schoolhouse—a puppy belonging to their classmate Gus. Today, I hear about the mishaps in their Sunday school classroom. I chortle along with them, taking in my son’s lovely wide brown eyes, deep dimples, and capacity for joy.

This glimpse into the day-to-day life of my seven-year-old son is both uplifting and crushing. While I rejoice that he is happy and healthy, I desperately wish I could be a regular part of his existence. Walking him to school, making him meals, reading him books—I envision it all. But I cannot do any of those things as his mother—not without damning his reputation and ruining my ability to earn a living for us both. An illegitimate pregnancy is a stain that would never, ever fade.

Staring at John, I think back on that day I realized I was pregnant. I’d never imagined I’d find myself alone and with child. Alone, yes: I’d envisioned that state many times. I’d never had much luck with men, and I imagined I’d stay single forever. Until I met John Cournos, in fact, my romantic interests were mostly theoretical. Unrequited crushes on professors or brothers of friends or fellow teachers. But when the Russian-American writer and translator entered my life, all that changed. I became swept up in his brilliant mind and big ideas—all except his views on the necessity of consummating our feelings for each other. There I held fast to my religious upbringing and declined, a decision that undoubtedly prompted his return to America.

I’d been devastated when he left. Even though we’d had heated disagreements over my views, I’d always believed we’d end up together. When days passed without a single letter from him, I was heartbroken. Vulnerable and lonely, I found myself accepting the overtures of a neighbor in my building, Bill White, a car salesman with whom I had very little in common. One evening, after too many glasses of wine, I did that which I’d refused to do with John Cournos. And little John is the result.

Not that I could ever regret it when I gaze into the beautiful, innocent face of my son. The few cherished hours we have together are worth every second of the pain caused by our separation and the shame I suffered by his birth. How I’d hoped my marriage to Mac would create a fresh path for John and me to be together every day, as adoptive mother and son. Because when I confessed the existence of John to Mac, he’d vowed to adopt him—when the time is right. Mac and Ivy are the only two people in the world who know about John; I never told my parents because I knew it would have crushed them. Legitimacy would change everything for John. But the time never seems to be right for Mac. For a child of our own, yes. To adopt John, no.

Ivy hovers behind the table where the children and I gather. Reaching back, I clasp her hand. “You have done a magnificent job with these children.”

“Caring for them is my calling and a gift, Dorothy,” she replies.

The sound of barking fills the room, and the children race to the kitchen window. Their friend Gus has arrived with his puppy, and they run to the back door, almost as one. Tears well up in my eyes at the endearing sight, but I will them away. I don’t want John to see me crying when he returns to the room.

“How can I ever express my gratitude for all you’ve done for John?” I ask.

“I’m the grateful one.”

“It’s a gift I wish I could undertake myself.”

She squeezes my hand. “I know you do. But in your stead, I try my best.”

“I wish Mac would follow through on his promise.”

“It would be wonderful for you three. But until then, I’m happy to have John in my care.” Ivy would never judge Mac. Or anyone, for that matter.

“Sending checks seems like paltry recompense for all the daily work you do and all the love you bestow.”

“Those checks make all this possible. Not just for John but for the other children as well. So do not torture yourself for one second, Dorothy,” she insists, gripping my hand more tightly.

I inhale deeply to calm myself. “Speaking of which,” I say, “I should probably leave Sidelings and get back to writing. My manuscript is already overdue, and I’m feeling much better thanks to your ministrations.” The headaches have indeed subsided, and while my ribs are still sore, I can get about somewhat normally. I could manage the train back to London.

“I adore having you here, Dorothy, and so does John. So please stay as long as you like. And in any event, I’m fairly certain it’s John and his giggles that are speeding along your recovery.”

“I feel like you’ve been at my side, inspiring me and saving me from myself, for as long as I can remember, Ivy.” I think back on the holidays and long August weeks when Ivy and her mother—Mum’s sister—would stay at the rectory with us. We’d put on plays, write stories, and read voraciously. “Do you remember when we read The Three Musketeers?” I ask.

“Of course. It’s still a favorite.” She points to a teetering stack of books to the right of the sofa.

As she walks toward the pile, I ask, “Do you think it’s too mature for John?”

“Not at all. You started reading it a bit later, but then you were tackling it in French. What seven-year-old boy is too young for the stories of Athos, Aramis, Porthos, and D’Artagnan, wielding their swords to fight for right?” she asks, handing me the well-loved copy.

The children rush back into the room, bursting with descriptions of the puppy and its latest antics. When they pause for breath, I hold the book aloft and ask, “Are you ready for a tale of adventure?”

They cheer, and I pull John onto my lap. He squirms a little before settling in, and I realize he’s getting a bit old for lap sitting. Before he can wriggle away, I begin reading.

The first few lines do not capture his attention, but that all changes when I say, “A young man—we can sketch his portrait at a dash. Imagine to yourself a Don Quixote of eighteen; a Don Quixote without his corselet, without his coat of mail, without his cuisses … Too big for a youth, too small for a grown man, an experienced eye might have taken him for a farmer’s son upon a journey had it not been for the long sword…”

The other children’s faces light up. Soon they have sidled up to me and study the illustrations on the pages as I read. The sound of a knock on the door registers, but I pay it no mind. Ivy is an integral part of this Oxfordshire village, and neighbors are always dropping off items for her charges, among other things.

I become swept up in the familiar story once again, but then a line I’ve always loved strikes me anew. I slow my recitation. “You are young. You ought to be brave for two reasons: the first is that you are a Gascon, and the second is that you are my son. Never fear quarrels, but seek adventures—”

“Dorothy.” Ivy’s voice finally reaches me.

“Yes?” I look up from the page, over John’s head, to the front door.

There stand Agatha, Emma, Ngaio, and Margery. Cheeks flushed from the brisk spring weather, overcoats cinched around them, and an air of anticipation in their eyes. How on earth had they found me here?

“Your friends are here to visit,” Ivy says, her voice quizzical. “They call themselves the Queens.”
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The children squeal in frustration when I tell them we’ll have to stop The Three Musketeers for the time being. I laugh with delight at their reaction to this favorite book of mine and make a promise. “We shall continue the book at bedtime: How does that sound?”

Ivy, whom I’d just introduced to my friends, informs the children, “In the meantime, we shall have our dinner and baths. And maybe—just maybe—a pudding.” Her singsong tone placates them, as does the prospect of sweets.

“We don’t wish to disrupt your routines,” Emma protests. “It’s no bother to come back tomorrow morning. We are staying at the village inn tonight and could pop by then.”

I stifle a chuckle thinking about Emma staying in the cramped, basic rooms at the Killingworth Castle, a misleading name for the cozy Tudoresque pub with its wide stone hearths. Ngaio and Margery—even Agatha—I can imagine in the drafty guest rooms. But not Emma. Who will turn down her bed at night? And who will draw her scalding evening bath? That she’d even consider a stay at the Killingworth Castle—that they’d all travel here—moves me.

“Please,” Ivy holds up folded hands. “We are glad to have you. The children and I will continue with our usual schedule and leave you grown-ups to yours. If that suits?”

“Ivy, I don’t want to drive you from your own parlor,” I say.

“Dear cousin, you are hardly driving me anywhere. I will happily retreat with the children and leave you ladies to your own devices.”

“We brought dinner,” says Margery. “Won’t you join us?”

Ivy waves her off. “I will politely demur. Come, children. Off we go!”

Unprompted, John leans toward me and busses my cheek. Quite without thinking, I place my fingers over the top of the wet spot, as if pressing his kiss into my skin. Capturing him for a brief second. Only then do I turn toward the Queens and realize how odd my actions might appear. Do they look at me strangely? Or am I overly suspicious? This is the first time anyone other than Mac or Ivy has seen me with my son.

“What a pleasant surprise,” I say quickly, an attempt to divert focus. “You didn’t have to travel all this way to check in on me. You already visited me at our London flat. Those two days were a bit foggy from the thunk on my head, so apologies if I wasn’t myself.”

Agatha scolds me in as harsh a tone as I’ve ever heard from her. “Please, Dorothy, don’t you dare apologize for the injuries you received in an assault.” This is the sort of protective diatribe I’d expect from Ngaio, not her.

“Do we really know it was an assault? My memory of the incident”—I use Mac’s word—“is patchy. It could have been an accident. An unfortunate stumble on my part. I am known for my clumsiness.” As I say the words aloud, I realize how flimsy they sound.

Ngaio, who is arranging four savory pies on the table while Margery gathers plates and cutlery from the kitchen, pipes in. “An accident? Please, Dorothy. You were shoved in front of a car!”

Margery shushes Ngaio. “Just how do you think you’re making Dorothy feel? We agreed not to make her feel responsible for what happened, because she’s not. We are dealing with a cutthroat criminal here who has nefarious intent.”

Ngaio’s eyebrows rise in surprise that the youngest of us admonishes her. But she doesn’t resist the censure. The criticism holds water, after all.

Agatha smooths over the tension by asking me about my recovery as we nibble on the delectable shepherd’s, steak-and-kidney, game, and cheese-and-onion pies. I describe my progress and sidestep any attempts to delve into the accident itself.

Pies finished, plates cleared, Agatha announces, “We also come bearing gifts.”

Although I say, “The pies were gift enough,” I rub my hands expectantly. Ivy’s fare is solid and nutritious for the growing children, but a bit bland and boring. I know that Agatha enjoys a good sponge as much as I do, so I’m hopeful that perhaps a Battenberg cake might lurk in the other containers I spotted.

Ngaio stands and places those selfsame boxes on the table between us. Upon closer examination, the boxes don’t look anything like bakery packaging. They resemble the sort of paper storage that might be used in a law or government office. I can’t help but feel the tinge of disappointment that no sweets are forthcoming.

“Now, these files have been hard-won,” Emma begins, spreading her cape around her. My, oh, my, I think. Our baroness is undeniably chuffed about something. What have the Queens been up to while I’ve been holed up in the Oxfordshire countryside? “I had to call in a favor to procure them,” she continues, determined that I know exactly who is responsible for these prized items.

“For which we are forever grateful,” Ngaio says, her exasperation plain to see. Clearly, Emma has been lording this victory over the others.

“I did tell you I had a way with elderly men,” Emma says with a small private smile.

I’m certain she hasn’t done anything lascivious to procure these, although she does have a gleam in her eye. She is positively devoted to her husband, Montagu, and I look forward to meeting the esteemed gentleman upon his return to London. As I do Agatha’s erudite husband, Max, when he comes back from the archaeological dig in Syria and Margery’s gregarious husband, Philip, when his friends depart from their extended visit. I do wonder about Ngaio’s situation; she is remarkably closemouthed, but it isn’t the way of the Queens to pry into personal goings-on. And for that, I am grateful.

“What’s inside?” I ask, standing over the boxes. My hands are poised to lift the first lid when I think the better of it. I should ask for permission, not forgiveness—that’s a lesson I learned from my hasty actions with Louis Williams. So I plunge my hands in the pockets of my skirt and sit back down.

“The official investigation into Leonora Denning,” Emma announces.

I leap back up. “The files even Mac couldn’t get?” My husband had tried every contact, but the records on Miss Denning remained resolutely out of reach.

“The very same,” Ngaio answers.

“How can I thank you enough?” I reach for her hand and Emma’s, squeezing both tightly. “I don’t deserve all the effort you all took lugging these boxes out here. After what I did.”

Agatha rises to stand next to me. “Poppycock. We all make mistakes, and we all have secrets. We wouldn’t be much in the way of Queens—and friends—if we didn’t acknowledge and move past them. Anyway, we didn’t take the train all the way to Oxfordshire and traipse across a wide village green to wallow. We came here to examine the files with you. Are you up to the task?”
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The hour has gone nigh midnight, and the twinkling windows of the Oxfordshire cottages nearby have gone dark. Still, we are hunched over the boxes, now emptied of their contents. We have divvied up the sheaves of papers within, which now sit before each of us in neat piles. We’ve been at it for hours, except for my brief break reading The Three Musketeers to the children at bedtime as promised.

“So far, all I’ve seen is biographical material on Miss Denning,” Margery says, her voice raspy with exhaustion.

“Can you give us a summary?” Ngaio asks, stubbing out yet another cigarette.

I rise to take the whistling kettle off the stove. The number of cups of sugary, creamy Ceylon tea we’ve consumed defies counting at this point. Teacups and saucers, the mismatched cream and sugar set, and teaspoons are strewn about the parlor and kitchen. I do a quick cleanup as I listen to Margery. How I wish the women had brought cakes, I think again.

“Leonora, by all accounts a talented musician, was finishing up her violin studies at the Royal Academy of Music. She lived in student lodging near the academy, an all-girls boardinghouse. Her family lived in Sussex, too far away for her to live at home. To help with her expenses, Miss Denning substituted in orchestras all over London. Anything from stints at the cinema to the London Symphony Orchestra to the West End shows, including our favorite—”

Ngaio jumps in: “Cavalcade at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.”

“How did you know?” Margery asks rhetorically.

“It seems all roads lead to Cavalcade,” Ngaio replies.

“All hail the royal procession!” Margery calls out, and I return to the parlor with tea just in time to witness her mock salute.

We chuckle. The evening has been long, and even this desperate attempt at levity is welcome. I rub my temples; all this intense reading is making my headache flare. I feel Agatha’s hand on my arm. “Is this too much for you?”

“No, no,” I protest. I do not want to miss a single minute of this sleuthing. “In fact, I think I should share my findings next. I have the files recounting the night of Miss Denning’s disappearance.”

Emma sits up straighter. “I suspect we will find Louis Williams there.”

“You suspect correctly,” I say. “After the performance of Cavalcade in question, many members of the cast and crew headed to Café de Paris for a nightcap. We learned from Sir Alfred that this was their wont. Even though she was only substituting for the night, Miss Denning was invited along. The police interviewed around fourteen Cavalcade troupe members, eight members of the orchestra, and an assistant director who were all there, most of whom didn’t recall her. The only exceptions were a trumpet player, the cellist who invited her, and a chorus member.”

“What about Louis?” Ngaio asks. She might be as impatient as I am. “They interviewed him, right?”

“Ah, I’m getting to him. Louis was identified by the chorus member as talking with Miss Denning. A group of well-to-do men seems to have been hanging around the Cavalcade cast at the Café de Paris, although it’s unclear whether the men came with them from the theater or chanced upon them. The police interviewed them as well.”

“What did Louis say?” Agatha asks.

“Just a night out with some friends, he maintained. He claims to not recall Miss Denning,” I report.

“Of course he doesn’t recall her,” Ngaio says with a snort of disbelief. I’ve come to realize that each of her snorts conveys a different message, and I’m getting quite adept at interpreting them.

“Who were the friends?” Agatha asks.

“It looks like two other principals from Mathers Insurance.”

Margery stands up and begins pacing Ivy’s parlor. “It cannot be mere happenstance. Two missing girls—both young single working women out in the world—and Louis Williams has ties to them both?”

“He could be a predator but not a killer,” Emma suggests.

“It seems increasingly unlikely,” Ngaio says, adding her usual refrain, “Still, we need that dang proof.”

“What are the circumstances around Miss Denning’s disappearance?” Agatha asks about the next event in this chronology.

“That’s where my files come to an end,” I reply.

Emma holds up a manila folder. “I’ve got the details on that. Miss Denning hadn’t made much of an impression on the Cavalcade folks, and then she simply wasn’t there. Those who had registered her presence at all assumed she went home.”

“Who first noticed that she was missing?”

“Her landlady. Miss Denning never made it home that night. She was a very responsible young lady, and when she didn’t appear by nightfall the next day, the landlady contacted the girls’ parents and the police,” Emma says, summarizing the thick sheaf of pages.

“And?”

It’s Agatha’s turn. “Her poor parents made public pleas in newspapers and on radio programs. All sorts of reports poured in—”

“Let me guess,” Ngaio interjects. “Most of them phonies, submitted by crackpots?”

“Spot-on,” Agatha replies. “But then the parents received a letter. Ostensibly from their daughter.”

“What did it say?” I ask.

“That she’d eloped with a young German fellow. That they’d traveled to Scotland, where the marital process is simpler. The letter implored the parents not to worry, and Miss Denning assured her parents they’d come by when they returned from their honeymoon,” Agatha says.

“So the mystery was solved,” Margery says with evident relief.

“Not exactly,” Ngaio replies, consulting her records. “The parents were extremely skeptical of the letter. They’d never heard mention of a young man, and this so-called marriage and trip took place during the middle of Miss Denning’s term, about which she was extremely diligent. Not to mention that she simply vanished after this gathering at Café de Paris.”

“Did the police conduct a handwriting analysis?” I ask. This relatively new technique is used with growing frequency to ascertain whether a particular person penned a piece of writing.

“Yes, but it was not conclusive,” Ngaio replies.

“Another hoax,” I say, mostly to myself.

“What’s that, Dorothy?” Emma asks.

“Do we have another coincidence? First another missing girl somehow linked to Louis Williams. And now another letter explaining the disappearance away—one that turns out to be a hoax. Just like the so-called confession found in the fish-and-chips shop.”

The women grow quiet, and Agatha falls back into the worn upholstered chair. Her voice small, she asks, “Did Miss Denning ever come back? With or without this young man?”

“No.” Ngaio settles in a seat across from her. “She hasn’t been heard from since that night in October.”

I ask with hesitation, “What’s the police verdict?” I’m not sure I want to hear the answer, even though I’m quite sure what it is.

“Just another flighty young woman who ran off with her paramour. Case closed,” Ngaio says, no derision or fight in her voice. Only sadness.

“So missing young women are either labeled surplus and disregarded or labeled whores and disregarded?” Agatha asks. Her voice is now the one imbued with anger. “We must do whatever it takes to tie Louis Williams to May. And perhaps to Leonora Denning as well.”
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“So you are feeling fit as a fiddle?” Agatha asks over tea and toast at Ivy’s the next morning. Her expression is as soft, unassuming, and kind as ever. Why, then, am I bracing myself?

“Nearly,” I answer after I finish a bite heavy with glistening ruby-red jam. Food in the country always tastes fresher and more flavorful, I think. Or does it just remind my of my upbringing in Bluntisham, where the fruits and vegetables came straight from our own garden and the jams were made at home?

“Up for travel again?” Ngaio asks, keeping her eyes on her plate. She’s more bleary-eyed than the rest of us. Had she not gone to bed when the women retired to the inn?

“I think so. Ivy and I were just discussing my imminent return to London. My tardy manuscript is calling, a feeling you all know well,” I say. “I think I’m ready for the train and the bustle of the city, although I’ll miss Ivy.”

I dare not say that it will be John I’ll miss most of all. This is the most number of days in a row that I’ve ever been able to spend with him, and saying goodbye will be difficult. The presence of the Queens will not make it any easier.

“I think Dorothy is worlds better than when she arrived. The odd nagging headache is all. But she is always welcome to stay,” Ivy adds.

The Queens nod, after which Margery turns to me and asks, “Do you think you could manage a ship ride as well as train travel? Say, on the open ocean?”

Why on earth is she inquiring about a sea voyage? In fact, now that I think about it, why are they all asking me about my ability to travel? I get the distinct impression that I’m being set up.

“Why do you ask?”

Before they can answer, the children scamper into the dining room. “All ready for school?” Ivy asks, scanning each to make certain they are dressed for the classroom and have their bags slung over their little shoulders.

“Yes,” they call out in unison.

“I’ll miss each and every one of you,” I tell them, ruffling their hair. Lingering on John’s silky locks and downcast expression, I know emotion could easily overtake me. So I say, “Ivy will keep reading The Three Musketeers to you in the evening.”

“Will you be back soon, Cousin Dorothy?” John asks.

“Of course,” I answer, kneeling down to meet his gaze and wrapping my arms around him one last time. Then with a bullishness and lightheartedness I absolutely do not feel, I call out, “Now, off to school with the lot of you!”



The image of John’s crestfallen face flits through my mind as we cross the English Channel by ferry once more. Once the children had left for school, the Queens admitted their motive for asking about my capacity to travel. They wanted the five of us to visit Boulogne one more time in the hopes that we might shake loose some final clue definitively linking Louis and May. Not to mention that they worry about additional threats to my person that might be orchestrated in London. But will I really be safer in Boulogne? I don’t think so, not until we have the leverage of proof. Still, here we are.

“Are you feeling well? You look peaked,” Agatha whispers in my ear. She’s leaning over the bolted-down table on board the ferry where we have gathered to strategize.

How can I tell her that I’m not physically ill but heartsick? I’d have to reveal my deepest secret and my darkest shame. Never, I think, could I share the truth about John with these women, whom I respect beyond measure. Even if they’d keep my confidence—thereby preserving John’s status and my employment—they’d never look at me the same way again.

“Just a little woozy,” I lie.

“Let me get you a cup of tea with lots of milk and sugar.”

“I seem to be swimming in the stuff these days.”

“It is the nectar of the gods,” she says with a smile.

Agatha wobbles off, swaying with the movement of the ferry, and I turn back to the conversation at hand. Ngaio has the timeline—the one I drew and placed on the mantel of the University Women’s Club library—spread out before us on the dinged-up ferry table, with a few new additions to it.

August 20: May and Celia visit the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, to see Cavalcade

October 2: Daily Herald article about Leonora Denning

October 11: May’s last shift at the hospital before her time off

October 12–14: May spends two nights with her sisters in Dollis Hill

October 14, morning: May departs from her sisters, tells them she’s staying with Celia and her sister in London

October 14, afternoon and evening: May’s whereabouts unknown

October 15, morning: May arrives in Brighton by train and meets Celia; they stay the night

October 16, 2:00 P.M.: Girls arrive in Boulogne on the Glendower from Brighton

October 16, 2:15 P.M.: Girls take tea at Hôtel Morveaux

October 16, 2:45 P.M.: Girls stroll to rue de Lille and shop; May visits the millinery alone at some point before or after her break in the park

October 16, 3:40 P.M.: May and Celia separate for approximately thirty minutes; May meets man in Jardin Éphémère

October 16, 4:16 P.M.: Girls stop in the chemist’s

October 16, 4:22 P.M.: Girls walk down to the harbor to catch the ferry back to Brighton

October 16, 4:48 P.M.: May stops in washroom at the Gare Centrale while Celia waits outside

October 16, 4:53 P.M.: MAY DISAPPEARS

October 16, 5:00 P.M.: Glendower scheduled to return to Brighton

Squinting, Emma stares down at the papers. “Your penmanship is atrocious, Ngaio. What on earth does that say?”

Huffing at the critique, Ngaio reads it aloud, then continues putting pen to paper. She crosses out “May’s whereabouts unknown” after “October 14, afternoon and evening,” and with great care and deliberation writes, “May likely spends the night with Louis Williams.”

“Are these legible enough for you, Emma?” she says with a wry grin, holding up the piece of paper.

“Perfectly,” Emma replies with a little sniff. “All it took was some time and attention to the conventions of proper script.”

“Anything else to alter or add?” Ngaio asks, turning to the rest of us. “About May, not my handwriting?”

Agatha returns with my tea. As she hands me the steaming cup, she glances at the timeline and says, “That thirty minutes when May and Celia separate really stands out.”

“Yes—that window of time is crucial,” Margery adds. “It’s the only period when we know with certainty that May was on her own. It’s too short to have a procedure of any sort, so I think we can rule that out.”

“Who was the man who approached her in the Jardin Éphémère?” Emma asks.

“Yes,” Ngaio says, “and what was she writing so furiously? It seems an odd thing to do at that moment.”

The women grow quiet, contemplating this possibility. Poor May, I think. I remember well the very second I realized I was pregnant, the terror and turmoil I experienced. Every potential outcome raced through my mind at once—abortion; having the baby and giving it up; having the baby and keeping it. I recall running to my toilet to vomit, more from fear than morning sickness. And I did not have a married paramour pressuring me, as I imagine Louis pressed May. The father of my child ran for the hills the moment I told him my news, never to be seen or heard from again.

I sit back to study the timetable, which seems to prompt the other Queens to do the same. The terrible injustice done to May unfolds before me. Anger and anguish course through me in equal measure, and I will not allow her to go unavenged. Like so many other women who’ve gone before her. Like me.






Chapter Thirty-Nine


APRIL 14, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

Only when we disembark from the ferry and amble down the cobblestone street adjacent to the docks does it occur to me that we have an abundance of enthusiasm but no real plan. We seem to think that if we march down the Boulogne streets like one of our fictional detective heroes, the clues will come scampering out to meet us.

I chuckle at the thought of this, examining each Queen as we traverse the docks. Margery, attempting to stride along in high spectator pumps and a fashionable but too-flimsy overcoat; she has not learned her lesson about the importance of practical shoes. Ngaio, wearing wide-legged pants that resemble a full skirt and sensible brogues that allow her to sidestep a pile of rubbish in the nick of time. Emma, tiptoeing from cobblestone to cobblestone in her Victorian-style dress and delicate shoes, as if that will save her from the fish-market refuse scattered about. Agatha, wearing a forgettable gray tweed suit and coat and lugging an unwieldy bag but determined nonetheless. Hercule Poirot, Miss Marple, Peter Wimsey, Harriet Vane, Roderick Alleyn, Albert Campion, and the real Scarlet Pimpernel, Percy Blakeney, we are not.

The chuckle turns into a roar that won’t let go. Doubled over with laughter, I see the tips of my friends’ shoes as they gather around me. Are they worried that I’m not well, that I haven’t really recovered from the attack they refuse to call an incident? In between peals of laughter, I manage to choke out, “Look at us! We really do think we are detectives.”

One by one, they see the hilarity in our situation as well. Soon each Queen is laughing, searching for a bench upon which we can temporarily land. I remember that the Hôtel Morveaux is not far away. We should stop there in any case.

I gesture for the others to follow me, and we wander down a narrow lane until we reach a dead end. There I make a sharp right turn toward the tumbledown little hotel. “Let’s pop in. Madame Brat may have heard something of interest.”

“Here? Again?” Emma turns up her nose.

I decide not to reply but plow ahead. Pushing open the front door, I hear the familiar jingle of the bell. The establishment isn’t as empty as it had been on our last visit, so Madame Brat doesn’t step out from the back. Instead I spot her, wearing a different dress but the same style of apron, serving a table for two in the restaurant.

We linger in the reception area because no other waitress or employee seems to be present. When Madame Brat finally joins us, I address her in French. “Bonjour, Madame Brat. I’m not sure you remember us, but we stopped in a couple of weeks ago and had a lovely coffee.”

“Lovely” is an overstatement; “perfectly serviceable” would be a more apt description. But I’m trying to wheedle our way into the somewhat taciturn Madame Brat’s good graces.

“I do remember you,” she replies, slowly enunciating each word. “You came in for coffee but asked about the nurse.”

“That’s right,” I explain.

Along with the menus, she gives us a sly little smile. “Will you be ordering coffee and food? Or mostly information?”

I snicker. I hadn’t thought the dour-faced Madame Brat capable of a joke. “We’d probably like to order some of each.”

She gifts me with an unexpectedly wide smile, one that reveals her to be prettier and softer than I initially thought she was. “Let’s start with coffee.”

Several strong espressos and a mountain of delectable croissants aux amandes, chouquettes, and pains au chocolat later, we have learned little from Madame Brat. Not that she’s been recalcitrant. All she can offer is an update on the state of the investigation, which we already know. While the local and regional authorities have not formally announced its end, they are not expending any more resources on it, either. The entire affair is being chalked up to the drug trade, one way or another. The shopkeepers of Boulogne must be rejoicing; the newspaper coverage of May Daniels’s murder can hardly be good for business.

“I cannot eat another bite.” Ngaio sits back and pats her belly contentedly.

“I would have thought you’d reached your limit long ago,” Emma chides. “In the name of decorum.”

Ngaio and Emma seem unable to stick to polite pleasantries. I glance over at Ngaio to see how this latest of many barbs registers. But she’s smiling. Not a sneer—a joyful grin. As is Emma. And I realize that these spiky exchanges are simply their way of communicating and that these two very different women—one proper and old-world, the other modern and boundary-pushing—actually quite admire each other.

We leave a generous tip and begin to gather the stack of luggage we’ve piled by the wall. Madame Brat calls over to us. “Your hotel won’t open until later today. Why don’t you store your bags in Left Luggage at the Gare Centrale instead of dragging them around town?”

I freeze. Left Luggage. Suddenly an entirely new sequence of events occurs to me.

Grabbing her by the shoulders, I kiss her on the cheeks. As she stands there staring in amazement, I call to the Queens, “Let’s go. There’s been a change of plans.”






Chapter Forty


APRIL 14, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

We storm the front doors to the Gare Centrale. The Queens have been peppering me with questions during the entire walk from the Hôtel Morveaux, but I refuse to slow down to answer them. The momentum of Madame Brat’s words and my realization are carrying me forward, and I can almost feel the solution unfolding before me.

“Can we please rest a moment?” Emma asks, pointing to the wooden benches lining the entry walls.

Given that she’s a bit short of breath, it would be heartless to say no. Still, I have no intention of stopping. “Of course. We will leave our bags with you while we head on.”

Adjusting the strap on her spectator pumps again, Margery asks, “Where, though, Dorothy? Head on where?”

This feels like the millionth time she’s inquired in the five minutes since we left Madame Brat. I continue to ignore her as we heap our satchels and small suitcases next to Emma and I lead the way to the washroom where May disappeared. When we reach the tiled corridor outside it, I tell Ngaio, Margery, and Agatha, “Can you three wait here?”

“We’ve already been through this, Dorothy. We know you can get past us with minimal disguise,” Ngaio says, rolling her eyes as though this exercise is beneath her.

“Humor me, please.”

Checking my wristwatch, I step into the washroom and into a stall. Miming the effort of pulling a scarf and hat from my bag and donning them, I then leave the stall and wash my hands. I exit the washroom in the midst of several other women, sauntering right past Ngaio, Agatha, and Margery with a wink.

The station clock looms large over the waiting area outside the washroom, and I glance at it as I pass underneath. Then, keeping up a steady clip but not breaking into a more noticeable stride, I head toward the arrow indicating the Left Luggage department. When I reach it, I glance at my watch again. It took forty-eight seconds to get here. So far, my hypothesis is holding up. Check.

I study the Left Luggage area. On one side is the traditional manned facility, where travelers can check trunks and large cases with station workers who give them numbered tickets and keep their items safe in the back. This type of convenience is common in English train stations and allows tourists the freedom to take in the sights or get a bite to eat while waiting for the trains to arrive.

But this Left Luggage department also contains a series of narrow wooden lockers. Presumably, smaller items can be stored here inexpensively and easily. I see that each storage compartment has its own individual metal lock. But how does one procure a locker and, more important, a key?

Scrutinizing the aisle, I see several keys jutting out from lockers farther down. At a clip, I race down to them, and the method by which one obtains a locker becomes clear. One merely places items in the compartment, inserts a coin in the slot, and wriggles out a key. A silver square dangles from the chains of the available keys, and I grasp one to examine it. Engraved on its surface is the locker number.

Check.

If I were capable of running, I would have sprinted back to Ngaio, Margery, and Agatha. Since I must keep it to a brisk march, however, it takes another forty-eight seconds to reach the washroom. The women are still outside it waiting for me, much as Celia had been waiting for May. And I am returning—much as May had planned to, I believe—from the place I’m fairly certain she had been in the time allotted.

Check.

All three women have encircled me now. “What on God’s green earth is this all about?” Agatha, to my astonishment, is the one to blurt out the question they are all thinking.

“I will explain everything, but let’s walk back to Emma. I’d like to share this with everyone all at once.”

This time, Agatha leads the way. When we reach the bench, Emma stands and asks, “What’s happened? Why do you all look so serious?”

Ngaio and Margery start to talk over each other, but Agatha interrupts. “I think we need to listen to Dorothy.”

“After she slipped out from underneath Celia’s nose, May had every intention of slipping back into the washroom unnoticed—after she performed a specific task. This is my belief. Once inside the washroom again, she’d remove the disguise and then reemerge to greet her friend as if nothing untoward had transpired. Just now, I followed the route I think she used for completing her task and returning to the washroom. The timing would have worked … if someone hadn’t intercepted her on her way back—namely, her killer.”

Emma holds up a hand. “What do you mean, ‘intercepted’?”

“Before you go through all that, Dorothy, do you mind telling us the nature of May’s task?” Agatha asks.

“I think she hid something in a locker in Left Luggage.”

The women gasp, almost in unison. If the the situation wasn’t so serious, their reaction might have been comic. I watch their faces as this new puzzle piece clicks into place and helps makes sense of the insensible.

“Something she was afraid would be found. Something she didn’t want Celia to see her hiding,” Agatha asserts rather than asks. Which tells me she sees the full picture exactly as I do. But I can only reveal it to the rest of the Queens one step at a time. “I think she was trying to protect her friend. And herself.”

“What was May trying to hide?” Margery asks.

“We are about to find out.”






Chapter Forty-One


APRIL 14, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

We charge up the hill toward Old Town. Never mind that our step is literally lighter since we checked our bags at Left Luggage: we are still breathing heavily by the time we reach rue de Lille. The steep climb and the uneven stones take a toll. Emma obviously needs a rest, but sadly for her, I require her help with the next phase of our investigation.

Once we reach an intersection on rue de Lille, we Queens part ways. Agatha, Ngaio, and Margery make a right-hand turn toward a café, while Emma and I head toward Place Godefroy de Bouillon. There lie the town administration and justice buildings—the eighteenth-century redbrick hôtel de ville, topped by an ancient belfry, and the elegant white-stone nineteenth-century palais de justice, respectively—between which our target sits: le poste de police.

In contrast to the area around rue de Lille, there are no tourists here. Somber-looking men in fedoras or bowlers stride purposefully in and out of these government buildings, while equally serious women in skirt suits with cinched waists and a few feminine touches follow the route as well.

We, too, dressed the part. Cloche pulled low over my forehead and hair tucked inside. Patterned scarf wrapped around the shoulders of my coat, knotted at the front. And my reading glasses, the ones I rarely wear in front of others. Emma has shed her memorable pearls and furs for Agatha’s shapeless gray wool overcoat and an old-fashioned black lace head covering purchased from a local shop. Ngaio, an experienced theater professional in New Zealand, has dabbed bits of makeup on our cheeks and eyes along with taupe lipstick instead of our usual reds, which she maintains will subtly alter our appearances. None of us has to say aloud that no one is more forgettable than a middle-aged woman of average means, and we are relying on that as well.

While we doubt anyone will remember me or Emma from our last visit to Boulogne, we did have that brief altercation with the policeman in the Gare Maritime, so we must take every precaution. Because I must become May’s sister Mrs. Lloyd, and Emma must become May’s aunt. Then we must be forgotten.

Emma holds on to my arm with her hand, playing the part of Mrs. Lloyd’s aunt. We push open the front doors to the police station and approach the reception desk. Emma and I give each other a relieved glance when a young policeman in the characteristic blue-gray gendarme’s uniform with shiny silver buttons—a gendarme we’ve never seen before—glances up from a stack of papers he appears to be studying.

“Puis-je vous aider, mesdames?” he asks, and I notice how young he looks underneath his carefully tended mustache. The facial hair is an attempt, no doubt, to add years and authority to his otherwise boyish appearance.

“Nous sommes la famille de Mademoiselle May Daniels,” Emma replies. In French far more fluent than my own, she has let him know that we are May’s family. Our facility with the language is the reason we are undertaking this task. The other Queens’ French is spotty at best, and we could not be sure that the gendarmes on duty could speak English.

“Mes condoléances,” he stammers, visibly uncomfortable. He stands up and begins walking toward us with an outstretched hand. Then, thinking better of it, he backs away, excusing himself.

He heads into a back room closed off from view by a tightly shut door. Emma’s hand squeezes my arm tightly, and I know she’s worried about the same thing I am. That the gendarme from the Gare Maritime will step out from behind that door and see right through our disguises.

When the young policeman reemerges, he is not alone. A decorated silver-haired police officer has joined him. Emma and I breathe a collective sigh of relief. He is a stranger.

“Mesdames, je suis vraiment désolé pour votre perte.”

“Merci, Officier…” I ask for his name.

“Officier Durand. Et vous êtes…”

“Je suis Madame Lloyd, la sœur de May Daniels. Et voici notre tante.” I gesture to Emma as I wrap up the introductions.

He nods, then asks, “Comment pouvons-nous être utiles?”

How can they be of assistance? Now that I’m no longer scared, I am angry. I want to scream that they could start by doing their jobs instead of wrapping up their investigation after the most cursory, incompetent, biased investigation on record. Obviously, I don’t say that. I say what I came here to say.

“We have come to gather my sister’s belongings and return them home,” I answer in French.

“Oh, I am afraid I will not be able to help you in that regard,” he replies—in a frustratingly French manner.

“Whyever not? Since my family and I cannot afford to proceed with a civil matter, we understood that May’s case is essentially closed. Therefore you should have no further need of her personal items,” I say, keeping my voice as calm and steady as I can. The pressure of Emma’s hand on my arm reminds me of the role we must play here.

“Well, you see, the investigation has not been officially closed, even though it does seem clear from the syringe found at the scene that the drug trade is responsible for her death and that, as such, no more examination into the circumstances is required. Now, had the British government cooperated in extraditing Miss Celia McCarthy to Boulogne for testimony—and had that testimony contradicted our evidence on the role of drugs—then perhaps more digging would be warranted on our part. And the case would remain open.”

Murder is what happened to May, I want to shout. How could the police accept the flimsy narrative provided by the red-herring syringe? Are they that lazy or stupid? Or is there another reason they aren’t pursuing this case fully? Does the British reluctance to cooperate have much to do with it? Is someone behind all this recalcitrance?

Emma intuits my irritation and takes the reins. “But you are no longer actively pursuing it?” she asks.

“That is correct, but…” He trails off.

“But what?” Her tone is imperious.

“But we cannot release your niece’s items until all the requisite paperwork has been approved declaring the case closed,” he explains.

The younger policeman cannot resist adding, “Plus the court must give its stamp of approval.”

“Very true.” The elder officer looks over at the younger with a grateful expression. He doesn’t want to be at the mercy of May’s family by himself.

I think back on John’s sad little face, and I set free the tears that constantly threaten to surface. “Then may we at least see my sister’s things?” I sob.

“Just to look at them?” Officier Durand ventures, sensing a possible solution. It’s the result we sought all along; the poor sod has no way of knowing.

“If we cannot take them home, we would at least like to see them.” My voice wavers. “We have traveled all this way.”

The two policemen glance at each other, then Officier Durand says, “We can arrange that. If you can show us your identification, of course.”

The Queens had anticipated this, and I hope my solution suffices. Reaching into the depths of my handbag, I place one of the calling cards I took from the sisters’ Dollis Hill home. “My card,” I announce, channeling Emma’s imperiousness as I slide Mrs. Lloyd’s card across the desk.

Judging by his expression, I can see that the younger gendarme wants to ask for more official documentation, but Officier Durand doesn’t want to risk further outbursts or tears. He nods, and the two men lead us down a meandering set of hallways. We stop at a door labeled SALLE DES PREUVES.

Here it is, I think: we made it. The evidence room.

Inside are walls of boxes stacked high, each bearing a number. The younger policeman begins scanning them, while Officier Durand clears a simple wooden table at the room’s center. Sliding out a wooden crate from a precariously tall pile, the gendarme places it on the table.

Officier Durand gestures for us to open the box, then the two men stand on either side of the table. It seems the gendarmes will be watching us. This makes our task more difficult but not impossible.

Emma lifts the lid, and I peer inside. Carefully folded, as if May had just removed them for the day, are her black coat, mauve hat, dark-charcoal tweed skirt, violet sweater, black stockings, and oxfords. How smart she must have looked in this ensemble, I think, and I don’t have to conjure up memories of John’s face in order to cry. Tears run down Emma’s cheeks as well.

As Emma and I take out the articles of clothing and fan them out across the table, I note smears of dirt and a few dry leaf shards attached to the fabric here and there. Not surprising, I think, after a violent assault, possible hemorrhaging, and potentially months of exposure to the elements. Only the dark color of the coat, stockings, and skirt spares us further visual evidence of the harm done to poor May.

“These are all the items found on her person?” My voice is shaky; I cannot quite bring myself to say “body.”

“Yes. I understand that all her other belongings—the personal effects she kept at the hospital and the few objects she’d left in Brighton—have been returned to your family. While we would have welcomed the opportunity to examine those things along with this evidence, the English authorities were of the view that English evidence should remain on English soil.”

I nod, and then spy May’s handbag at the bottom of the box. Instead of pulling it out, however, I place my hands deep within the box. It’s the most privacy I’ll be afforded in these circumstances.

Feeling around, I unlatch the handbag and plunge my hands inside. With my fingertips, I make out a brush, a lipstick, some coins, and a small zippered pouch that contains papers—May’s identification, I presume. Then I feel it, hidden in the lining of her handbag. A key.






Chapter Forty-Two
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BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

“You did it!” Margery shrieks, staring down at the object. “You really did it!”

“Shhhhh!” Ngaio hisses and rolls her eyes, as if Margery is an annoying little sister. “We don’t want to draw attention.”

“You doubted us, Margery?” Emma asks quietly, with a smirk.

“It wasn’t easy.” I don’t mind admitting the truth. “We were extremely lucky that the Gare Maritime policeman wasn’t there.”

“Of course it was difficult,” Agatha offers. She’s the only one who hasn’t squealed too loudly or laughed too much since Emma and I shed our disguises and met them in the rue de Lille café. “Describe what happened.”

Emma takes charge. Step by step, she lays out for them the way we duped the policemen into believing we were May’s relatives and how we discovered May’s key—which resembles the locker keys in the Gare Centrale Left Luggage department. How we slipped away with it, even though the two gendarmes watched our every move and checked every item returned in the box against a master list. It was only possible because the police had no idea the key was there in the first place.

Now the five of us are back at Left Luggage, standing before the locker number inscribed on May’s key: 242. We are somewhat the worse for wear, having traipsed up and around the hills of Boulogne and back down again. Even Emma’s elaborate, typically immobile coiffure—how does she do it? I often wonder—is disheveled. Probably the black lace dislodged some of the updo. But everyone’s eyes shine with excitement.

We are inside the pages of one of our own novels.

Key in hand, I’m poised to slide it into the lock, and suddenly I freeze. What if everything we deduced is wrong? Or what if it’s true, but far worse?

“What are you waiting for, Dorothy?” Ngaio asks.

“Nothing, I guess,” I say, then wriggle the key into the lock. It’s sticking. I push a little harder, but I’m concerned the key will bend or snap if I’m too rough.

“Oh, I hope this does the trick,” Emma says. “If May’s handbag and the key were indeed out in the elements all these months, it’s possible the deep freeze warped the key.”

“I wish you’d mentioned that earlier, Emma,” Agatha says in an uncharacteristically sharp tone.

“How do you know so much about keys, anyway?” Ngaio asks Emma. “You’re not the actual Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“No, although it’s fun to pretend.” Emma smiles, then determination returns. “But I’ve certainly researched thieves, locksmiths, and locks enough to learn a thing or two.”

The key is now entirely in the lock. Time to turn it left or right. But when I try, it doesn’t budge. Gently, I continue fiddling with it.

“Want me to give it a go?” Margery offers.

“No—I think it’s coming,” I say, but I wonder. Why do I feel like I have to handle everything myself? I am surrounded by smart, crafty women who’ve proved they’ll do anything for the case—and for me. Is this so hard to accept? That I needn’t shoulder all burdens on my own?

The Queens cease all chatter and stare at the locker. I struggle to twist the key left then right, but it just won’t gain purchase, and I’m afraid to push too hard.

Without asking again, Margery places her hand over mine. Together we turn the key to the right—hard. And the lock springs open.

Emma claps, and despite her silvery hair and finely lined skin, I have a flash of the aristocratic child she once was. Blond curls, calf-length dress of pink silk brocade festooned with lace and pearls, governess in tow, cheering at the presentation of a special gift from Vienna or Budapest; she did grow up in the Austro-Hungarian empire, after all. Fabergé everywhere, I bet.

Will this locker be my Fabergé egg? Containing treasure of a very different kind?

I lift the locker’s latch and creak open the door. The interior is dark, and at first, the locker appears empty. Then a white object materializes at the back.

Is it the item I suspect? The writing May so furiously scribbled in the little park off rue de Lille?

With a shaking hand, I reach inside. My fingers touch several sheets of folded paper. Carefully, I slide them out from inside the dim locker into the light of the station. I then unfold them and read aloud: “To whom it may concern—My name is May Daniels…”

They are the final words of a dead girl.
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Have the Queens ever moved so fast? They seem to lunge at once for the papers. Even Agatha makes a grab for them.

“Is that what May was writing in the park?” Margery asks as she reaches toward me. Had she guessed earlier as well?

I back away from her grasping hands. From all the women’s outstretched fingers and their overeager expressions. Staring them down, I ask, “What has gotten into you ladies?”

I am horrified and distressed. Just days ago, I was crying over the foolhardiness of my own impulsivity, and now I’m rewarded with group impetuousness.

The women look around, as if seeing one another for the first time. As if shocked by their own actions. Agatha—no surprise—is the first to apologize. The others follow in quick succession, and even Emma’s eyes are downcast in embarrassment.

“I know we are all eager to read May’s words, but a train station is hardly the appropriate place for a close examination, particularly here in Boulogne. Let’s retire to our hotel and review the documents there in privacy.”

How very unlike their own fictional detectives, I think. I needn’t say the words aloud. They know.

No one replies. Sheepish expressions and sealed lips abound. The women gather their luggage from the manned Left Luggage desk, and we head outside to the newly dark and sleepy Boulogne streets. Two waterfront cafés are still bright with lamps and patrons, but the harbor area is otherwise empty. Only the clang of halyards can be heard, and the bobbing of docked ships can be seen alongside a trickle of travelers leaving the station.

Mercifully, the cab stand still has a taxi waiting, despite the hour, and we head toward it. No eager questions emanate from Margery, no good-natured barbs are slung between Ngaio and Emma, and no baleful glances come from Agatha.

The long black Renault approaches, and the driver calls out through the half-open window, “Vous tous?”

“Oui, all of us, please. Will we fit?” I answer in French, scanning the benches in the back and the lone seat in the front, next to the driver.

“Quatre derrière, un devant,” he replies with a puff of the cigarette dangling from his lips. In case we are dim, he holds up four fingers and points to the back, then holds up one finger and indicates the front.

I know where I need to sit. On my own, in the front. The back has too many overeager hands in close proximity.

“Rue de Bernet, numéro un.” Emma, who made our reservations, calls out the hotel address from the back, while I climb in the front. I settle in next to the cigarette smoke and the taciturn driver, and that suits me just fine after the scene at the station.

The cab ride back up the hill to Boulogne’s Old Town remains hushed. But it isn’t the stillness of exhaustion; it is the quiet of contrition. The silence, however, shatters like glass when we pull alongside a vast stone building that appears to be part of a castle, step out of the cab with our bags, and slam the doors shut behind us. Glancing around, I see that the only sign of modern-day habitation are the two lacquered cerulean-blue doors cut into the side of the structure, which is built of rough-hewn tawny stones with irregular shapes that reveal their age.

Emma pushes open a blue door as if she owns the establishment. We grab our handbags, satchels, and suitcases and follow her inside. A dapper gentleman in a narrow-cut navy-blue suit stands behind a desk but steps out to greet Emma when she introduces herself. It seems she made quite the impression when the women last stayed at this hotel.

Out of our earshot, Emma and the man I presume is a manager step into a sumptuous room with walls painted a creamy yellow accented by baroque gilt molding and an outsize crystal chandelier suspended from a frescoed ceiling. Given the tables scattered around the room, each topped with a crisp white linen tablecloth and gleaming silver and china, I’m guessing it’s the hotel restaurant. I feel woefully underdressed and messy after the day we’ve had, and I do hope we’ll have a chance to wash up.

“Come along, ladies.” Emma gestures for us to join her. “The restaurant is closed for the night—it’s Monday, after all—but Monsieur Aubert has agreed to open it for us so we can have the privacy we need.”

“Splendid,” Margery exclaims.

“Yes, brilliant, Emma,” I reply when the others seem speechless. “Shall we take a few minutes to freshen up?”

“Time is of the essence, is it not?” she asks, a rhetorical question if I’ve ever heard one. “Monsieur Aubert will make sure that our bags reach our designated rooms while we dine and review the letter.”

Emma, who would normally be the first among us to insist we dress for dinner, will brook no objection, it seems. Her eagerness to hear May’s last words outweighs all else, even her sense of decorum. So, like ducklings, we trail her and Monsieur Aubert to a table near the hearth, where a towheaded young maid attempts to light a fire.

Menus arrive, orders are placed, and drinks find their way into our hands. A few bolstering sips later—which go directly to my head, because I’m famished—I begin. “Are we all calm and ready to hear from May?”

Everyone nods, their embarrassed expressions returning. But I’m not seeking more apologies, only the somber demeanor May deserves. No more grabbing, as if her testament is a prize for finishing first rather than a legacy to preserve and protect.

Gingerly removing the document from my handbag, I bring out my reading glasses as well. As I survey the first sentence, I think how childish and shaky her handwriting seems. Or could it be that, when she wrote this, she was riddled with fear?






Chapter Forty-Four


APRIL 14, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

To whom it may concern,

My name is May Daniels, and I am from Dollis Hill Estate in London. For the past year and a half, I’ve been working as a nurse in training at Chiswick and Ealing Isolation Hospital, also in London. I am here in Boulogne-sur-Mer, France, on a day trip with my friend and fellow nurse Celia McCarthy.

I am not certain who will receive this letter from the Gare Centrale Left Luggage or when, but I hope the circumstances are less dire than I fear.

Margery gasps, and I glance up. Tears have begun to stream down our youngest Queen’s face. “She knew what was coming.”

“So it seems,” Agatha says, placing her hand over Margery’s.

For the past six months, I have been seeing my first serious beau. We spent time together at the theater and restaurants, but I did not share details about our relationship with anyone because he asked me not to. I naively accepted his explanation that he was embarking on a new career in insurance and wanted to be settled in it before he met my family and friends. Or before I met his.

In the late summer, my innocence was taken from me in an act that brought me great shame. A surprise assault. Against my will.

Upset and stunned, I buried the incident away and still continued to see my beau as we had before, even though my feelings had started to change. I began to have suspicions that he might already be married or have been married at some point. After a lunch date I arranged, I secretly followed him to his place of work, and at the end of that day, I saw him in the company of another woman who I assume is his wife. Enraged and hurt, I refused to take his calls or see him in the weeks that followed. In my mind, the relationship had ended.

But by October, it became clear that I was pregnant—

The tears start to come. We had suspected May was pregnant, but to see it confirmed and to read about her despair brings back my own.

Agatha leans toward me and whispers, “Would you like me to finish?”

I nod, and a torrent of suppressed tears takes hold. I cry for May and myself and all the young women in such straits. Agatha takes the paper from me and picks up where I left off. Her voice is steady and calm, quite unlike what I’d expect from one so familiar with the trauma of deception.

—and I confronted the father. I wasn’t certain what I wanted to do about the baby quite yet, but I knew that if I decided to keep it, I would need financial help. Pregnant women aren’t allowed to keep working in any job even if they are married, and if they are single, well, they are practically run out of the workplace. My sisters are my only family, and while I can count on them for love and support, they have no funds to spare.

“Get rid of it.” That was the first thing he said. The second thing? “I can find someone to take care of it.” The baby didn’t deserve this heartlessness, and neither did I. This confrontation led to harsh words on both sides as well as threats. I was devastated and beside myself with worry.

Soon afterward, I came across a small newspaper article about a young violinist who had gone missing, and I saw familiar names mentioned as being under suspicion. And I became terrified for my own well-being. What had I done?

A few days before my friend Celia McCarthy and I were meant to depart for Brighton and then Boulogne, I received a letter from my former beau. He apologized for his behavior and invited me to dinner at Rules restaurant, in Maiden Lane. Although I had no desire to rekindle a relationship with him, I agreed to meet him the night before Celia and I were to rendezvous in Brighton. I guess I was more scared of retribution if I did not join him at Rules than if I did.

“You can envision how terrible that moment would have been for her,” Emma murmurs.

“What a bastard!” Ngaio cries out.

That word again, I think. It sears every time.

“Language, Ngaio,” Emma says automatically. But when she glances around the restaurant to see the reaction to Ngaio’s language and recalls that we are alone in here, she says, “Although I quite agree he is awful. Far worse than a bastard—he’s the devil.”

Agatha continues.

When I met him as we’d arranged—wearing a too-casual dress because I could no longer squeeze into one of the expensive frocks he’d bought me—I was practically paralyzed with fear. I was only able to calm my nerves with a few cocktails. After we ordered, we made small talk about my upcoming trip, and he started to ask probing questions about our itinerary. I cannot say precisely what about his inquiries unnerved me, but I excused myself and retired to the lavatory, praying that my course of action would become clear.

When I stepped out of the lavatory, his back was to me, and I had a unobstructed pathway to the front door. Creeping past our table, I hastened to the hostess stand, retrieved my travel bag, and left the restaurant. With nowhere else to go, I splurged on a cab and spent the night at the station. My train to Brighton left first thing.

I tried to hide my apprehension and constant nausea from poor Celia during our trip. This was difficult, because I was fixated on what I should do next. More and more, I felt I wanted to keep the baby. But how would I support us?

When we landed here in Boulogne, I did my level best to enjoy the day with Celia. But when I begged off a visit to a dress shop on rue de Lille and rested in a little park—praying for my nausea to pass—a strange man approached me. He sidled up to me on the bench and told me that “arrangements” had been made for me with a local doctor. All I had to do was follow him.

Rage rendered me momentarily immobile. How dare he? A gentleman sitting nearby on another bench rose and approached us, asking me in fluent English if I was quite all right. When I informed him that no, I wasn’t, the stranger took off.

Shaken, I refused the kindly man’s offer of tea and wrote down this account. As I did, the events took on a new shape, and I wondered about the stranger. Had he been sent to get rid of me as well as the baby?

I must take precautions. I don’t know what will happen from this point forward, but I must leave this evidence behind should anything happen to me. I will hide this letter in the Left Luggage lockers in the Gare Centrale, but I will inform Celia of its existence. She can retrieve it if the situation warrants.

Celia, if you are reading this, I am sorry to get you wrapped up in this mess. You’ve been a good and loyal friend, and I apologize. I’ve kept the letter as nameless as possible to keep you safe; I’m hoping that, if you share this with the authorities, they might be able to fill in the blanks. If someone else has retrieved this document, well, then, I am sorry for very different reasons.






Chapter Forty-Five


APRIL 15, 1931

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER, FRANCE

I cannot sleep. Tossing this way and that, I tell myself it’s because the covers are too meager or the bed too soft. But I know why rest won’t come. May haunts me, body and spirit.

“I must leave this evidence behind should anything happen to me.” Her words echo in my mind like a whisper in the central dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral. There, 250 steps up in the Whispering Gallery, the softest sound will bounce from one side of the gallery to the other, perfectly repeated.

The Queens must act. This is why we’ve come together, isn’t it? At first, we played at being detectives. Even when faced with an actual mystery, we only toyed with solving a heinous crime perpetrated upon an innocent young woman. I’m mortified to admit that it was a lark.

Yet it has become all too real and all too tragic. A girl caught in the cross fire. And her baby.

And we are the only ones—aside from her killer—who know the truth and certainly the only ones who will do right by May. But how can we be true detectives when we only write about detectives? This is the conundrum that has me thrashing about in my bed.

My hotel room has gradually shifted from pitch black to blue-gray as dawn approaches. The wardrobe and washbasin materialize as outlines against the brightening light. My traveling dress, coat, hat, and gloves are laid out on the desk next to my satchel and seem to have taken on human form.

But where shall I go? To an English police station with May’s letter in hand? To the French police? I distrust both, given their lackluster pursuit of May’s killer and their absolute refusal to coordinate efforts. What does that leave us with? Bypassing the police and attempting contact with a senior government official we trust? Must we resort to the press?

Mac could be helpful in this regard, but I don’t want to get him tangled up in this unless we’re sure it’s the best and only course. Wide awake and turning the possibilities around in my mind, I hear a tiny sound. I stay still and listen. Is it a mouse traipsing through this elegant building, picking up the odd croissant crumb or nibble of Camembert? I’m inclined to chalk the sounds up to ancient creaks, but then I hear the click of a lock. Followed by another. And I know it’s anything but an innocent animal.

It’s an intruder.

Reaching for the heavy pewter candlestick on my nightstand, I grip it at my side. I then lie perfectly still, as if in the deepest sleep, and watch the door open a sliver. The silhouette of a man stands out against the dim sconces lining the hallway, and I brace myself for his entry. All the while praying I’m having a terrible nightmare.

He steps inside.

Suddenly I realize that my awareness of the trespass provides an opportunity. As the door opens wider to allow his broad shoulders to enter, I scream at the top of my lungs, “Get out of my room!”

Rather than lunging toward me with a weapon—which was one possibility—the trespasser takes the other tack. He flees.

The Queens come racing in through the open door. Agatha in her voluminous flowery nightgown. Ngaio in the sort of striped silk pajamas that Mac adores. Margery in a flouncy, sleeveless violet confection. And Emma in a lace nightdress with a neck so high I feel like I’m choking just looking it. Even in their bedclothes, they are in character.

They settle around me on the bed. Concerned chatter overwhelms me until one question makes its way through: “What did he want?” The Queens had seen the interloper take flight, and his profile revealed him to be a man.

“If I had to guess?”

“Yes?” Agatha prods me along.

“May’s letter. What else could possibly be of interest in my hotel room? It’s not as if I have anything of value in here. If he wanted pearls or jewels, he’d head directly to room 201,” I say, referencing Emma’s room number.

“But how would he even know about the letter?” Emma asks, attempting to tuck her wayward locks back into their immobile updo, which is still largely intact. Does she sleep in that coiffure? Even in the midst of this crisis, I am amazed.

“I imagine we’ve been followed the entire time we’ve been in Boulogne. The intruder may have been in league with whoever hired my attacker in London. He may have been alerted to our presence as early as our coffee at Hôtel Morveaux. Madame Brat may seem amenable to our quest, but Boulogne is a small, insular place. I bet she told someone who told the interested party where we were sniffing around.”

“Who is this interested party?” Margery asks.

Agatha replies in her measured way. “Louis certainly has the most to lose. And he’s practically named in the letter.”

“Shall we report this forced entry to the police?” Margery asks.

“Who’s to say that the police aren’t involved in the break-in?” Agatha asks, giving us something new to chew on. “There’s something very odd about their reluctance to investigate.”

“I doubt it. Failing to properly investigate May’s murder—even at the behest of some governmental authority—is one thing, but to actively trespass and burgle is quite another,” I say.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Agatha stretches and says, “It is nearly four o’clock in the morning, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m wide awake. No chance I’ll be able to sleep. What say you all to breakfast and the early ferry?”

“Only if you all promise to spend our ferry ride back to England hashing out a plan,” I say. “I’m hoping one of you has a stroke of brilliance. I’m at loose ends.”

“Only if you promise to take precautions that we all agree upon. After reading May’s letter and being the victim of a break-in tonight, you can no longer maintain that your injuries were an accident,” Ngaio insists.

She’s right. I can no longer pretend that my near collision with an oncoming vehicle was a simple mishap. It was an attack. Who knows if there are more to come?

“I promise.”






Chapter Forty-Six


APRIL 15, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

My London flat appears exactly as I left it more than a week ago. Dishes stacked in the sink and bed unmade, because Mac hasn’t been back to tend to the cleaning. A half-filled teacup perched on my nightstand, precisely as Mac had abandoned it right before we left for Ivy’s. A trail of detritus around the flat, remnants of his time caring for me before he took me to Ivy’s and then retreated to Essex to work on his new assignment.

Yet I am changed. The fear of the attack. The injuries to my head and ribs. The time with John. The rallying of the Queens. The thrilling hunt for clues in Boulogne. The devastating glimpse into May’s final hours in the pages of her letter. And the intruder in my hotel room.

Whether I’m altered for better or worse remains to be seen. So much is in flux that I cannot tell. The only thing I’m absolutely certain about is my desire for a soak in the tub. How grimy I feel after the days of travel and the sleepless night.

Heading toward the bathroom, I spot the stack of mail I’d tossed on the entryway console. The letters taunt me. In between the bills and the regular correspondence undoubtedly lies a nagging note from my editor. The delivery of Have His Carcase is now well past the extended due date upon which my editor and I had agreed. How will I ever return to the fictional sleuthing of Harriet and Peter? Should I layer in a locked-room element to keep my own interest piqued? I groan aloud at the thought of returning to the book, but we need the acceptance payment I’ll receive when I turn it in—Mac, Ivy, John, and I, that is. I don’t have the luxury of further delay.

Stop, I tell myself. All will feel lighter and achievable after a hot, bubbly bath. A simple act but a necessary one.

Dropping my soiled travel clothes on the bathroom floor and sinking into the steaming water, I close my eyes. Images from the ferry ride home float through my mind. Margery’s earnest expression and Agatha’s thoughtful one. Ngaio and Emma’s good-natured swipes and less amiable exchanges when they differed wildly as to next steps. Snippets of plans made and unmade. Decisions settled upon, then discarded.

What had we actually planned? Not a race to the police station upon arrival. When Emma declared the idea foolish, Ngaio ignored her, but when Agatha pointed out the potential for corruption in the police force and the possible exertion of power by Jimmy Williams, she listened. We finally agreed to reach out to the authorities, but only after exploring any and all ties we might have with the police or government and then making the approach through trusted, known players.

Can I bring any influential connections to the table? It’s hardly as if my upbringing as the daughter of a country vicar yields a multitude of lofty affiliations. That said, some of my Oxford classmates came from more exalted backgrounds, although most of my friends are teachers. Teaching and marriage seem to be the only two avenues open to educated women; I am an anomaly.

A name scratches at my memory. What about Charis Frankenburg, a fellow Somerville College chum who’d been a member of the Mutual Admiration Society, the group I’d formed for girls with literary ambitions? Known by her maiden name, Charis Barnett, she never did pursue writing, but had worked as a midwife and parenting educator before being named a justice of the peace in Manchester, a unique distinction for a woman. Might she have someone trustworthy and helpful in the judiciary we could speak to, even though her purview is juvenile cases? Her role might be too tangential, but I’ll contact her.

Stepping out of the bath, I catch a glimpse of my torso in the mirror. Bluish-purple marks wrap around my ribs, reminders of the pain that’s fading and the incident I’m trying desperately to forget. The attack, as I’d promised Ngaio I would call it.

I wrap my robe around myself tightly, step out into the chilly flat, and check that I’d locked the front door. To my relief, I’d latched it tight.

Satisfied, I turn back toward my bedroom to dress. As I do, the stack of mail in the entryway catches my eye again. No time like the present, I think, using a favorite phrase of my mother’s. Funny how she’s always with me, just beneath the surface. I wonder if I’ll ever have that sort of relationship with John. So much depends on Mac.

Warm and relaxed from my bath, I think I can face my editor’s harangue. Sorting the letters, I make a stack of bills, a pile of letters from friends and family, and just as I’m considering opening the missive from my publisher, Victor Gollancz, Ltd., I spot something odd. An envelope without a return address.

Strolling to my desk in the corner of the parlor, I reach for my brass letter opener. My father had given me a lovely brass-and-leather desk set when I’d headed off to Oxford, and I’ve treasured it ever since. A smile curls on my lips at the thought of my Tootles, as I liked to call him. How I miss him.

I slice open the strange note, and out flutters a small square of thin paper. Not the heavy, embossed stationery my friends tend to use, I think. I pick it up from the floor, straining to read the choppy, handwritten words without my reading glasses in the fading daylight. After fetching them from my handbag and switching on the desk lamp, I hold the note under the light.

The sheet contains only two lines of text: “We know about your son. Stop your questions about May Daniels or everyone else will know about him as well.”






Chapter Forty-Seven


APRIL 16, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Has a whole day really passed since I opened the threat? I honestly don’t know, but when I take a quick glimpse out the window, I can see that it’s twilight. I feel as though I’ve awakened from the most terrible haze, a drunken one at that. Certainly I have the headache to prove it.

My first reaction to the note was to down a stiff drink. Not very honorable, and not my usual response, but the shock and fear for John had been so debilitating that I couldn’t think without the numbing it would provide. The only alcohol in the flat was Mac’s single-malt whiskey from a Scottish distillery near his hometown. I usually avoid it at all costs, given its uniquely powerful effect on me. But in the absence of wine or a cordial or anything else, I downed a full glass of the liquid. And another.

The last thing I recall clearly is staring at the note, glass in hand, as I sat on the sofa in my darkening flat. Other than that, I have a blurry recollection of stumbling to the bathroom to use the toilet and then flopping down on my bed. But it had been daylight then, and now the light is dimming. It seems I’ve slept through an entire day—or spent it passed out, if I’m being honest.

I push myself to a sitting position. My temples are pounding, but I’m otherwise none the worse for wear. I am, however, still in my robe. An appalling state for a grown woman, I think. Thank goodness no one has been here to witness this dissolution. Understandable though it may be.

I grab a comfortable skirt and sweater set from my wardrobe and slip them on, along with stockings and the slipperlike shoes I prefer at home. Perhaps in my day clothes, pretending at normalcy, I might be able to think straight.

I ignore the dog’s breakfast I’ve made of the flat and head to the kitchen. Steaming cup of tea in hand—with four sugars, thank you very much—I settle at my desk. Inhaling deeply, I dare to study the note again. What would Harriet Vane make of it? Or Lord Peter Wimsey? They’d make a list of distinguishing elements, and so shall I.


	The note is handwritten in blue ink. This is notable, because most people write in black ink. Blue is more expensive and harder to come by and thus tends to be used by affluent individuals. Because blue is also used for signatures on documents, individuals accustomed to endorsing contracts and the like would likely have it on hand.

	The note is not typed. This is also interesting, because if it had been typed, there would be a record left in the ribbon. Perhaps it is handwritten for this reason. While typewriter usage is common in offices, it is less common for those corresponding from home.

	The paper is thin and cheap, the sort a clerk or a schoolchild might use. Not the sort of stationery used by a professional or the people in my social circle. That said, this inexpensive, flimsy sort of paper is readily available.

	The envelope does not bear a return address, but it does have a postmark. Belgravia is where extremely well-to-do Londoners reside. Notably, this is neither in the financial district nor in the vicinity of Parliament and other government buildings.

	The envelope was postmarked April 14. This is the day after the Queens arrived at Ivy’s home in Oxfordshire, the same day we traveled to Boulogne. This suggests that either I was followed there or they were. The spying on Ivy and John—and me—transpired right around that time as well.


I write down a sixth point. This is not another fact about the threat itself or the envelope in which it arrived. But it lies at the core of all my fears.


	Am I being threatened by the same person who threatened May? Are John and Ivy at risk of physical harm?



Does this list tell me anything I don’t already know? Not really. Other than I’m reaping what I sowed. What a fool I’d been to stop into Mathers Insurance. Stupidly, I somehow revealed my identity in that meeting, and Louis or one of his henchmen has been tailing me ever since—to my flat, to Ivy’s, to Boulogne. Putting me and John and the Queens and our investigation at risk.

I realize something else. A list like this might look promising on the pages of one of my mystery novels, but it doesn’t really reveal anything. Masquerading as a detective in fiction and actually pursuing flesh-and-blood criminals are two entirely different matters. Perhaps we’ve only told ourselves a story about our progress in May’s case. Maybe it is time to bring in the experts.

A knock sounds at the door, and I jump. I cannot answer it. What if it’s one of Louis’s goons—assuming he has goons, that is—come to finish the job he started a week earlier? I need to hide in case he forces the lock. But where? Under my bed? At the back of my wardrobe? These places sound so silly and obvious; my best chance may be to arm myself.

I’m creeping into the kitchen to grab a knife when I hear a soft female voice. “Dorothy? Are you there? It’s me—Agatha.”

Recognizing her voice, I unlock the door. My friend stands in the dim corridor, her blue eyes worried. “Are you all right?” she asks as I usher her in.

“Yes; don’t I look it?” I try for levity, even though I sense my little quip won’t land.

“Dorothy, one or another of us has been ringing you since this morning. Emma even sent over a messenger this afternoon, but no one answered your door. Where have you been?”

I sink into the sofa and invite her to do the same. Do I see the hem of a silk dress peeking out from her typically bland overcoat? Did she stop at my flat en route to an elegant dinner? It’s unlike the reclusive author, but perhaps her husband returned early from Syria.

“Here. In my cups, I’m ashamed to admit,” I say.

Agatha sighs in relief. “Thank God that’s the extent of it; the anxiety of the investigation has affected us all. You had us so very worried, though. We thought, well—”

I interject. “I can imagine what you thought, and I’m sorry. That was never my intention.”

She stands, glancing down at my slippers. “Now that I know you’re alive, get on an evening dress and appropriate shoes. We are meeting the other Queens of Crime at Simpson’s in the Strand in thirty minutes.”

How can I possibly join them? Dining at Simpson’s in the Strand after receiving that note is tantamount to firing a warning shot at the enemy. A signal that I am proceeding with the investigation. That I am not shaken by his threats. That he can reveal the existence of my illegitimate child to the entire world for all I care.

I’m not willing to do that.

How can I explain this to Agatha without revealing my secret?

“Come along. Chop-chop,” Agatha says, but I do not move. “What’s wrong, Dorothy? I’ve never known you to be at a loss for words.”

“I … I do not think I can participate in the investigation any longer.”

“I beg your pardon?” Agatha looks confused.

“I received a threat in the mail … if I continue searching for May’s killer,” I say, careful not to explain the exact nature of the threat.

Agatha’s face hardens. “How dare he! Oh, Dorothy, why didn’t you tell us immediately? We could have already settled you somewhere safe. Out of harm’s way. Then the four of us can track down the murderer on our own, lock him behind bars, and set you free.”

Would that work? If the Queens squirreled me away in one of their homes or flats and proceeded, would that satisfy Louis or whoever is threatening me? Or would he presume that I’m still helping out behind the scenes and unleash my secret to the world? I can guess the answer.

Poor sweet John. He doesn’t deserve to be used as a pawn in this terrible game. But neither did May’s baby.

“Let’s discuss this over dinner,” Agatha says with a squeeze of my arm and a warm smile. “You’re not alone, Dorothy. You have us now.”

Her tenderness and kindness break me. The facade of strength and independence I’ve had to cultivate over the years, sometimes long and lonely ones, crumbles in the face of this friendship. And I start crying. I’ve shed more tears in front of the Queens in these past few days than I have in a decade.

She pats me on the back. “This isn’t just about the threatening letter, is it?”

I shake my head but don’t look up at her.

“I didn’t think so. Since you hardly blinked when a car sideswiped you under suspicious circumstances, I guessed a threatening note wouldn’t rattle you.”

Can I trust her with my secret? How else can I explain my decision? I’m torn between Agatha’s affection and the long-held instinct to protect my child at all costs by keeping him hidden. Letting intuition be my guide, I stand, walk to my desk, and retrieve the note. Without a word, I give it to her. Then I sit back down next to her, my head in my hands. I cannot watch her read the note; the shame is too strong.

After several interminable moments, she wraps her fingers around mine. “Is it John? Your son, I mean?” she asks with a sweet smile. There is no shock and no judgment. No clutching at pearls.

I stare at her. “How did you know?”

“The way you looked at him. The way you talk about him. It’s a mother’s love for her son, plain to see for anyone who’s looking. And now I’m looking.”

I have locked down tight the very fact of John’s existence for nearly eight years. Eight years when thoughts of him constantly crept into my mind and I had to push them away to proceed with my life as a childless woman writer. Eight years of carrying around the weight of my shame while pretending to have confidence, a can-do attitude, and, occasionally, strong moral fiber. Agatha’s tenderhearted acceptance of my child—of the fact I have a child—is so unexpected that cries give way to sobs.

Embracing me, Agatha whispers, “There, there, my dear friend. Your secret will remain safe with me should you want that. But I suspect the other Queens would receive your news with the same unequivocal acceptance as I have.”

“Do you really?” I ask.

“I do. In fact, I wonder if some have even suspected it,” she says. “But the choice is yours. To tell or not to tell. To proceed or not to proceed. This is your life and that of your son’s, and nothing is more important.”

“What would you do?”

Agatha sighs. “Oh, Dorothy, it is a decision only you can make. But as someone who has had her own secrets and deepest shame exposed on the front page of newspapers around the world, I know it’s possible to face anything and fashion a happy life afterward. We can and will do anything for our children,” she says. Then a half smirk appears on her face, and she nudges me. “Who knows? The scandal might even make you a bigger star.”






Chapter Forty-Eight


APRIL 16, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

We pass under the chessboard-patterned archway and into history. An establishment that began in the early nineteenth century as a chess club—hence the pattern—Simpson’s in the Strand has transformed itself into an institution frequented by the monied, titled, and politically minded. Such is its fame that it’s featured in several of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes novels. It seems a fitting place for May Daniels’s final act to unfold.

What I hope is her final act, I should say. Because I am risking everything. But how could I say no? May deserves justice, and so does her poor child. I would want someone to do the same for me and John should the situation be reversed.

Agatha and I are ushered into a vast dining room under a high ceiling festooned with intricate crown molding and chandeliers simply dripping with crystals. The walls are paneled in gleaming wood carved as intricately as the ceiling. Somehow Simpson’s in the Strand manages to feel both intimate and lavish, and it most certainly lives up to its reputation.

I’ve never been to Simpson’s. Too costly. Too formal for Mac’s liking or that of my business and writer friends. Too insular. Even now, I wonder if I’m appropriately dressed in my tired black gown just back from the cleaners, and I feel the eyes of every guest upon me. Is the taint of my secret evident for all to see? Now that one more person knows about John, I feel exposed. I hear whispers.

From across the room, I see diamonds flash and sparkle in the low light, and I realize that the source is Emma’s hand rising in greeting. There the Queens sit at a table for five tucked away in a corner. Emma, in her diamonds and pearls and furs and layers of lace, looking every inch the dowager baroness. Ngaio has put aside her pantsuits and pantslike skirts for once and wears a striking column of silver sequins with three-quarter-length sleeves. Agatha and I probably underwhelm; she chose a beige silk pleated gown with a muted Liberty coat on top, while I wear my usual black dress overlayed with a forgiving pleated cape. Her jet-black hair freshly bobbed, Margery alone seems to have fully embraced our glamorous location and decided upon a crimson bias-cut gown that hugs her curves.

With a drag of her cigarette, Ngaio says, “Topping to see you. Finally decided to surface, did you?”

Is she glowering at me? Instinctively, I step back, then I feel Agatha’s hand on my shoulder and hear her whisper. “She’s only joking. Don’t let her ruffle your feathers.”

“No scolding, Ngaio,” Emma says, herself scolding in the process. “We agreed.”

Crystal glasses of drinks in every hue from gold to crimson litter the table, and I wonder how long the women have been waiting. As I settle into my appointed seat, I fall on my sword. “I want to apologize to you all. Agatha told me how worried you have been, and if I had known, I wouldn’t have succumbed to sleep and drink.”

“It’s forgotten,” Margery says, her tone light. “We are happy to have you with us, safe and sound.”

“And in such a glorious eatery,” I add with a smile. “Are we celebrating? We haven’t quite solved the case yet. I don’t think Sherlock and Watson came to Simpson’s until after they’d captured their murderer.” I try at lightheartedness by referencing Arthur Conan Doyle’s story “The Adventure of the Dying Detective.”

“Have you not told her?” Emma turns to Agatha.

“One step at a time,” Agatha replies. “First I had to extricate her from her flat.”

Ngaio hisses, “You are kidding. First she practically disappears, and now here she is, utterly unprepared.”

What is going on? Unprepared for what? My standing in the group isn’t exactly rock solid at the moment, and I don’t think I can ask. I feel as though I’ve intruded on a private conversation.

“She’ll be prepared when it’s necessary,” Agatha hisses back.

In an attempt to change the mood, I say, “I hope I haven’t kept you all from ordering.”

Emma says, “I’ve ordered for the table. Tonight is my treat.”

“How lovely of you, Emma,” I say, thinking that’s one worry sorted.

“Our food must arrive and be cleared at specific times. Preordering was the only way to ensure that,” she answers matter-of-factly, as if I should understand.

Like magic, two waiters appear tableside. One bears an enormous knife and pushes a trolley carrying a huge roast. He begins carving. The other pushes a trolley of his own and doles out crispy roasted potatoes, sweet carrots, and Yorkshire pudding. This is the traditional meal for which Simpson’s in the Strand is famous, and somehow, despite all the worry and secrecy and tension, it feels like a holiday. Especially since I’m starving.

The women eat with alacrity and minimal conversation. Surprised at their speed and the hushed mood, I follow suit. Clearly they are racing through this delectable meal for a reason, and the only one that comes to mind is the case. We are here in Simpson’s in the Strand not to enjoy the food or the atmosphere but to track someone or something down.

In record time, the ladies are finished and the meal cleared. Everyone has ordered coffee or cordials, and suddenly, everything and everyone slows down. Ngaio lights a cigarette; Emma alternately sips a coffee and a tawny port. Agatha gives Margery a once-over, after which she adjusts the strap of her gown and reapplies her lipstick.

“Enough with the cloak-and-dagger,” I say.

Before I can finish, Ngaio retorts, “Isn’t cloak-and-dagger sort of our thing?”

Ngaio has me flustered. “You know what I mean. What is going on right now?” I ask.

Emma glances around to make certain no one can overhear and leans toward me. “Over the past day, we reached out to various contacts, people in positions of authority who might give May’s letter a fair read. As we’d agreed on the ferry. It became clear that no one would take the letter seriously. Least of all the police.”

“Especially since May has been discredited in the press,” Ngaio adds. “It plays right into the hands of whoever is pushing to close the case.”

“My brother-in-law connected me to a friend from his club, some muckety-muck in government. He told me that no police chief or court of law in the country would give credence to the letter of a loose young woman who’s a known drug addict,” Agatha says.

“My God, what the press has done to May,” I say, feeling sick at the hand Mac may have played in it. “She has already been tried and convicted in the court of public opinion for crimes she never committed, and she lost all credibility in the process.”

“She wouldn’t be the first one,” Agatha says with a tone of resignation. Is she thinking of the press bombardment she faced during her disappearance? Or is she considering the flurry of articles that might come out about me and John should the threat come to fruition?

“So we went through all that skullduggery in Boulogne for nothing?” I say, finding it difficult to keep my voice low and steady. I am furious. “May’s letter is worth nothing?”

Emma replies, “I understand your frustration and anger. We fumed all day—”

Ngaio interrupts. “Until Agatha came up with a plan. One torn from the pages of your own playbook, Dorothy.” For the first time tonight, she beams at me.

“What’s that?” I turn to Agatha.

She, too, is smiling. “We are going to ensnare Louis Williams in a trap of his own making.”
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Now we wait. Has an hour ever seemed so long? The dining table seems empty without Margery. We linger over our coffees and cordials and order a round of desserts to put off the hovering waiter. Treacle sponges help pass fifteen or so delicious minutes, but our eyes stay locked on the entrance to the dining room the entire time.

Will Margery show soon? My foot has been tapping for the past ten minutes, so frenetically that Agatha had to ask me to stop. But it’s been nearly an hour, and based on the plan the Queens finally shared with me, Margery should come by any minute.

Much scheming transpired while I languished at home, scheming that I supposedly inspired. When the ladies couldn’t reach me, and they realized that presenting May’s letter to the authorities was futile, they asked themselves, What would Dorothy do? Apparently the way I’d handle this situation is not to wait around for the scales of justice to balance in May’s favor but rather to lay a trap. They are correct that Harriet Vane would take this tack, and I consider that the highest compliment the Queens could give me.

At this juncture, the Queens set to work. They sussed out Louis’s schedule by calling his office and feigning an important delivery necessitating a signature from Louis himself. An annual meeting of small insurance concerns was taking place in one of Simpson’s in the Strand’s large private dining rooms, and Louis would be in attendance. Emma reserved a table in the large dining area in the restaurant proper. From there, the next stage of the scheme could commence when the moment was right.

What is this next stage? This trap? It is Margery. We will use Louis’s predilection for attractive, vulnerable young women against him. When the insurance men retire to the bar after the meal and speeches—which, Emma was assured by the maître d’, they do at this annual event—Margery will be waiting. A lovely, bright-eyed brunette in a vivid crimson dress is certain to capture his attention. Particularly since we live in a world where young women usually have chaperones of one variety or another, and Margery will be unescorted.

But this will be nothing but smoke and mirrors. We would never leave her unprotected in the Simpson’s in the Strand bar or anywhere else. We cannot be there ourselves, of course; Louis would recognize most of us. But Emma has placed a Pinkerton agent she often consults for research at the bar as well so Margery will be safe while she lures him into our trap.

The clock strikes ten, and Margery swishes by our table en route to the lavatory. “I have made contact.”

I’m so relieved I could embrace her, but not because she’s got Louis on the hook. Because I’ve been worried. My stomach flips at the thought of her alone with him, even in this very public establishment.

She’s meant to saunter by, but I grab her wrist. “Are you quite all right with this scheme? Had I been part of the planning, I would have never suggested it. I hate the thought of you putting yourself at risk.”

“Don’t fret, Dorothy. I’m enjoying ensnaring this odious man with the same exploitative behavior he used to ensnare May. And perhaps Leonora. It’s fitting retribution,” she assures me, then swishes off.

While Margery is in the ladies’ room, Agatha, the only one of us Louis hasn’t encountered, steps into the reception area. The women have arranged for her to reconnoiter with the Pinkerton agent while Margery is powdering her nose. On her return, she reports that Louis awaits Margery at the bar, and from there, they’ll retire as planned. The Pinkerton man eavesdropped on the whole exchange.

This is our signal. We gather our handbags and wraps and rise from the table where we’ve been fixtures for the past few hours. To the delight of our waiter, we leave Simpson’s in the Strand behind.

A quick walk around the bustling city block and we are at the entrance to the Savoy hotel. The glamorous hotel is every bit as esteemed as the oak-paneled, stained-glass Brown’s Hotel, where I had tea with Agatha, but the ambience is quite different. Its location near the flashy theater district conveys much about its personality. This is in contrast to Brown’s understated Mayfair location, where it practically blends in with nearby Victorian town houses.

I’m surprised the old-world Emma would choose this glitzy hotel for her London jaunts. It’s quite a contrast from the Kent countryside, where she has an estate called Snowfield. When I tell her so, she sniffs and says, “I wouldn’t normally think to stay here, but some of the actors contracted for my film introduced me to it, and I’ve become quite accustomed to its excesses. It’s certainly proving handy tonight.” I sometimes forget that Emma’s Scarlet Pimpernel will become a film starring silver-screen actors Leslie Howard and Merle Oberon. It’s heady stuff.

Expansive views of the River Thames from the elegantly appointed parlor greet us upon entry into Emma’s suite, but we do not have time to enjoy the vista. Ngaio, Agatha, and I tuck ourselves away in the guest bedroom on the right, and Emma joins us after situating the Pinkerton agent—whom she refers to as “the muscle”—in the guest bedroom on the left.

By the time we hear the front doorknob turn and the door creak open, my nerves are frazzled. Will this really work? Is Margery quite all right? It’s brinkmanship, but what other avenues are open to us?

Girlish giggles and the clink of ice on crystal drift from the parlor into the bedroom. The four of us sit immobile along the edges of the bed, which is draped with a silk coverlet. We are ready to spring into action the moment we hear the signal. Most of us, anyway; Emma doesn’t really spring, and I’m more of an ambler, if I’m being honest.

But when the vase Emma placed precariously at the edge of the sofa table crashes to the floor, we summon unexpected reserves and race into the parlor. This is the sound for which we’ve been waiting. The Pinkerton man is already on the scene, camera in hand. The flash momentarily blinds me—once, then twice—as the damaging pictures of the very married Louis Williams in a Savoy hotel room with an out-of-focus brunette are captured.

Why did we orchestrate this “evidence” of infidelity? When we realized that we had no leverage with which to advance May’s cause—that even the clear testimony May left behind would likely be disregarded—the Queens decided to create some.

“What the hell is going on here?” Louis cries out.

No one answers him. Instead we gaze at him with bemused expressions, waiting to hear what he’ll say next. How he might damn himself.

His eyes blazing with fury, he stares first at Margery, who simply shrugs. He then looks over at us, a flash of recognition passing over his features. “You three … I’ve seen you before. In my offices!”

He sounds well and genuinely surprised. This, in turn, surprises me—and, as I can see from her face, Agatha. If indeed this man is responsible not only for the murder of May Daniels and its cover-up but also for the attack on me in London, the surveillance of me at Ivy’s home, the stalking of us all the way to Boulogne, and the threatening note sent to my flat, why is he astonished at the sight of us? He should know precisely who we are and why we brought him here.

Margery rises from her place at his side and joins us in one of the five seats facing him on the sofa. Emma has arranged them just so, for maximum effect. But Louis is having none of it. He leaps from the sofa and rushes toward the door. Anticipating this attempt at escape, the Pinkerton agent is already there, blocking his exit.

Even though the situation is charged, I cannot help but wonder. How much must Emma be paying this Pinkerton man for his work and his discretion? It is marvelous to have wealthy friends.

It’s my turn to take the floor. “You will stay in this suite and answer to us. Or we will make sure your wife, your family, and everyone you know sees those pictures.”

“Who the hell are you women? Really?”

“Who we are doesn’t matter in the least,” I answer. “What matters is what we want from you.”

“What’s that?” His voice is loud, but I hear fear in his tone.

“We want you to pay for killing May Daniels.”






Chapter Fifty


APRIL 16, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Louis grows pale at the mention of May. At the mention of her murder.

Ngaio taunts him. “No smart retort?”

“I had nothing to do with her death. Absolutely nothing,” he insists. The color has returned to his face in the form of angry, flamed cheeks.

“That’s not what May had to say about it,” I counter, stepping toward him.

“How dare you! You,” he seethes, pointing his finger at me. “You came to my office—my place of work—”

“And then you had me followed and attacked.” I take another step in his direction. Never have I been so determined to exact vengeance. Not even when Bill White abandoned me after I informed him of my pregnancy have I felt such fury.

Backing away from me, Louis retreats until he hits a wall. “What in the name of God are you talking about? I never followed you or attacked you—or instructed anyone to do so. I don’t even remember your name.”

I glance at Agatha, and a subtle nod tells me we need to shift directions. We will come back to his retribution and threats. First things first, I think.

“Do you deny that you had an affair with May Daniels?” I ask, so close to him I can smell his breath, sour with wine and spirits.

His face turns a shade of red so dark it is nearly purple. Ngaio rises and stands by my side. “Not going to deny that, are you?”

He doesn’t respond. He doesn’t need to; this man’s expression telegraphs all.

Ngaio continues her harangue. “I’m guessing you won’t deny that you misled May into thinking you cared about her.”

Louis whispers something so quietly I don’t catch it. “What did you say?”

“I did care about her,” he says, his volume increasing only marginally.

Ngaio launches back in. “Funny way of showing it,” she says. “Killing her, I mean.”

“I did not kill May Daniels!” he yells.

“Let’s start with your smaller crimes, then, shall we? Adultery and fraud. You lied to May about your marital status, didn’t you? You told her you weren’t married. Lured her in—perpetuating a fraud upon her—with your codswallop,” I say.

No response. Doubts are beginning to simmer, however, about the bigger allegations, the ones that have prompted outbursts.

“And then, when she told you she was pregnant, you ordered her to get an abortion.” I glance over at my peers. “Am I correct in thinking that abortion is illegal in our country?”

Agatha answers my rhetorical question. “Oh, yes, I believe it is.”

“What are you talking about?” Louis yells.

“I’ll let Miss Daniels tell the story herself.”

I slide out a copy of May’s letter from my pocket. “She left behind a letter?” Louis asks.

“Thankfully for us, yes. The day Miss Daniels died, in Boulogne, she had a sense that something might happen to her, and she dashed out a letter in a little park in the Old Town and then hid it. In that letter, she describes it this way: ‘I confronted the father. I wasn’t certain what I wanted to do about the baby quite yet, but I knew that if I decided to keep it, I would need financial help … ‘Get rid of it.’ That was the first thing he said. The second thing? ‘I can find someone to take care of it.’”

“This makes no sense.” He is screaming now.

“We know you tried to get her that abortion, perhaps even forced it upon her. In that same letter—written on the last day of her life—she wrote, ‘When we landed here in Boulogne, I did my level best to enjoy the day with Celia. But when I begged off a visit to a dress shop on rue de Lille and rested in a little park—praying for my nausea to pass—a strange man approached me. He sidled up to me on the bench and told me that ‘arrangements’ had been made for me with a local doctor. All I had to do was follow him.’”

“I made no such arrangements,” Louis says slowly, his eyes wide and his tone horrified. “I have no idea who came up to her in that park. How would I send a man to France? Why would I?”

We stare at him. Waiting for him to dig his own grave.

But then he cries, “I can’t be ‘the father’ May mentioned because I was never intimate with her!”

The Queens and I shoot one another quizzical looks. Of all the wild statements, why would he land on that? He seems in earnest. Either Louis is a supremely gifted actor or he’s genuinely perplexed. Because if he wasn’t the father, who was?

“Are you trying to frame me for an act I didn’t commit?” he shrieks.

“You cannot dispute that Miss Daniels was murdered. Strangulation marks were found around her neck, and underneath her dead body, the French police found evidence of massive hemorrhaging,” I say. It requires effort to keep my voice strong and steady.

He is quiet. Unnervingly so.

I pull out the letter again. “Perhaps I should refresh your recollection. ‘In the late summer, my innocence was taken from me in an act that brought me great shame. A surprise assault. Against my will.’”

“That wasn’t me.” Tears well up in his eyes. Louis reaches his hand out to the wall to steady himself. “I didn’t know. She never told me.”

This smug, entitled young man breaks down in racking sobs. Is he lamenting his imminent incarceration and lack of freedom? Does some dusty corner of his soul experience guilt? Could he possibly have had feelings for May? Could all these things be true at once?

It doesn’t matter. What matters is that he confesses or inadvertently offers some hard-and-fast clue we can use. And that he doesn’t think to ask why we haven’t gone to the police with our so-called conclusive evidence and have waylaid him instead.

“I swear to you that I never had sexual relations with May. In fact, starting around August, she grew distant, and I’m embarrassed to admit that I was fine with her disinterest. It was convenient, in fact. I’d grown tired of her resisting my overtures.”

“So you admit you tried?” Ngaio tries to box him in.

“I do admit that, although I was never successful. I’m not proud of the fact. I’m a married man, after all. But I would never force myself on any woman. And so I let things sputter and eventually die out.”

Agatha makes a leading statement. “Yet you reached out to her in October.”

“My situation at home had grown somewhat”—he pauses, as if he’s searching for the right word—“unsteady. I was lonely, and I’d started going to nightclubs with some of the fellows from Mathers. But I disliked the seediness of the club scene.”

“Didn’t find Leonora Denning to your liking?” Ngaio cannot resist the barb, and it is, admittedly, well timed.

His flushed cheeks go white. “You read about that?”

“We read that you were questioned in her disappearance. Two missing young women with ties to you.” Ngaio smirks. “Not a good situation for you.”

Louis looks as though he may be sick. “I understand how it might appear. But I promise you I had precisely one five-minute conversation with Leonora Denning that evening. And then I never saw her again.”

“Funnily enough, no one else did, either.” Ngaio keeps the pressure on.

“You saw Miss Daniels in October. What happened?” I ask, returning to May now that we have unnerved him.

“We met at Rules restaurant and had a perfectly normal chat about a trip she was taking. She then excused herself to go to the lavatory and—poof—disappeared into thin air. When I read the newspaper articles about her disappearance, I was confused. Because as far as I was concerned, she’d already vanished.”

“You never thought of reporting her vanishing from Rules restaurant to the authorities?”

“How could I? I’d be making public the fact I was cheating on my wife.”

“How would your wife handle that?”

“I don’t have to guess. My wife is the daughter of a baronet and takes every opportunity to lord her rank over me. She’s not above changing the locks on our home.”

The five of us remain stock-still and steel-gazed while he retrieves a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wipes his still-damp face. His skin blotchy and his eyes bloodshot, he looks at us, deflated and melancholic. But then he grows quiet and thoughtful, as if processing a great, terrible truth.

In a voice resigned but firm, he says, “I neither harmed May Daniels nor ordered someone else to do so. I swear it. But I may know who did.”
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“We are fools to let him leave!” Ngaio shouts as soon the hotel-room door shuts. “After all the evidence we have! After what he just told us. And why would we believe him, anyway?”

I turn away from the door, where I’ve been staring at Louis’s back as he leaves the suite. Can we believe his ramblings? Are they the lies of a desperate man?

“We hardly have the authority to make him stay. It’s not as if we are actual police detectives,” I remind her. “Not to mention, I’m inclined to give some credence to what Louis told us. After all, the information he shared is damning to him as well, although admittedly not as damning as a murder charge.”

“Ngaio, it’s not as if he’s been let loose on the world. My Pinkerton associates will be keeping an eye on him,” Emma adds. “And we got what we needed tonight.”

“Yes—we have the insurance policies, as it were, of the letter and the photographs,” Margery says, citing her very recent accomplishment.

“For which we are eternally grateful,” I say. “That was no easy feat. I was worried about you.”

“Honestly”—Margery leans toward me conspiratorially—“I enjoyed toying with Louis, even though, of course, I found him reprehensible. I’m very happy that it might help and—”

Ngaio erupts, her volume overpowering Margery’s words. “So let me get this straight, Emma. We have the testimony of May Daniels, explicitly stating that Louis Williams fathered her child, asked her to abort it, and orchestrated an illicit approach to do exactly that in Boulogne. I think we can surmise that this same man absconded with her in the Gare Centrale in the minutes after she locked away her letter, then killed her. And we just let the culprit walk out of here? Even though we have blackmail material at hand? We should have tied him to a chair and let him suffer for days in his own filth until he confessed. In writing.” She is practically screaming.

I see her point, and I feel her point. I long to exact vengeance here and now, and most signs point to Louis’s guilt. But for once, my gut tells me to hold back; we are playing the long game here. We cannot give in to impulsive surges of emotion. No matter how justified they are. Instead, we’ve got to channel that energy into our next move.

Besides, can we truly conclude that May named Louis as the father?

I’m about to risk Ngaio’s wrath and say some version of this when Emma calmly replies, “First of all, May is very careful in the language of her letter. She refers to the person we think of as Louis only as her ‘beau,’ and she uses the word ‘father’ of her child, but she never states who that is. A careful review of the letter could yield an interpretation referencing two different unnamed men.”

“Come on,” Ngaio barks at her. “That is semantics.”

“Is it?” Emma asks. “Or did we read into the letter what we wanted to find there?”

I glance up from the letter. “Listen carefully to this line. ‘I’ve kept the letter as nameless as possible to keep you safe; I’m hoping that, if you share this with the authorities, they might be able to fill in the blanks.’”

Emma continues. “Even if May had been explicit, we’ve already been told by several sources that her letter won’t be perceived as credible—thanks to the press’s portrayal of her. And we could get arrested for illegally detaining Louis. Wouldn’t that be a fine end to whatever help we can give May?”

Ngaio’s voice gets even louder. “It doesn’t matter that the police won’t use the letter to arrest Louis. We could bring our own pressure to bear—on Louis or, if we believe him, the one he says may have killed her—by giving the letter to the press. Not doing so is a cowardly pandering to societal expectations!” She huffs. “As always.”

The words exchanged between Ngaio and Emma have sharp spikes instead of the friendly gibes I’ve finally gotten used to. The begrudging admiration each woman has for the other—in which they appreciate, if not agree with, the other’s approach to surmounting the barriers around them—dissolves. They now use their differences against each other, as I worried they one day might.

“Cowardly?” Emma is now raising her voice. She takes several steps toward Ngaio, and even though she’s shorter than the five-foot-ten Ngaio by several inches, somehow she towers.

When Ngaio doesn’t react, Emma continues, “Pandering? As always? How dare you? You were raised at a time when some women had the right to vote and had the ability, albeit limited, to carve out independent lives, even if that garnered them the ‘surplus’ label. I had no such choices; my era was incalculably harder for women and the choices far narrower. In fact, your path has been paved by women like me. I accomplished unprecedented success without the benefit of money—never mind the title—and without a lick of cowardice or pandering. Don’t you dare mistake me for a coward because I wear skirts instead of pants and insist on common courtesies.”

Ngaio doesn’t speak. Emma doesn’t speak. The two women stand, shoulders squared, staring at each other.

I march across the room, stopping when I’m equidistant between them. “Never mind all that, you two. We come to the same place by differing means, but we must remember that we stand together. Certainly we all wish we’d proved the identity of May’s killer tonight and that we’d ambushed him once and for all. Not only is Louis Williams reprehensible enough to have done it, he’s also a bird in hand. But after listening to him and reading the letter repeatedly, I am not convinced he’s guilty of killing her. Treating her shabbily, yes. Tricking her into illicit behavior, absolutely. Yet we will have to decide together whether he’s telling the truth about another person being responsible for May’s murder.”

Agatha takes this as her cue. “Only together can we assess Louis’s statements. I would propose we tackle this the same way we map out the resolutions to our mysteries. We may not be real detectives, but no one can match us for solving puzzles.”

Even though Agatha and I hadn’t planned this, we seem to be of like mind. She gestures toward me to continue. “Let’s start from the beginning.”

Ngaio groans good-naturedly. “Not your timeline again.”

Margery and Agatha chuckle, and even Emma joins in. Ngaio and Emma haven’t apologized to each other, but the laughter seems a sign of thawing. So I take no umbrage at the mocking of my beloved timeline.

“No timeline, although I do reserve the right to bring it out in the future,” I announce with a smile. “By ‘start from the beginning,’ I mean something different. I’d like us to consider how we solve our mysteries—as writers.”

“Don’t we have more urgent matters to attend to than nattering on about our writing processes?” Ngaio challenges me in that same supercilious tone she’d used with Emma. Hasn’t she learned that she doesn’t have to be so combative or demeaning with us? That it can lead to tension that needn’t exist?

I ignore her. We can withstand no more distractions at this juncture.

“We have gotten quite far pretending to be detectives. Astonishingly far, in fact. But I think we will get no further without accessing our true talents. And tomorrow morning, at my flat, we will convene to resolve this plot as neatly as we resolve our own mysteries.”
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The Queens escort me to the front door of my flat and wait in the hallway until I give them the all clear. But I do not hear the clack of their retreating high heels until my lock gives a metallic clang. I breathe a sigh of relief at the caretaking of my friends. After the assault on the street, the invasion of my Boulogne hotel room, and the threatening note—although only Agatha knows about that—I can no longer pretend that I’m safe. And yet I’ve decided to plow forward, regardless of the damage that could be done to my reputation and John’s. I cannot let fear deter me from the righteous path.

Agatha helped me see my strength and purpose. Has it only been seven hours ago that she arrived at my flat in her evening dress? Oh, dear, I think, staring around at the trail of clothes, the plate of half-eaten biscuits, the scattered-about glasses of watered-down whiskey and cups of tea. My stomach churns at the sight of it. What a shambles she observed, I think. Although I suppose she’s seen my biggest mess of all and remains my friend. It is a wonder.

Before I even remove my evening dress, I begin cleaning. The Queens will be arriving back here at nine o’clock sharp, and I don’t want them thinking me slovenly. Dirty clothes in the hamper, plates and glasses soaking in the sink, tabletops and counters wiped clean, I am just about to start sweeping when I hear a noise. It sounds remarkably like the clink of my front-door lock.

For what feels like the millionth time, I’m considering my options. It is then I hear Mac’s Scottish brogue. “Hello, wife!! Are you about?”

How relieved and delighted I am to see him. I race toward him, wrapping my arms around him before he even has a chance to take off his hat and coat. “I’m chuffed, Dorothy. From the state of our goodbyes at Ivy’s, I hadn’t expected this warm a welcome.” He smiles, his eyes crinkling happily.

“I missed you. The days at Ivy’s were long,” I murmur, “as has every day been since I saw you last, in truth.”

“The healing took a dark turn? Ivy’s reports weren’t that gloomy, and I heard you had visitors,” he says, and his expression shows real concern. I hadn’t realized that he and Ivy had been in contact; I’m touched.

Pulling away ever so slightly, Mac slides his arms out of his coat and hangs it up. As he removes his hat, running a hand through his hair, I reply. “Healing meant I couldn’t write, and I know you understand how frustrating that can be,” I say, and he nods sympathetically. I dip a toe in turbulent waters and add, “Although having John around was certainly restorative.”

“I bet it was. He’s a good lad,” he says amiably enough. Then with an expectant half smile, he suggests, “Perhaps we could have him for a week over the summer holidays.”

“Oh, Mac!” I throw my arms around him again. “Really? That would mean the world to me.”

“Really,” he says in that brogue I adore. He leans down for a deep kiss that takes my breath away.

As I lead him toward the sofa, he asks, “How about your friends? Ivy mentioned your gang came calling. The Queens?”

“Yes, my new Queens of Crime group made the trip, which was quite lovely of them. Although there was an element of work to it.…” I trail off. Is this the moment to bring up our investigation of the May Daniels case?

He takes the bait. “Work? Are you collaborating on a book? That could be good fun.” Mac’s eyes sparkle at the mention of this group undertaking.

“We may in the future. But we’ve actually been working on the May Daniels case.”

“May Daniels?” he asks, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“The very same. When I told the Queens about our assignment, they were intrigued. May’s disappearance in the Gare Centrale washroom is the perfect locked-room mystery,” I say, giving Mac a quick once-over to see how all this registers.

“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you’re right.”

Promising, I think, then continue. “They wanted to try their hand at solving it. And so we’ve been tackling it on and off ever since. They even dragged me to Boulogne a few days ago.”

“That must have been a sight to see—the five of you overtaking France,” he says with a chuckle. “I almost pity the citizens of Boulogne. They probably had no idea what hit them. You and your brilliant cohort—no less than Agatha Christie. That terrifying duo of Baroness Orczy and the Aussie whose name I can never pronounce. The only one who might not have had the French quaking in their boots is that Margery person. What is her surname?”

“Allingham.”

“Right, right.”

I laugh at the picture he’s conjured. “Your description of the five of us in France is spot-on.”

“Did you ladies find anything?” he asks. We sit closer on the sofa, side by side, thighs touching.

“We unearthed several interesting tidbits. Although I’m not sure any of them will be admissible or lead to an arrest. One trail of clues did lead to a connection between May Daniels and some successful men in the theater and insurance businesses. But we aren’t quite sure how solid the evidence is or how provable their role.”

“Who are the men?”

“Jimmy and Louis Williams, a father and son who run the insurance concern called Mathers. And Sir Alfred Chapman, who is the co–managing director of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, along with several other West End theaters.”

Mac sits up a little straighter and meets my eyes. His lighthearted mood has turned serious. “Be careful, Dorothy. On paper, the Williamses seem like your usual status-conscious businessmen, but Jimmy made his climb to respectability via all sorts of shady dealings—gambling, horses, you name it. I know for certain he’s still up to his eyeballs in loan sharking. He’s propped up his son in business and in marriage; he made a match for Louis with the daughter of a broke baronet who could give him a tangential tie to the aristocratic class. Jimmy is ruthless and hell-bound to keep his family in this new, respectable wealthy class.”

This is a perspective we haven’t heard. What more does Mac know? “What about Sir Alfred Chapman?”

“Oh, he’s the worst sort of man. Got himself knighted for his wartime services overseeing rationing, but the word on the street is that he was the kingpin of the Great War black market in food, stealing from the mouths of babes and women. He’s since remade himself as a preeminent showman, but I’d hate to see what he gets up to behind the scenes.”

I’m shocked. “That mild-mannered gentleman?”

“His bland, unassuming facade is often described as his greatest weapon.” Mac pauses. “Why do you believe he’s mild-mannered, Dorothy? Please tell me you haven’t had any dealings with him.”

I’ve dug myself a hole here. Nowhere to go but the truth. “Agatha and I met him at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, after a show. As far as he knows, we are just two boring matrons who met Basil Dean at a party.”

I do not mention that I left behind an autographed copy of The Five Red Herrings. And that Sir Alfred certainly knows who I am. It simply won’t do to have Mac worrying; we are too far gone in this investigation to back away now.

“It best stay that way, my love,” he says as he wraps himself around me. “Promise me you won’t get too close to them. They are nasty pieces of work.” He is in earnest.

I bestow a coy, wide smile on him. He would never, ever underestimate me, but at this hour of night, as we sit snugly together on the couch, he might just be susceptible to my wiles. “Mac, my dear, we are just a group of female mystery writers gathering at the University Women’s Club and in restaurants to noodle on this puzzle over tea. What possible interest could they have in us? And what threat could we pose to men such as those?”






Chapter Fifty-Three


APRIL 17, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The bookshelves have been dusted and the wooden floors swept. I’ve wiped clean the kitchen surfaces and tidied the drafts of the very tardy Have His Carcase on my desk. The timeline has been pinned to the wall alongside blank sheets of paper where we will sketch out our plan. Earlier, I braved the unseasonably brisk early morning temperatures and scampered down Great James Street to the bakery on the corner, and now reheated hot crumpets and scones sit alongside jars of orange marmalade and berry jam, stacks of small porcelain plates, teacups, and a steaming pot of tea on the sofa table. A fire burns in the hearth. The flat has even been cleared of Mac, although that was his own doing; work called.

A delicate knock sounds at the door, and from the tempo, I guess that Agatha has arrived first. But when I open the door, I’m wrong. It is Emma, the Queen I’d been most anxious about inviting to my flat. She lives a razzle-dazzle life in Monte Carlo, Tuscany, and Kent, and I worry that a glimpse into my less-than-glamorous existence may alter her perception of me.

She steps into the flat and hands me her coat and hat. She peeks into the parlor, declaring, “How positively wondrous! A London pied-à-terre of the most writerly sort!”

I’d never thought of my flat as a pied-à-terre, but I’ll take the compliment.

After I guide her toward the most comfortable upholstered armchair, I rush back to answer the next knock. The three other Queens stand at the door, then pour into my flat on a wave of laughter and chatter. Has my flat ever reverberated with a cacophony of such happy sounds? I wonder, a smile spreading across my face. Too bad it took a murder and assaults and threats to prompt this cheery gathering.

The women settle on the sofa and upholstered chairs, helping themselves to crumpets and scones while I pour them tea. Once the chin-wagging dies down, I take my place at the wall facing them. “Apologies that the timeline has reappeared,” I joke, pointing to the now familiar chronology, and they laugh. “But we shan’t be focusing on that first. Instead, we will start with a question, the most pressing one before us today. How does each of you solve your murders?”

“What exactly do you mean?” Emma asks. “How do we map them out for the purposes of writing? Or how do we resolve them in the pages of our books?”

“The latter.”

“Let’s turn the question on the questioner,” Margery says with a smile. “How do you do it, Dorothy?”

This unexpected turn might take us a bit off course. A very specific idea of how we might decipher this mystery had occurred to me last evening, but I want the women to reach the same conclusion on their own.

“I guess the best way to describe the way I solve the murders is that I serve the work,” I reply.

“What on earth does that mean? Sounds very mystical,” Ngaio—of course—says.

I don’t let her shake me. “I take direction from it and shape it according to that guidance. I don’t let my own predilections or potential readers’ desires dictate the course of the plot or its conclusion.”

“So you let the muse direct you?” Emma asks.

“That’s one way to describe it. Although for me, the muse is God rather than the ancient Greek mythological figure with a capital M. I grew up in a religious household; my father was an Anglican vicar. Those teachings have never left me, although they have taken on their own form in my adult years.”

The women are quiet. Religious beliefs are a topic upon which we haven’t touched. Although why not? We are dealing with life and death as well as good and evil in the case of May Daniels. This secular age in which we live and the intellectual labors in which we engage don’t lend themselves to religion, I suppose. That is a conversation, however, for another day.

Or is it?

“I’m not saying that religion will help us reach a solution to May Daniels’s murder—I hardly think Moses will descend with tablets naming the killer and the best way to trap him,” I say, and the women laugh in relief. Did they think I was about to embark on a sermon? “But if we use our own muses—whatever inspires us as writers, not the detectives we’ve been playing at—as the guide, how would we bring about the just and right solution for May? What device would we use?”

“I know what technique I would use,” Ngaio says.

“So do I,” Emma says in agreement.

“I do as well,” Margery says. “I wonder if we are all landing on the same approach.”

“Why don’t I go first?” Agatha leans forward, a grin on her face. She’s enjoying this little game immensely. I suppose it isn’t often we have similarly situated others with whom to discuss the ins and outs of our work. Isn’t that the main reason I formed the Detection Club in the first place? To provide a forum for exactly this sort of discussion? So that we wouldn’t be considered mad for speaking aloud the many ways the latest kitchen gadget could be used as a murder weapon? Of course, I had originally thought we’d be considering fictional mysteries. I had no idea that the behavior by certain male Detection Club members would spur us into solving actual crimes.

“By all means: you have the floor.”

“Close your eyes for a moment,” Agatha instructs us, and we obey. “You have all been at this juncture before. The factual threads are coming together. An image is forming of May and Louis and the assault and May’s pregnancy and the other missing girl and the manner in which May’s involvement made her dangerous. Am I correct?”

I squint through my lashes to see the others nodding, and I join in before shutting my eyes again.

“But the image is only an outline without a clear shape. We have a sense of the why as well as the how. Yet there is a big blank spot in the center of that image—the who—and identifying that who requires the characters to reveal their guilt or innocence to us.”

As expected, Ngaio interjects, “I’d argue that Louis is that who. May practically identifies him in her letter.”

I chime in. “You may well be correct, Ngaio. But we are talking about the device we will choose to prove it.”

“Exactly,” Agatha says, concurring. “To me, the obvious choice is a gathering of the circle of suspects. We will bring together all the possible perpetrators under the auspices of revealing the murderer’s identity—and they will do the work for us.”

“That’s what I was thinking!” Margaret squeals delightedly.

Emma sits back and beams contentedly. “Outstanding.”

“We hardly have a circle,” Ngaio mutters. “We’ve only got the one.”

“Do we?” I ask, and the women stare at me.

I continue. “We have Louis, of course. That is a given. Even though I’m no longer entirely sold on his guilt, he’s despicable enough to consider. We know he’s married with children and a cheater to boot. He had an affair with May—tossing her off when it didn’t suit him—and undoubtedly has had numerous other paramours. Certainly he flirted with Leonora Denning on her last night—a coincidence that’s impossible to ignore—and look how quickly he jumped at Margery when she seemed to be on offer.”

Ngaio gives me an unexpectedly wide grin. “My point exactly.”

“What I learned about him and his father last night from my husband would seem to seal his fate as the murderer.”

“What is that?” Emma asks.

“Mac and I discussed the fact that his father had a very low birth.” I cannot bring myself to say the word “bastard,” and Agatha gives me a sympathetic nod of understanding. “To make the sort of incredible climb that he did, Jimmy had to create opportunities for himself. A boy born in the slums has to use whatever means are at his disposal to make money and connections—in this case, gambling and horses and moneylending and probably worse with a fast crowd of aristocrats, celebrities, and affluent businessmen who commit their own multitude of sins. When he’d amassed enough cash, he put window dressing on it and created Mathers Insurance. And now Jimmy Williams has the desperate desire to create for his son the sort of prosperous, respectable existence he wanted for himself.”

“Is Louis involved in the same illegal enterprises as his father?” Margery asks.

“Mac suspects not. He’s heard rumors that Jimmy still has a hand in loan sharking and the like, but he seems to be shielding his son from his shady dealings. Directing him toward the reputable aspects of Mathers Insurance. But certainly Louis would understand the nature of the people to whom he sells insurance and with whom his father still socializes. And he would have a healthy appreciation for the kind of person his father is, since Jimmy controls Louis with an iron fist. He has all his hopes of gentility pinned on his son.”

“Let me guess,” Emma says. “You would add Jimmy Williams to our circle of suspects as well.”

“Wouldn’t you?” I ask.

The women nod, and Ngaio cannot help but state the obvious. With sarcasm. “Well, that makes two suspects. More of a line than a circle.”

“Have you forgotten the other person that keeps popping up? Sir Alfred Chapman?” I ask.

“Sir Alfred? He doesn’t sound as though he’d swat a fly,” Ngaio says.

“Sir Alfred is not what he seems. He may have been knighted for his work with food rationing during the Great War, but Mac is fairly certain that he also dealt in the black market. So he was taking milk and eggs and produce away from the citizens and reselling it at a hefty premium. He’s best known, of course, for his theater empire, owning and running many theaters in the West End and elsewhere. But don’t forget about the theater world’s dark underbelly. All those young, vulnerable women, desperate for jobs and vying for roles.”

“These men all seem rotten.” Emma sounds disgusted.

“So shall we add Sir Alfred to the circle?” I ask.

“Yes,” Agatha says, her eyes shining. “Let’s gather all three men and force them to disclose their natures.”

“As you did in The Mysterious Affair at Styles.” I smile at Agatha.

“As you did in The Five Red Herrings, Dorothy,” Agatha says.

I share my smile with the others. “Perhaps our circle of suspects will shake loose a killer. And the truth will come out.”






Chapter Fifty-Four


APRIL 18, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

The other Queens and I ride the elevator up in silence. It is empty save for the five of us, as is most of the office building. We purposely chose a time after normal working hours for this solemn task.

Are they anxious? Heaven knows I am; thank goodness I wore dark colors to hide my nervous perspiration. This may not be the first time we’ve acted the part of detectives, but it’s certainly our first time performing at the crucial denouement. Much more is at stake than the fate of a fictional character in the elaborate scheme we have in mind today.

The elevator doors part, and we step as one into the foyer of Mathers Insurance. We nod at the Pinkerton man, who is seated in the lobby, keeping watch. The same bored blond clerk sits at the reception desk as before, presumably here after hours to admit us.

Emma says “Excuse me” several times before the woman deigns to respond. This time, I get a closer look at her reading material: it is The Stage, a weekly publication covering theater goings-on. Queued up next in her pile is The Era, another theater paper. Interesting, I think as my mind whirls.

“Yes?” she asks, as if we are interrupting her. But then her eyes narrow as if she might just actually recollect a few of us. Or perhaps this is another part of her standard inhospitable greeting.

“We are here for an appointment with Mr. Williams.” Emma speaks for us, as we’d decided. She’s very difficult to refuse. “Junior,” she adds when I nudge her.

The clerk glances over at an open calendar on her desk. “He’s already in a meeting upstairs with some gentlemen, but I don’t see any ladies’ names on the list of attendees.”

“If you would ask Mr. Williams, I’m sure he will instruct you to escort us in,” Emma insists. Her voice is low and her tone polite, but her eyes flash sternly.

“No name on the list, no entrance. Thus no need to ask Mr. Williams anything. It’s as simple as that.” The clerk’s voice is every bit as hard and unyielding as Emma’s. The only softness in her tone is the slightest Irish lilt, one she’s worked to hide.

It seems Emma has met her match in this unflinching, ennui-dripping clerk.

At this, Louis walks into the room, a wan smile on his lips. No trace of the overly confident young man whom we encountered at the Savoy and whom Margery fended off. He’d been a reluctant participant in our plan today, but eventually he acquiesced. Otherwise, as we made plain, May’s letter would be submitted to every newspaper in town, accompanied by a little note naming the “beau” as Louis Williams. The letter might not be enough for a conviction, but it should suffice to cause marital strife. His demeanor and pallid complexion suggest a surrender to our purpose, which helps alleviate some of my fear that he’s arranged a trap for us. Are the others similarly appeased? Opinions had varied on whether this office is indeed the most auspicious place for our gathering of suspects. It’s hostile territory, after all.

“It’s quite all right, Miss Bennett. The ladies were last-minute invitees to the meeting. You won’t find their names on the list,” he explains.

“If you say so, Mr. Williams,” she answers. Her words are perfectly proper, but her tone reveals something less respectful. Is this one of the women with whom Louis dallied? Perhaps the one May witnessed him with? And now Miss Bennett harbors a grudge? She doesn’t seem the sort of vulnerable woman to be charmed by him, but perhaps I’ve misjudged them both.

Without another word, Louis leads us toward the staircase. When we reach the landing, I spot a cavernous space to the left. There, two dozen or so simple empty cherrywood desks are arranged in rows, presumably the place where clerks work by the light of banker’s lamps. The greenish pools of light on the desk surfaces give the space an eerie glow.

But we don’t head in that direction. Instead we stop before a set of wide mahogany doors inset with windows. The rich, detailed wood is quite the contrast to the cheaper cherry furniture in the distance. As Louis ushers us in, Agatha and I stand at the back of our group, and she whispers, “Showtime.” I inhale deeply, noticing that she does as well.

The room is hazy with cigar smoke. At a vast oval mahogany table sit two men, puffing away. As we file in, they stare. They are familiar to some of us. The silver-haired man in the crisp navy windowpane-plaid suit and horn-rimmed glasses is Louis’s father, Jimmy. And the unprepossessing man with the graying blond hair and slate-colored tweed suit is, of course, Sir Alfred Chapman.

None of us is what we seem, I remind myself.

Before Louis can introduce us, Jimmy jumps up and says, “These are the women with disconcerting information about some criminal activities? They don’t exactly look the part. In fact, they look very like some prospective Mathers Insurance clients I’ve met.” This he murmurs with a raised eyebrow.

There’s that working-class Welsh accent again, I think. Unlike Miss Bennett’s accent, it is not carefully hidden. This inflection, I suspect, gets trotted out when he thinks it will move the needle. What is it about us that this man believes will be affected by a working-class Welsh lilt? Does he imagine we’ll be more sympathetic? Clearly he recognizes some of us from our reconnaissance visits here, but otherwise how did Louis describe us? When we persuaded him to help us today—blackmailed him into doing so, more like—we had, in the end, shared our names with him. In giving him very specific instructions on how he should set forth the reason for our meeting, we ordered him to keep our identities vague.

The ever-imposing Emma steps forward. Undeterred, she says, “We are every bit the part. Do not underestimate us.”

“Can you believe this?” Jimmy scoffs, turning to his son and Sir Alfred and then back to us. “I applaud your audacity. I almost can’t wait to hear what flimsy magician’s tricks you think you’ve got up your sleeve.”

“Please, Father,” Louis implores.

“Take a seat, ladies. Never let it be said that we denied chairs to elderly women,” Jimmy says, making a show of offering us the empty seats across from him. He then glances at Margery and adds, “Yourself excepted, darling.”

“I’ll remain here,” I reply, keeping my voice level and strong. I refuse to be shaken. Standing tall, I pull May’s letter out of my handbag and say, “These are the final words of Miss May Daniels, written in the hours before her disappearance and death, on October 16.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Sir Alfred shooting a glance at Jimmy, who bellows, “Who is May Daniels?”

I ignore this question and begin. No additional context. And no explanation of the letter’s previous whereabouts. I want May to speak for herself before the men who did wrong by her.

As I read May’s words aloud, I periodically glance at the men’s faces. I don’t know what I expected, but they are strangely quiet. Had I envisioned fist-thumping denials that give way to a confession? Perhaps I hoped for tears of remorse? If this were one of my novels, I’d probably have them do all three in quick succession.

“What nonsense.” Jimmy finally speaks, forcing a laugh. It sounds hollow and false. “How dare you march into my place of work and accuse us of having something to do with the death of this girl— some nobody nurse—when her letter never even mentions any of us. I could sue you for slander.”

“Oh, Mr. Williams, did you think the letter was all we had?” It’s my turn to laugh. “I just wanted to return Miss Daniels’s voice to her one last time, since you all rendered her voiceless.”

Jimmy glances over at Louis, making a show of shaking his head. “How could you let these madwomen in here, son? What delusional mutterings.”

I do not dignify his response with a reply. Instead, I say, “In June of 1930, Louis Williams entered into a relationship with a young nurse, May Daniels. So that she’d be smartly dressed for their evenings out to dinner and the theater—tickets courtesy of you, Sir Alfred—Mr. Williams the younger purchased two gowns for Miss Daniels at the designer shop Madame Isobel. We have the receipts. This relationship continued throughout the summer, as Miss Daniels’s friend Celia McCarthy can attest. There is no denying that Louis Williams is the ‘beau’ referenced in Miss Daniels’s letter.”

“That part is true, Father,” Louis says, his eyes downcast.

Jimmy, pointedly, does not look at his son. I see no sign of surprise on his face.

“Mr. Williams the younger was, in fact, one of the last people to see Miss Daniels alive,” I say. “They had a dinner date at Rules restaurant the night before she left for Boulogne—October 14. The Rules staff will support this.”

The room is silent. None of the men makes eye contact with me or with one another. “It’s an awfully suspicious confluence of events, particularly in light of May’s letter. How did she put it? ‘In the late summer, my innocence was taken from me in an act that brought me great shame. A surprise assault. Against my will … “Get rid of it.” That was the first thing he said. The second thing? “I can find someone to take care of it.” … In Boulogne … a strange man approached me. He sidled up to me on the bench and told me that “arrangements” had been made for me with a local doctor. All I had to do was follow him.… I wondered about the stranger. Had he been sent to get rid of me as well as the baby?’”

I pause for a reaction but receive none. Where are Jimmy’s protestations now?

I continue. “It makes for a compelling case against the young Mr. Williams, especially because large quantities of blood were found beneath May Daniels’s body. Consistent with an abortion or miscarriage. And of course, Mr. Williams’s questioning by the police in the case of another missing girl—the violinist Leonora Denning, who also vanished in October after performing in Cavalcade—doesn’t weigh in his favor.”

“My God,” Jimmy Williams utters, staring down at the table. All bravado and condescension are gone; only concern and surprise remain.

“There is one problem with this story, Father,” Louis says, meeting Jimmy’s eyes.

“Just one? The story seems positively riddled with them. Beginning with these women.” He points to us, summoning a flash of anger and righteousness again. But it peters out quickly, and he deflates like an old balloon.

“I never had relations with May Daniels.”

Jimmy sputters, “What?”

“Never. So while I wooed her and lied to her and certainly tried to sleep with her, I had no luck consummating the affair. In fact, the relationship had been on the wane long before she left for Boulogne. I was not the father of May’s child, and I had nothing to do with her death.” His eyes are plaintive and pleading.

I exchange glances with the other women. Our job is to gauge these men’s reactions. My instinct tells me that neither Louis nor his father is lying. But what do the other Queens intuit?

“If Louis isn’t responsible for May’s baby or her death, then I think we know who is. Don’t we?” I say, ensuring that, while my words may be quizzical, my tone is not. I want the men to believe we already know the answer and have proof.

“Obviously it wasn’t me. I would hardly send someone to harm this girl and blame it on my son,” Jimmy Williams scoffs.

A shadow crosses over Sir Alfred’s face, and suddenly, the innocuous older gentleman appears less insipid and more nefarious. It is as if an invisible mask has lifted.

His lip curls as he says to Jimmy and Louis, “Why are we even entertaining these crones, gentlemen? Who would ever believe five women writers of mystery fiction? These women lie for a living.”

So he does know who we all are. Of course he knows my identity; I left one of my novels in his care, after all. But Agatha introduced herself as Mrs. Mallowan, although I suppose Sir Alfred could have done some digging into Agatha’s identity through his partner, Basil Dean, who knows Agatha’s sister. The others should be entirely unknown to him, assuming Louis kept to our bargain.

“Evidence turns our so-called fiction into fact, Sir Alfred,” I proclaim.

His disturbingly pale eyes shift to me, and when they meet mine, there is venom in them. “By ‘evidence,’ do you mean your precious letter, Dorothy?” By calling me by my given name, he insults me and hopes to diminish me. “The one you worked so hard to locate? The one that will never be admissible in a court of law in England or France? What possible difference could a letter from a silly young woman mean to us? A young woman who, according to the newspapers, had loose morals and was addicted to morphine?” Shaking his head dramatically, he twists toward Louis. “What terrible taste in women you have, Louis—a slut and a morphine addict? And you expect us to believe you never had sex with her? Please. It seems to me that you had every motive for murder.”

Jimmy yells, “How dare you speak to my son that way?”

“It was you, wasn’t it?” Louis fumes at Sir Alfred. “You were the one who raped May. I unwittingly sent her into your hateful arms when I asked her to stop by your office after she saw Cavalcade.”

“You mean you didn’t send her to me as a gift?” Sir Alfred gives Louis a sickening smile and lets out a horrible laugh. How could I have ever perceived this monster as a harmless gentleman? “I assumed it was tit for tat—repayment for the chorus line of actresses I routinely place in your path. Not to mention a violinist.” His eyebrow lifts knowingly. “If only the violinist had been as docile as your nurse.”

What does he mean by that? Suddenly I think I know, and I am disgusted by the possibilities racing through my mind.

Louis lunges at Sir Alfred, punching the older man squarely in the mouth and jaw and knocking Jimmy sideways in the process. Sir Alfred falls back, clutching at his face. Louis goes after him again, yelling, “May was good and kind. How dare you?!” His fist is raised for another punch, but his father manages to hold him back.

I watch the scene. Sir Alfred has essentially confessed to raping May—and, as the “father” referred to in her letter, insisting on an abortion—but we need to take this one step further. And perhaps more. We are nearly there.

Dabbing at his bloody lip with a handkerchief, he gestures to us with his other hand. “I can’t believe you are giving credence to the unsupported vitriol these women are spewing, Louis. And you as well, Jimmy. That girl doesn’t matter unless you make her matter. Same with these women.”

I glance at Margery. “Would you mind asking the receptionist to bring in a cloth for Sir Alfred’s lip?”

Margery gives me a confused look, and Ngaio opens her mouth, undoubtedly to admonish me for helping this dastardly fellow. But Agatha silences her by placing a hand on her arm. This next part of the plan I’ve only confided to Agatha just minutes ago.

A moment later, the meeting-room doors swing open, and Miss Bennett follows Margery inside, several cloths in her hand. “Alfred,” she exclaims at the sight of the man’s bloody face, then covers her mouth. “I mean, Sir Alfred, are you quite all right?”

As she hastens toward him, I glance over at Agatha, who nods and says, “Sir Alfred, after what you just said, are you still maintaining that you did not assault Miss Daniels? That you were not the father of her child?”

“I was just joking before. Why in the name of God would I concern myself with some lowly nurse—a floozy at that? When I’ve got an interchangeable lineup of dazzling dancing girls at my beck and call at my theater? I’m not an idiot, like Louis over there.”

Miss Bennett freezes in her ministrations. Louis’s body tenses, as if he’s about to pounce again. So does Jimmy’s. He doesn’t like anyone denigrating his son.

Sir Alfred keeps talking. “And anyway, wasn’t there a confession?”

I shiver at his mention of the confession, then freeze. How did he know about it? Discovery of the note hadn’t made the news. The immediate dismissal by the police eviscerated all its legitimacy, and the reporters never put wind in its sails.

Then I realize: Sir Alfred must have orchestrated the “confession” himself. And I have another epiphany. He arranged the letter Leonora Denning supposedly wrote to her parents, too, explaining away her disappearance. This terrible man is also responsible for whatever wrong was done to poor Miss Denning and the attempt to cover it up.

Should I call him out? Or continue down this line of questioning? Not only Louis but also Miss Bennett are listening intently, and the time is ripe to finish what we started.

“So, Sir Alfred, you didn’t send someone to keep an eye on Louis Williams here at Mathers Insurance? Someone he wouldn’t suspect but who would be able to keep track of his relationship with Miss Daniels? Perhaps at the behest of his father, who wasn’t keen on the pair? He couldn’t have his married son entangled with a—how did you put it?—‘nobody nurse.’”

Sir Alfred stares at me, his eyes poisonous, as does Jimmy. Louis stares at Sir Alfred and then his father, awareness descending upon him slowly.

When I speak again, the eyes of all three men are fixed upon me. The eyes of Miss Bennett, however, do not move from Sir Alfred. “Someone like Miss Millicent Bennett here? A former performer in your West End shows who’s grown perhaps a little long in the tooth? Someone who would do this favor for a price? A role in a show? An ongoing relationship with you?”

It is now Miss Bennett’s turn to stare at me.

I face her. “The information he wanted at first didn’t seem like much, did it? Just listening in on a few telephone conversations, opening a few letters, rifling through some drawers. Miss Daniels’s address. The sorts of contact they’d had. The where and the when of their dates.” I ignore Miss Bennett’s narrowing eyes and continue with my gamble. “But then Miss Daniels went missing. You begged Sir Alfred to release you from this assignment. He asked you to stay a little longer—telling you that your long-awaited stage role wasn’t quite ready—and you did, even though you became increasingly uncomfortable when May Daniels’s body was found. But still, you kept working for him. When I left my travel satchel at your desk more than a week ago, you were able to procure my full name, weren’t you? That’s how Sir Alfred was able to send someone to attack me after I stopped in here.”

Jimmy pivots toward Sir Alfred. “You did all this? Raped that poor girl at the theater? Then killed her later? Stalked and attacked this woman?” He points to me.

Sir Alfred doesn’t reply at first. He hasn’t stopped glaring at me. Finally he turns toward Jimmy. “Don’t act as though you are innocent, Jimmy. Who asked me to keep an eye on your feckless son in the first place? Who suggested I handle the situation when I told you she was pregnant? Who referred me to Charlie Fletcher, that thug who collects your loan-sharking debts from deadbeats who won’t pay?”

“I didn’t know it was you who got her pregnant!” Jimmy screams. “You told me it was my son. And I thought you’d use Charlie Fletcher to arrange an abortion—not kill her! But you used me and my desire to protect my son to cover up your own reprehensible actions.”

“Just so you understand: if I am accused of May Daniels’s murder, you will go down with me, Jimmy. Don’t forget, Charlie Fletcher is your man. And you are the one who encouraged me to use him to ‘take care of her.’ So in essence, you commanded Charlie to go to Boulogne and extricate the nurse from the train station—in her ridiculous disguise—and make sure she went quietly by threatening to harm the friend otherwise. He then ‘took care of her’; that the pregnancy ended was just an unexpected bonus from his strenuous efforts up by Napoleon’s column. I will make the police see that all this is down to you. I don’t think you want to gamble your life away—and that of your son—for an unimportant girl, Jimmy.”

Louis stares at his father, and no one moves. Not Jimmy, not Sir Alfred. Not Miss Bennett or the Queens. Everything hinges on this moment.






Chapter Fifty-Five


APRIL 18, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

A scream rips through the meeting room. Although I feel like raging with all my might, the shriek isn’t mine.

“You bastard, Alfred! Rape? Murder? How could you?” It is Miss Bennett.

“Please, Millicent. You are getting tangled up in these women’s web of lies. You aren’t seeing clearly.” Sir Alfred attempts to placate her. Once the nature of her expression dawns on him, however, he begins to back away from her.

She is a woman possessed. An onlooker might say by the devil. But I would say by the truth.

“I think I’m seeing clearly for the first time since I met you!” She rails against him, advancing on him with every word. “Since you picked me out of that chorus line years ago and told me you couldn’t live without me. A lie I continued to believe even when you exiled me here for months for your own terrible purposes and I barely saw you.”

“I still care about you, Millicent. Let me prove it to you,” he says with a smile he thinks is charming, but she’s no longer responsive. Not in the way he’d like, that is.

Oblivious to her reaction, he snaps his fingers. “I’ve just remembered that there might be an opening in Cavalcade. You’d be out of this dreary office in no time and back onstage, where you belong. You’d love the play, Millicent. A Noël Coward number covering three decades in the life of the Marryot family, with popular songs, loads of dance numbers, and even a speaking part and singing solo for you.”

“You’ve known about this opening for how long?” she asks, a single eyebrow raised.

“Just found out.”

“Awfully convenient timing,” Miss Bennett says. Sir Alfred seems not to have heard her.

“We could be together morning, noon, and night. At the theater and out on the town,” he says. “Just like old times. Remember?”

“Oh, I remember all right. You carried on a dalliance with me while you courted countless other dancers. I’d find you sneaking out of dressing rooms and whispering backstage, periodically scampering to the front of house to appease your wife. That would be like old times,” she seethes. “And I want no part of those times anymore.”

She rotates away from him, but he reaches for her arm, holding her fast. “Please, Millicent, don’t go off the rails. Please don’t let these shrews poison you against me with all their crazy accusations and falsehoods. It’s madness. We can get past it together.”

Miss Bennett shakes Sir Alfred’s hand off her arms, but then she veers back toward him. For a moment, I think she might soften, become receptive to his plea. I say a silent prayer that she retains her clarity and strength. Much might be lost if she caves. The room is speechless and practically breathless awaiting her next words.

A half smile appears on her lips, and the incongruity between her expression and the gravity of these events strikes me as strange. But then I realize: she hasn’t softened at all. Miss Bennett is hardening before our eyes.

“I know you need me to get past this, Alfred. If I don’t support your version of events, I do believe you’ll find yourself in a heap of trouble. But here’s the problem,” she says, simmering.

“What’s that, Millicent?” he asks, eyes wide, as if he actually cares and isn’t just acting out of desperation.

“These women haven’t poisoned me against you. You poisoned yourself.” She walks toward him again. “By making me doubt myself. By making me feel as though I’m interchangeable with any number of young unmarried girls, as ‘surplus’ and discardable as that poor girl you raped and killed. And above all, by making me party to your evil!” She is screaming again.

I cannot look away from Miss Bennett. Her eyes spark wildly, and her previously tidy, upswept hair is undone around her shoulders like an unholy halo. She is beautiful and terrifying all at once, and the room is spellbound.

“No, no. You’ve got it all wrong. These women are like witches spinning curses, and you’ve fallen under their spell. That’s all.” He reaches for her hand, which she doesn’t resist. “Remember as recently as last evening we were planning out this meeting so we could walk away together?”

As if indeed awakening from a spell, Miss Bennett looks at the five of us—really looks at us—and gives us a smile. “Perhaps these women do have magic wands and have a cast a spell upon me. A spell to lift the veil that’s clouded my vision. Because I see you now, and the truth is clear. All the evil you’ve done—to me, to countless young women, to May especially. All the evil you’ll do in the future. And I cannot unsee it.”

His hand still on hers, she intertwines the fingers of both her hands into his. Then she pushes him with all her strength. He flies backward in the direction of the windowed doors, smashing through them and crashing out onto the landing, sending glass shards throughout the meeting room.

Crunching on glass as they go, Louis and Jimmy rush toward Sir Alfred. Through the opening in the shattered doors, I see him stumble back and attempt to grasp the banister at the side of the staircase. Jimmy lunges toward him, but Sir Alfred’s hand slips, and he falls down the stairs.

At top speed, Jimmy descends the steps behind him, hand outstretched as if to grab him. Then I hear a loud thud. Louis follows down the stairs, yet his pace is strangely slow and hesitant. I exchange glances with Agatha, Emma, Ngaio, and Margery, and we creep toward the doors and beyond.

There, at the base of the staircase, lies Sir Alfred. His leg splays at an unnatural angle that sends shivers down my spine. Jimmy kneels next to his head, while Louis stands to the side. He blocks my view of the body, though I can see the Pinkerton man approaching.

But then Louis moves, affording us an unimpaired sight line. Margery gasps, and Emma’s hand flies to her mouth. Ngaio, Agatha, and I take a step closer to the landing and observe the blood pooling around Sir Alfred’s head. The circumference of the crimson liquid expands as we watch. Sir Alfred is dead.

This hadn’t been part of our plan. I’m no fan of Millicent Bennett, but I will not let her hang for this. No matter what sort of person she’d been before, she had been manipulated and warped by a fiend, the same monster who had organized May’s murder and possibly that of Leonora. In Sir Alfred’s final moments, Miss Bennett had comprehended the scope and depth of his depravity and the role she’d played, perhaps unwittingly. Then, as if May Daniels herself had inhabited her, Millicent Bennett exacted vengeance for them both. And for every “surplus” woman.






Chapter Fifty-Six


APRIL 18, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Vengeance may have been exacted, but justice isn’t fully served.

The Queens and I descend the staircase in a line, with me in the lead. Emma gestures to the Pinkerton man to remain in place but hold off on any action. He situates himself at the entrance to the elevator bank, presumably to block anyone from fleeing the scene. We motion for Miss Bennett to stay in the meeting room at the top of the landing.

When I reach the base of the stairs, Louis is arguing with his father. It’s as if Sir Alfred’s body isn’t lying before them in an ever-growing sea of blood. Perhaps all Louis can see is his father’s sins against May.

Jimmy whips around toward us and hisses, “Look at what you witches have stirred up. Sir Alfred is dead, and that Bennett woman has got to pay.”

“Pay for what? All I saw was Sir Alfred taking an accidental tumble down an ill-placed set of stairs at Mathers Insurance,” I declare, meeting Jimmy’s stare.

“Please. Everyone here saw Millicent Bennet push him,” Jimmy maintains. He looks to his son for support, but Louis turns away.

“I didn’t,” I reply.

“Neither did I,” concurs Agatha.

Emma sniffs. “I saw Sir Alfred stagger and fall. I believe he may have overindulged. It seemed the uncoordinated action of an intoxicated individual.”

“I quite agree,” Margery adds in an uncharacteristically small voice. The sight of a corpse—even if it is Sir Alfred’s—is distressing for us all, no matter how bullish we are acting.

Ngaio crosses her arms and stares at the Williamses. “Clumsy the way Sir Alfred careened down those steps. You gents did your best to stop his fall, but he had all that forward momentum.”

“It’ll be our words against yours,” Jimmy insists, “and I doubt anyone will heed a gaggle of women over two men.”

“Oh, really? It doesn’t much look like your son will be aligned with your ‘word.’” Ngaio lets out one of her snorts, which makes Jimmy recoil. Astonishing how breaching the code of female propriety can still rankle in such dire straits.

I follow on. “Have you thought through what will happen if you accuse Miss Bennett? The police will wonder why she killed him—the motive, if you will. I imagine their investigation will uncover the fact that Sir Alfred placed her at Mathers Insurance to keep an eye on Louis Williams. Why did he need this sort of minding, they might ask? Well, if they dig the tiniest bit, the authorities will learn that Miss Bennett was meant to uncover information about his relationship with the murdered May Daniels. Why was Sir Alfred so interested in the interactions between Louis Williams and May Daniels, the authorities might further inquire? Surely her last words will be given their just due—with your son front and center. He’ll either be convicted in court or by public opinion.”

Jimmy is frozen in place, like a character in a terrifying tableau vivant. Finally, he croaks, “What do you want?”

“I want you to see what we have seen: the unfortunate, but accidental, calamity that befell Sir Alfred Chapman today.” I nod toward the body. “And we want you to acknowledge that the terrible events that befell May Daniels stemmed, in part, from the acts perpetrated by you. We want you to atone.”

“How on earth do you want me to do that? I cannot exactly bring Miss Daniels back,” Jimmy cries out. Having climbed so high, he seems to believe he cannot be toppled from his pedestal. Certainly not by a bunch of women.

He is nowhere near remorseful, I think. The other women and I exchange glances, and I can see we are of like mind about this lack of contrition. Only Louis appears penitent. The horrific hubris of Jimmy, Sir Alfred, and countless others like them, treating women as though they are disposable. They need to learn a lesson.

“You can turn yourself in to the police for the role you played in facilitating the murder of May Daniels,” I say. “And confess that Sir Alfred Chapman arranged her death.”

“What?” Jimmy laughs in disbelief. “Why on earth would I do that? I’m willing to tell the authorities that Sir Alfred had an accident, but beyond that, no.”

“Well, then, we will come forward with all the materials linking your son to May Daniels. And we will omit the connection between her and Sir Alfred, making it appear as though Louis Williams is entirely responsible for her murder.”

Louis swivels toward me, his eyes wide. Why are you serving me up when I’ve done everything you asked? I can almost hear him think.

I hold up my hand and meet his gaze, pleading for his patience. Then I say to Jimmy, “You have a choice. You can save yourself or your son.”

Jimmy’s expression changes. Gone is the brashness and arrogance. Desperation and contrition have replaced them. His remorse stems not from the wrong done to May—which I would have preferred—but from his fierce love for Louis. But this I do understand. What we, including I, will do for the love of our children is boundless.

I glance over at Emma, who remains by the Pinkerton agent’s side. She holds up two fingers to us, signaling the police’s arrival in two minutes. I motion to Ngaio to fetch Miss Bennett from the meeting room and usher her out of Mathers Insurance before the authorities arrive. Our bargain for Miss Bennett’s fate seems to be finalized, at the very least.

“The clock is ticking, Mr. Williams,” I say.

Jimmy turns toward his son and clasps his hands in his own. “I only ever wanted the best for you, son.”

“I know, Father. I’m sorry for taking all this”—Louis’s eyes well with tears as he gestures around the office—“and all you’ve sacrificed for granted.”

“Enough of the sentiments,” I announce. “What say you, Mr. Williams? Do you agree to our terms?”

He nods.

“I need to hear you articulate them.”

“I will tell the authorities that Sir Alfred accidentally tumbled down the stairs. But before he did, he confessed to arranging the murder of May Daniels when she became pregnant after he raped her. I will make a statement to the police that I helped him secure a goon to do the job in France.” Jimmy is expressionless and his voice heavily accented, as if he’s closed off any tender part of himself and replaced it with the slum-born thug of his earlier years.

He needs to lay out the full crime here and now. For us. And for May.

“How exactly did Miss May Daniels die?” I ask him.

His eyes impassive, Jimmy says, “My man Charlie Fletcher was hired to follow her to Boulogne from Brighton. He shadowed her throughout the day and found an opportunity to whisk her away quietly in the train station when she stepped away from her friend. He took her to a remote area outside the town proper and strangled her, during which she must have miscarried, which explains the amount of blood.”

“You will confess this to the police.” It is not a question.

“Yes,” he replies.

“Then it’s agreed. We will stay silent about your son’s relationship with Miss Daniels. But please know that we have May’s letter in a safe place. We also have compromising photographs, and we will not hesitate to release them to the press if you waver in your statements. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

Agatha studies Jimmy, her face puckering as she does. “It’s a devil’s bargain, but then what other kind can be struck when one is negotiating with demons?”

I glance at the other Queens and, with a wordless tilt of my head, ask about their readiness to agree to this resolution. They nod. Ngaio leads Miss Bennett down the back stairway to the building’s service entrance, and Agatha, Emma, Margery, and I encircle Jimmy, Louis, and the body of Sir Alfred. When the set of gleaming steel elevator doors slides open with the ping of a bell, the Pinkerton agent escorts the uniformed officers toward us. We are ready.

As the police approach, I whisper one last warning to Jimmy. “Never forget that we women aren’t what you call us—witches or crones or madwomen or surplus or nobodies. We are all Queens.”






Chapter Fifty-Seven


DECEMBER 18, 1931

LONDON, ENGLAND

Crimson and gold tinsel twinkles in the candlelight, and an eight-foot-tall pine tree decorated with ornaments dominates one corner, radiating a woodsy aroma. A pianist sends Christmas tunes aloft in the room, and the scent of roast turkey and goose wafts through the air alongside the carols. A merry mood has overtaken the guests—whether fueled by drink, the holiday spirit, or both is anyone’s guess.

“The Savoy is the perfect spot for this event, isn’t it?” Emma gazes around the private room, quite pleased with her arrangements. Her habit of regularly taking suites at the hotel made this gathering of the Detection Club financially possible. I am immensely grateful for this moment of joy. This past year has taught me how fleeting they can be, how the darkness can rear up at any time.

“Nothing could be better,” I assure her, patting her lace-covered arm. Emma is bedecked in Victorian splendor, as is her wont. Also as usual, I am wearing my black evening gown and hoping everyone has forgotten that they’ve seen it before. Time to go shopping, I think and remind myself to ask Margery if she’ll join me. Perhaps she could help me modernize and brighten up my wardrobe, add a few articles of clothing as sunny as she is.

“Where are the others?” Emma asks, and I’ve been wondering the same thing myself. The formal portion of the club meeting ended a few minutes ago with Gilbert pontificating about the Christmas season and the opportunities afforded by holiday publication dates. A bold mix of business and pleasure, which was well received even by the most pious of the bunch. We all want to sell books, after all. But there is another very important reason for the Detection Club meeting this evening.

“Not trapped by any unsavory members, I hope,” I say.

“I thought we’d dealt with those sorts,” she retorts with a smile.

“Taught them a lesson about the benefits of having an ‘abundance’ of women in the Detection Club, haven’t we?”

“But men can be very good at wearing masks, as we’ve learned,” she says.

“And we can be very good at unmasking them,” I reply.

I feel a hand on my arm and spin around to see Ngaio and Margery grinning from ear to ear. “Please look at what we’ve done to Gilbert,” Ngaio whispers, and she and Margery break into laughter. Emma and I crane our necks to see a length of silver tinsel trailing from the back of Gilbert’s jacket like a tail.

We giggle at the sight of the pontificating giant, utterly unaware of how ridiculous he looks. “How the mighty are tumbling,” Emma says. Her unintentional tweak to the old phrase is actually more spot-on than the original—“How the mighty have fallen”—because Gilbert is still in the process of his descent.

As are we all, I suppose. Although I hope there’s still time and opportunity for us to rise.

“Even though I respect most of the men in this room, I think they all could benefit from even more of a tumble than the one we’ve delivered,” I say, thinking of a few in particular. “Men are so often put on a pedestal, and women are taught to prop them up there. But we only learn about our humanity and develop empathy from our mistakes—and we could do with more doses of humanity, here and elsewhere.”

As I take in Ngaio and Margery’s mischief, I hear Ngaio whisper to Emma, “Lovely lace gown.” I smile to myself. How far these two have come in their appreciation of each other. They did indeed need to descend into a bitter, honest argument to soar to a new level of friendship.

Just then, Gilbert shifts, and I see Agatha. Henry Christopher Bailey, of all people, has her hemmed into a corner of the room. He’ll bore her to tears with his exhaustive historical data; he’s always threatening to return to historical fiction, the genre in which he started.

“Oh, geez,” Ngaio says. “If there’s any man in this room in need of a tumble, it’s Henry.”

“Let’s go fetch her,” I say, and we cut across the room toward Agatha.

As we draw closer to her, however, I realize that she’s not wilting under Henry’s gaze and rhetoric. Her arms are crossed, and a bemused smile lights up her face. She has no need of our rescue. I suppose Ngaio and Emma aren’t the only ones who’ve come far; we all have. Look at Agatha. Margery is more confident in our presence and doesn’t feel the need for the facade of constant cheeriness. When is the last time I heard Emma boast about her aristocratic Hungarian upbringing? I’ve learned to ask my friends for help, and I can think about John without overwhelming shame, even though I haven’t summoned the courage to tell any of the Queens about him other than Agatha. Mac and I hosted John for a week this summer, and he’ll be spending the holidays with us this year. We’ve made progress in ourselves and our friendships.

But nowhere is progress more evident than in the male ranks of the Detection Club, I think.

“Ah, my dear Queens,” Agatha calls over to us, her voice joyous and teasing. “Henry here has been making the most interesting proposal.”

Oblivious to her joking tone, Henry smirks and says, “I thought you might find it intriguing. Let me gather the other fellows involved.”

He grabs a group of three other male writers—Cecil Street, Arthur Morrison, and Freeman Wills Crofts—and suddenly we are nine. Freeman cries out, “Just the club members we were talking about. Our ladies,” he says, as if he owns us.

“Is that so?” Emma asks, lifting one imperious eyebrow. It is a small action that never fails to unsettle. I’ve tried—unsuccessfully—to adopt it myself, but I simply don’t have her gravitas. Or her panache.

“Well … yes,” Freeman manages to spit out, but his moxie seems to wane. It isn’t often that he emerges from the world of railroads—the setting of his novels—and this little exchange must have taken all his courage.

Henry takes back the helm. “We’ve been thinking it might be a bit of fun to revive the murder game with the Detection Club members.”

“The murder game?” I ask. Then, with a wink at the Queens, I stir the pot and ask, “Isn’t that a little passé?”

Henry’s cheeks flame, but he persists. “Perhaps for the average citizen. But for this group of murder aficionados, it could be a compelling exercise,” he says, rubbing his hands together expectantly. “And a bit of sport.”

“Does the idea of competition scare you off?” Cecil asks, taunting us a little.

At this, we women burst out laughing. Cecil should know better.

“By no means, gents,” I say, gazing upon them with what I hope isn’t obvious pity.

Gesturing to the other Queens, Agatha informs these men, “It’s just, well, we do not play at solving murders. I think you know that.”

Just then, the sound of silver on crystal drifts through the room. Slowly chatter ceases, and Gilbert takes a place at the center. He clinks his spoon against his wineglass once more for good measure.

Ngaio groans. “No more lectures from Gilbert.”

Agatha squeezes her arm in solidarity.

“We have a very special accomplishment to toast tonight,” Gilbert booms. “You may have read about it in the headlines over the past few months, or you may have discussed it personally with our celebrants. In the event you have been living in hermetic isolation since the spring, you should know that five of our very own Detection Club members solved a real-life murder. A locked-room mystery at that!”

The room erupts in applause, and the men standing near the five of us give us congratulatory pats on the back. Gilbert claps his hands, and the thunderclap of his enormous paws reverberates throughout the room. Then silence reigns again.

“Dorothy Sayers, Agatha Christie, Baroness Emma Orczy, Margery Allingham, and Ngaio Marsh tracked down the killers who had eluded the French and English authorities for months. They amassed evidence in the disappearance and murder of a young English nurse, Miss May Daniels, that led to the punishment—biblical and judicial—of the perpetrators, none other than Sir Alfred Chapman and Mr. Jimmy Williams, the latter of whom was sentenced yesterday. Hear! Hear!” He lifts his glass to the room. “The Detection Club is fortunate to have you five among its members!”

Other men flock around us, eager to toast our accomplishment and hoping for borrowed glory. When they finally disperse, we turn toward one another, beaming.

“It seems as though we ensured fair play after all,” I say, my smile widening.

“For May and ourselves,” Agatha says in agreement.

In the privacy of our own circle, we touch the rims of our crystal wineglasses together. As one, we give the toast: “To the Queens of Crime!”






Author’s Note


A seemingly impossible disappearance of a young woman on the coast of France. A brilliant British author of mystery novels presented with the puzzle. A body discarded in the woods, clues and red herrings scattered all around. A cadre of whip-smart writerly friends banding together in pursuit of the truth. What is it about these elements that drew me into writing The Queens of Crime?

I could explain it by pointing to the influence of my beloved aunt, the English professor, poet, and rebellious nun that I thank in my Acknowledgments. Certainly a childhood as the lucky recipient of books carefully selected by her instilled in me a love of classic mystery novels set in the interwar period (her favorite!) as well as a hunger for the hidden histories of women, first piqued by her gift of The Mists of Avalon. When these two interests coalesced in the form of the legendary mystery writer Dorothy L. Sayers’s investigation into the real-life murder of a young English nurse—which I came across during my research into another novel—it seemed irresistible. After all, wasn’t this the unexpected marriage of two of my passions: unearthing the lives and legacies of historic women (here, none other than the author of the first feminist mystery novel, who deserves to be much better known) and delving into an actual interwar murder mystery that seemed torn from the pages of one of the Queens of Crime’s own novels?

Perhaps my attraction to this Golden Age of Detective Fiction story also came from the same place that draws many folks to mysteries—especially now. In these novels, a violence occurs that seems inexplicable, until a clever sleuth steps in, and through a series of mental hurdles in which the reader joins, solves the unsolvable. A chaotic, topsy-turvy world is usually set right in these books, and as readers, we come to comprehend the who, why, and how of the crime. Most importantly, justice is served. In this current time of unrest and discord, this righteous closure is immensely appealing, especially since clear-cut resolutions and just deserts are not always doled out in our own world. Unless, of course, we do it ourselves, like the Queens.

Certainly these factors played a role in my writing of The Queens of Crime and my delight in the process. But the longer I spent in the world of Dorothy L. Sayers and her incredible friends, not to mention the murder victim, May Daniels, the more I realized that these weren’t the only reasons I was drawn to the story. As I joined Dorothy in peeling back the layers of the crime against May Daniels, I also delved deep into the secret parts of Dorothy herself. It seemed as though, in order to solve one mystery, I had to address another. And this odyssey felt familiar and urgent to me, especially at this stage of my life. Most of us are mysteries unto ourselves, and part of our lifelong quest is an effort to understand our authentic selves and our purpose. This can often be best done in the company of trusted friends, who can serve as mirrors, foils, and support. Thus, in many ways, I was intrigued by the investigation of Dorothy L. Sayers and her fellow Queens into the mystery of May Daniels because their pursuits paralleled my own, albeit in a very different context.

The Queens of Crime is, of course, a work of fiction, inspired by real events and actual people from the past. Readers are often curious about which elements of my novels are “fact” and which are “fiction.” I tend to describe it in this manner: The historical research I do is the architecture of my story—the foundation, the pillars, and the roof of the story. That’s where the facts hang. In those shadowy, otherwise unknowable places between the foundation and roof and interspersed among pillars comes the fiction. The “fact” and “fiction” are interwoven in, what I hope, is a tapestry that can get to the “truth” about the past in a way that can be difficult with work that is entirely nonfiction. This is particularly the case when dealing with historical women and the paucity of documentation that has been kept about their lives.

That said, there are sometimes clear areas of deviation from what is known (to the extent anything can be “known” for certain about the past) and other areas where I fill in the shadows for the purposes of the story. For example, while the Detection Club itself is indeed an actual (quite terrific) organization with rituals and a mission of the sort described in The Queens of Crime, the initial resistance to having a “plethora” of women is entirely fictional. I deployed this as a device to prompt the Queens to action. In addition, the moniker “Queens of Crime” was not created by the women themselves, as far as I can tell, but may have been coined by the press or readers, and in fact, the exact writers who were dubbed “Queens” could shift depending on who was using the phrase.

Also, the Noel Coward play Cavalcade was indeed performed at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, but in 1931, not 1930 as depicted in The Queens of Crime; this change was made to provide a fitting backdrop to the story.

As another instance, although a young English nurse called May Daniels was indeed murdered in circumstances very similar to those described in the novel, I did take some liberties with the details, particularly the identity of the murderer. Sadly, the killer of May Daniels was never discovered, so I used newspaper headlines about the murder and the plight facing these poor “surplus” women as inspiration for the fictional resolution. Not to mention elements of Dorothy’s own novels, which hinted at some solutions to the puzzles of May Daniels’s death. Dorothy and her husband did indeed undertake an informal investigation into the murder as part of a journalistic assignment, but I do not know what, if any, role Dorothy’s fellow author friends played in any effort to solve the mystery. That said, I can believe—given the relationship of these women, their brilliance, their generosity, and their unique skill sets—that they tried to do right for poor May Daniels. At least, I certainly hope that they did.
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