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      ‘Most men were gentlemen enough to go through the farce of adultery with “a woman unknown” and thus give their wives grounds
         for divorcing them.’

      
      The Long Weekend, Robert Graves and Alan Hodge
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      The Times

      
      Monday, September 3, 1923

      
      Mr Everett Roderick Runcie has died at the age of forty-seven. Mr Runcie, younger brother of the third Baron Kirkley and a
         director of Kirkley Bank, had returned to Yorkshire for the start of the grouse shooting season.
      

      
      A well-known, convivial figure, Mr Runcie was seen in public last Wednesday, at the Ebor Handicap, where he appeared to be
         in rude health and good spirits, though not enjoying a winning streak.
      

      
      A charismatic and energetic character, and a patron of the arts, Mr Runcie was unafraid of adventurous schemes. He recently
         excited enthusiasm among certain investors with his championing of the Big G mine, Tasmania, and the Bechuanaland Peanut Farm
         Company.
      

      
      Mr Runcie married Miss Philippa Emerson, only daughter of the American chain store magnate, in 1918. They divided their time
         between Cavendish Square, London, and Kirkley Hall, Yorkshire.
      

      
      The Coroner has ordered an inquest.
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      Ten days earlier

      
      
      My name is Kate Shackleton. I am a private investigator, drawn to the work almost accidentally through trying to discover
         what happened to my husband, Gerald, last seen towards the end of the Great War. I received the usual telegram: missing presumed
         dead. Part of me has gone on hoping he will still be alive. After five years, hopes dim, but occasionally some odd story from
         the newspapers, or a Chinese whisper of survival, wafts hope to life.
      

      
      At half past six on an August evening, I was picking out a new tune on the piano, and deciding it was time to send for the
         tuner, when I heard a familiar rat-a-tat-tat at the backdoor. I closed the piano lid. My ex-policeman assistant does not usually
         sidle up to the back door in his size tens. He is a front door person.
      

      
      Walking along the hall, I wondered what brought him here at a time when he would usually be at home with his wife, Rosie,
         and their children.
      

      
      Mr Sykes pressed his nose against the kitchen window. I opened the door and stood aside to let him in.

      
      He whipped off his trilby. ‘Sorry to call out of the blue, Mrs Shackleton. I’d just sat down for my tea when someone turned up on my doorstep in a right state of agitation, asking
         for our help. Told him I couldn’t make any promises till I’d talked to you.’
      

      
      ‘Who is he?’

      
      ‘Mr Cyril Fitzpatrick.’ He spoke the name meaningfully in his this-could-spell-trouble voice.

      
      ‘And what have you done with Mr Fitzpatrick?’

      
      ‘He’s sitting on your front wall. I told him to wait there while I spoke to you.’

      
      ‘What does Mr Fitzpatrick want?’ I led the way into the dining room that doubles as my office.

      
      ‘He’s concerned about his wife. What she might be up to behind his back.’ Sykes parked his trilby on top of the Remington
         typewriter. ‘I’ll feel responsible if Mrs Fitzpatrick has gone dancing down the wrong path. You remember how we got her out
         of trouble last year?’
      

      
      I liked his royal ‘we’. Sykes had been on store detective duty in Marshalls when he spotted Mrs Fitzpatrick slipping a bottle
         of perfume into her shopping bag. He challenged her. She burst into tears. He led the distressed damsel to the manager’s office.
         She explained that only the day before she had called the doctor to her mother and learned that there was no hope. The tissue
         paper-wrapped bought-and-paid-for length of flannelette was to make a nightdress for her mother. Mrs Fitzpatrick had been
         preoccupied by bad news, leading her to be absent-minded about the expensive perfume.
      

      
      Sykes had felt sure she was honest. I guessed that she must be young and good looking.

      
      ‘Let me guess. Mr Fitzpatrick suspects his wife is shoplifting again?’

      
      
      Sykes sighed. ‘He claims she’s up to something, and he doesn’t know what. Says he’s at his wits’ end.’

      
      ‘If every wits-end husband and wife came a-calling, they’d queue all the way to Woodhouse Moor.’

      
      ‘That’s as may be. But if she is shoplifting, letting her off won’t do my reputation any good.’

      
      ‘You sit down. I’ll let Mr Fitzpatrick in.’ I turned back at the dining room door. ‘Is there anything I need to know before
         we see him?’
      

      
      Sykes shook his head. ‘He’ll have plenty to say for himself.’

      
      Sykes had met both Mr and Mrs Fitzpatrick. I had met neither.

      
      As I looked at the man who stood inches from my front step, gazing at me expectantly, a frisson of uneasiness made me wish
         he had found his way to someone else’s door. He looked at me from desolate brown eyes, whipping off a brown trilby to reveal
         thick dark-brown hair, tinged with grey, glistening with hair oil, and combed straight back from a low forehead. He smoothed
         a nervous finger over his neatly trimmed moustache. In the lapel of his brown striped suit, he wore a Sacred Heart pin. Over
         his arm he carried a brown overcoat, in spite of the warmth of the August evening. His brown boots shone from spit and polish.
         The image that came to me was of a wounded seal, washed up and losing its gloss.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fitzpatrick? Please come in. I’m Mrs Shackleton.’

      
      His damp handshake strengthened my notion of his likeness to a seal.

      
      Sykes had been gazing out of the dining room window and turned as we came in.

      
      
      Sitting at the top of the table, my back to the window, I felt the warmth of the last rays of the evening sun on my head and
         neck. Shafts of light played across the table. Fitzpatrick took the seat to my right, opposite Sykes.
      

      
      ‘It’s about my wife,’ Fitzpatrick said, without waiting to be asked. ‘As I explained to Mr Sykes, Deirdre disappears for days
         at a time. She has me frantic with worry. I want to know what she’s up to.’
      

      
      I groaned inwardly. This was the kind of request I dreaded.

      
      ‘Mr Sykes may have explained that we do not take on matrimonial cases.’

      
      ‘This is not what they call a matrimonial case, Mrs Shackleton. There’s nothing wrong between us. I only want to know where
         she is going, what she is doing.’ He flashed an appealing glance at Sykes. ‘She could be up to her old tricks. If she’s caught
         again, she won’t get off so lightly. It will be prison, shame, disgrace.’
      

      
      Sykes could not have shut his trap more tightly if he had uncorked and swallowed a bottle of glue, but his concern was obvious.

      
      ‘Can you be more precise, Mr Fitzpatrick, about what gives you cause for concern?’

      
      I almost said ‘suspicion’, but chose my words carefully so as not to fuel his anxieties.

      
      He placed his big hands flat on the table. ‘Sometimes I wonder has a person got a hold over her, to make her do things she
         wouldn’t do, or is getting money out of her.’
      

      
      ‘You speak as though you believe there is extortion of some kind, or that your wife is being blackmailed. Do you have grounds
         for such fears?’
      

      
      ‘The word blackmail has come to me but I don’t know from where. I just know she’s up to something. I feel it in my bones.’
      

      
      I resisted the urge to ask which bones, knee bones, funny bones, skull, but nodded encouragement. ‘How long have you been
         married?’
      

      
      Be careful, Kate, I told myself. Next I would be saying they should talk it over, and spend a weekend at Blackpool, just the
         two of them, while the weather held.
      

      
      ‘Six years. We married at St Anne’s in 1917.’ He produced a wedding photograph from an inside pocket and pushed it across
         the table towards me.
      

      
      The photograph had been removed from a frame. The bride looked happy and confident. She was petite, with wavy hair, high cheek
         bones and an infectious smile. The groom looked as though he had bet on the wrong horse and lost his wages. ‘What age was
         she when you married?’
      

      
      ‘Eighteen.’ He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘I’m going on forty-five. She has twenty-four summers but looks like spring.
         Why wouldn’t she? I’ve given her an easy life. She doesn’t work. We have no children.’ His lower lip quivered. ‘And now she’s
         off all hours.’
      

      
      Fitzpatrick seemed a kindly man. His uneasiness was palpable. ‘Have you asked your wife where she goes?’

      
      He frowned. ‘She tells lies. Short of locking her in the house what am I to do? I have to work. I did try locking the door
         once, when we’d had words, but she climbed out of the window. And there’s always a plausible story. Her mother is ill. Her
         aunt at the convent has invited her on a retreat. Another man would beat her over it, but she is so …’ He turned to Sykes.
         ‘You know how exquisite she is. I could never raise a hand to her.’
      

      
      
      He spoke as if we had suggested such a thing. ‘Perhaps she is telling the truth,’ I said.

      
      ‘Oh she is always partly telling the truth. Since she found out last year that her mother is not long for this world, she’s
         there all the time, at the house she grew up in, on the Bank, and you know what sort of area that is.’
      

      
      I knew the Bank only by reputation. A poor area of the city, situated between the railway line and the river. It was said
         that the police rarely ventured there.
      

      
      The sun on the back of my head made me feel a little dizzy. I moved my chair.

      
      He sighed. ‘I’m a compositor on the local paper. When I married, I was earning four pounds, one shilling a week. Since then,
         we’ve had nothing but wage cuts. I’m down to three pounds, eight and six.’
      

      
      Sykes raised an eyebrow. This was still a good wage, given the hardship of our times.

      
      Fitzpatrick drummed his fingers on the table. ‘I’ve borne a wage reduction of twelve shillings and sixpence, but have I cut
         her housekeeping? No, I have not. I took her out of poverty. Now she wants more than I can afford. Is she giving someone money?’
         He leaned forward, making fists of his hands. ‘When I refused her a guinea, she said she didn’t care, and it would come from
         somewhere else. That is what made me wonder, is she out stealing?’
      

      
      I had the impression that he was stressing the possibility of shoplifting only because this was what most disturbed Sykes.

      
      He coughed, and said apologetically, ‘Sorry. Weak chest.’

      
      When he had recovered, I asked, ‘Regarding your suspicions about your wife stealing, have you noticed any items in the house that you have reason to believe were obtained
         dishonestly?’
      

      
      ‘I came home a month ago to find her dancing like a dervish to the latest music. She had this gramophone, and no explanation
         of where it came from. And now it’s gone. She says it’s being repaired, but she’s sold it, or pawned it. Well where did it
         come from? Who carried it for her? She has an old sweetheart who hangs about, making himself useful to her mother.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see how we can help, Mr Fitzpatrick.’

      
      He touched the Sacred Heart badge in his lapel. ‘She could have got in with some shoplifting gang.’

      
      Sykes’s jaw tightened. He said nothing. For a moment, the three of us sat in uneasy silence. Was Fitzpatrick here to admit
         that his rage was about to explode, that he might do who knows what if he did not find some explanation that satisfied his
         doubts, and jealousy?
      

      
      Fitzpatrick hunched, drawing his arms into his body. ‘I have a house that was my parents. They are both gone to their eternal
         rest. I promised Deirdre that she would want for nothing. And I kept my promise. But I think she was disappointed that I did
         not agree to bring her mother to live with us. Perhaps I should have, only …’
      

      
      ‘Only what?’ I prompted.

      
      ‘When I first said no, she said that I would say that wouldn’t I, because people would think her mother was my wife, and she
         was our daughter. She can be very cruel. Last year, when I knew how ill my mother-in-law was, I said to invite her. But then
         she wouldn’t come, said she knew when she wasn’t wanted.’
      

      
      Sykes finally spoke. ‘Would it hurt,’ he said, looking at me, ‘to see that Mrs Fitzpatrick is coming to no harm? After all, I was the one who ensured no charge was brought against
         her.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll pay, of course,’ Fitzpatrick said, hand to his inside pocket, ready to bring out his wallet then and there.

      
      I told him our daily rate, and that if we took on the case, he would be billed in the usual way.

      
      His lip twitched. ‘Please don’t send an invoice to me at home. If Deirdre sees it, she’ll wonder what I’m up to.’

      
      I glanced again at the wedding photograph. This seemed such an unlikely coupling.

      
      It was against my better judgement, but looking from Fitzpatrick to Sykes, I decided that it would not hurt to take a closer
         look at this young woman who aroused such strong emotions.
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      Deirdre sat next to her mother’s bed in the small whitewashed room, with its familiar damp amber patterns on ceiling and walls.
         The room smelled of camphor, essence of violets and boiled cabbage from last night’s supper. She smoothed the familiar tufts
         of the counterpane.
      

      
      Mam had dozed off. In her sleep she murmured. Her eyelids twitched dreams. She would be back in the misty Ireland of her childhood,
         a place about which Deirdre heard endless stories but had never visited.
      

      
      What convinced Deirdre that her mother must leave this house was the time the rat came down the chimney. Now she spotted another
         bloody flea on the bed sheet. She snapped it between expert fingers, and then dropped it in the chamber pot, the only way
         to deal with the little devils. They lurked in cracks in the walls, planning torments. You could murder half a dozen in a
         minute; there would still be a small army waiting to drop from the ceiling. There’d be none of that in the nursing home.
      

      
      Sometimes Deirdre transported a flea or two home in the seams of her dress. Fitz would complain that she came back stinking of poverty and trailing disease. He worried about his health and his weak chest.
      

      
      Her mother opened her eyes and gave a gummy smile. ‘I thought you’d gone home.’ Her body might be wasted, but her mind was
         sharp as ever. ‘What time is it?’
      

      
      ‘It’s twelve o’clock. I’ve brought you calves foot jelly. While you eat it, I’ve summat to tell you.’

      
      A spark of hope lit her mother’s eyes. ‘You’ve heard from Anthony?’

      
      ‘No.’ It took a few moments for Deirdre to raise her mother up and prop her with pillows. She placed a towel under her mother’s
         chin, and handed her the spoon and dish.
      

      
      Her mam swallowed a mouthful of the jelly. Then she said, ‘I dreamed Anthony came. I’m sure he’s on his way.’

      
      She wanted to see her son once more, before she died. She had dictated a touching note to the little boy who had left for
         New York twenty-three years ago. The words had made Deirdre squirm.
      

      
      ‘Don’t get your hopes up, Mam. He hasn’t written.’

      
      ‘In the dream he was just the age as when he left. His locks hadn’t been shorn. Your uncle did that, took the scissors to
         make a big boy of him.’
      

      
      Deirdre said nothing. She had written to her brother Anthony every year since she was ten, and in a decade and a half had
         received two brief replies. Two months before marrying Fitz she developed cold feet and wrote to Anthony. Would he send the
         fare for herself and Mam to go to New York? Answer came there none. She married Fitz.
      

      
      
      ‘Mam, I’m making an arrangement for you to be more comfortable.’

      
      Her mother dug the spoon into the jelly and left it there. ‘I’ll accept nothing from Fitzpatrick.’

      
      ‘There’s this lovely place, run by a woman whose grandmother came from Kilkenny. You’ll build up your strength. There’s a
         garden to look out on.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t accept that man’s charity.’

      
      ‘I’m paying for it. I have a job, working for a solicitor.’

      
      Even before she reached Leeds Bridge, Deirdre caught the tang of the River Aire, a sharp, foggy, back of the throat smell.
         Lucky river, winding to sea. On this hot August Friday afternoon, wouldn’t she love to be flowing in that direction herself?
         She ran her hand along the ironwork bridge, and for her pains muckied the creamy fingers of her glove.
      

      
      Below, two bargemen called to each other. Looking along the riverbank, she saw Calls Landing, its name painted in glory-of-God-size
         lettering on the side of the building. It was grand to be in the town with its hustle and bustle. In the distance, the protestant
         parish church stood smug and certain, sharp against the sky.
      

      
      A used-up creature shuffled towards her. He caught her eye, as though one person with no legitimate business would always
         recognise another. The sole of his left shoe flapping, he sidled out a little to give way. He was a man down on his luck,
         passing the time until nightfall when he would be let in to some lodging house, or the Salvation Army hostel. Deirdre dipped
         her hand in her pocket and slipped him a coin.
      

      
      And then she saw the man: Giuseppe Barnardini, lithe, lean and looking not a day over thirty. There was something comical and unmistakeable about him as he lolled over the bridge,
         bantering with the bargemen.
      

      
      This man was different from her previous two encounters. The first boy-o had been a will-o’-the-wisp fellow with a shocking
         cough. The second, a stout chap of few words, half-heartedly asked her to name her price for something extra. He did not take
         it amiss when she declined.
      

      
      And now Barnardini, who was gazing at her, in something like wonder.

      
      She heard herself say, ‘Are you the man himself?’

      
      He raised his hat, and gave a slight but stately bow. ‘If you are the lady herself, then yes, I am he.’ He reached to take
         her bag. ‘May I?’
      

      
      She did not release her grip on the overnight bag. ‘No need.’

      
      For a moment, he looked ready to argue his gallant point, and then he shrugged. ‘You know the rules. I abide. Shall we begin
         our adventure, Mrs Fitzpatrick?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ She looked beyond, along the bridge. Their destination, the Adelphi Hotel, lurked just out of view. ‘If we are
         to do this properly we had better call each other by our Christian names.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I’m Joseph Barnard. Call me Joe. Giuseppe Barnardini is my stage name.’

      
      Before she had time to say her Christian name, a tallish man in a raincoat appeared out of nowhere. He whipped out a small
         camera which he pointed towards the river, but she unaccountably felt the camera’s eye on her. She knew this man, with his
         trademark check cap and sandy moustache. He was the newspaper photographer who took a photograph of children paddling in the
         river by Kirkstall Abbey earlier in the summer. Fitz had proudly introduced her. She glared at the photographer. He had better not
         show her picture to Fitz.
      

      
      Deirdre turned away. Joe was onto the man in an instant. ‘I say, you took our picture.’

      
      ‘Oh no, sir.’ The photographer held his camera aloft. ‘I’m capturing the bridge and the river. You saw which way my lens pointed.
         But if you want your picture taken …’ The photographer held out his hand. ‘Diamond, Len Diamond, at your service. I recognise
         you, sir. It’s Mr Barnardini, isn’t it? I’m a great admirer of yours. No one sings light opera better. I always say you should
         be singing at Covent Garden.’
      

      
      Deirdre took a few slow steps towards the far side of the bridge, hearing Joe blithely accepting the photographer’s reassurance.

      
      The vain eejit posed for his photograph. Diamond produced a different camera from his bag. Sure you had to be strong to carry
         that much stuff around with you, but Deirdre knew someone who was stronger. Let Diamond try and get her into bother with Fitz
         and he’d rue the day.
      

      
      Joe caught up with her. He once again reached for her bag. ‘I can’t let you carry that. It looks bad.’ He crooked his arm
         for her to link him. ‘Don’t worry about the photographer. If he took our picture, what of it? We weren’t holding hands. We
         mustn’t be on edge.’
      

      
      Deirdre took his arm. This was all too close to home. She should have reckoned on that. Next time she was home, she would
         casually say, ‘Fitz, when I walked across Leeds Bridge the other afternoon, a fellow asked me for directions.’
      

      
      
      The wondrous sight of the Adelphi Hotel sent her worries packing. The hotel curved around the corner, like an elegant mermaid
         flapping its tail and grabbing space for its ornate self on both Dock Street and Hunslet Road. Look at me and marvel, it would
         call, if mermaids could truly sing. Stepping through the pillared doorway, she breathed deep to catch the magnificent whirl
         of tobacco smoke, ale and grandeur. Pale green leaf-like shapes decorated shining cream tiles. Brass handles gleamed on the
         wooden doors. The opaque glass of the first bar was etched with the words Smoke Room 1.
      

      
      Joe led the way along the corridor, between the tap room on the left, and the broad staircase on the right, to a lounge at
         the back, empty at this time of day. She took this to be the best room, all plush seats, dark wood tables, ornate fireplace
         and aspidistras.
      

      
      Moments later the waiter came, his sparse hair white as his apron.

      
      ‘We are to be resident,’ her man said, ‘Mr and Mrs Joseph Barnard.’

      
      ‘Ah yes, sir.’ The waiter tilted his head, as if all the better to hear. ‘What will you have?’

      
      ‘A pint of your best bitter for me, and darling? Gin and tonic?’

      
      She nodded. You wouldn’t want the waiter to think a husband didn’t know his wife’s tipple.

      
      When the waiter had gone, Deirdre said, ‘From your stage name, I expected an Italian.’

      
      He laughed. ‘Barnardini. Good, eh? I stole it from a handsome Italian magician entertaining tourists in Cairo. I didn’t know
         then that I would pursue a career in the most English of operettas.’
      

      
      
      Cairo. The name conjured all that was wonderful, kasbahs and hookahs and snakes from a basket.

      
      He looked down at his right knee that was moving rapidly up and down of its own accord as if it had been wound with a small
         key. ‘Excuse my leg. Nerves.’ He placed his palm on it to keep it still. ‘This never happens when I’m on stage.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me about your travels.’

      
      Over drinks, Joe obliged her request. He spoke of pyramids, the River Nile that flowed from south to north, the dhows, of
         men in turbans, coffee that made your hair curl, tired donkeys, bolts of silk, and perfumes fit for Cleopatra, until she felt
         half dizzy with wonder.
      

      
      Half an hour later, warmed by gin and the heat of the afternoon seeping into the attic room, Deirdre stood by the large oval
         window, looking down at the street. A tram glided to a halt. The conductor helped a tiny old woman up the high step.
      

      
      Joe tapped on the door and entered. ‘I’ve done the deed and signed the hotel register.’

      
      He was looking at her. It was that look. She placed the folded navy blouse in the drawer, setting its ties neatly, and then
         sat down on the straight-back chair.
      

      
      ‘There’s something you should be clear about.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ He sat on the bed and gazed at her solemnly.

      
      ‘Mr Barnard, we’re here for one reason, to provide your wife with the evidence she needs to divorce you, no less than that
         and certainly no more. So I’ll say this sooner rather than later. I find it a good idea to have a bolster between us …’
      

      
      He opened his mouth to speak. She raised her hand. This being her third time, there would be no difficulty about putting him straight. ‘Two nights here will be sufficient, and
         physical …’
      

      
      ‘You’ve done this before?’

      
      ‘Yes, but I’ll say nothing about the previous gentlemen, just as I’ll say nothing about you. Physical intimacy is not necessary
         or desirable. All that is needed is for you to have the Mr and Mrs hotel bill, and the added assurance of the chambermaid’s
         willingness to testify.’
      

      
      Having said her piece, she stood and looked down at him, drawing back her shoulders and taking a breath.

      
      He looked up at her in a way that was disconcerting. ‘I see.’

      
      Bloody man. Just because he was a singer on the stage. Just because over one beer and one gin he had tried to spellbind her
         with tall tales. Well he could get this through his doh-re-mi skull. ‘I’m a married woman, Joe. I’m Catholic. I have never
         committed adultery.’
      

      
      Those big dark eyes looked into her heart and soul.

      
      She did not say, I have never committed adultery because I have never committed anything. I could teach the mermaids a thing
         or two.
      

      
      He smiled. ‘I’m sorry. I must have had half a tale. Those legal chaps are all the same.’

      
      And suddenly he was not like the double-jointed creature leaning over the bridge, or the boaster in the lounge bar, but solemn
         and straight as an elm as he came to his feet. He touched the crown of her head with his lips, more blessing than kiss. Hand
         on his heart, his face a mixture of adoration and doziness meant to pass as love, he burst into the old song Uncle Jimmy murdered
         at every party: ‘The Ring My Mother Wore’.
      

      
      
      

         ‘The earth holds many treasures rare in gems and golden ore;

         My heart holds one more precious far – the ring my mother wore.

         I saw it first when I, a child, was playing by her side;

         She told me then ’twas father’s gift when she became his bride.’

      



      
      When he began she thought of Uncle Jimmy and wanted to laugh. But Joe sang with such feeling that by the time the last note
         trembled into the faded wallpaper, she was wiping the back of her hand across her cheek.
      

      
      He reached into his pocket and produced a large white hanky. ‘Was I that bad?’

      
      ‘You were grand. What a marvellous thing to be an opera singer.’

      
      ‘I’m sure it must be,’ he smiled, did a little dance, twisting his legs as if they were of India rubber, and executing a deep
         bow.
      

      
      And she thought, Why should I live like a mermaid? I am sick of being as I am. This man is not like the others.

      
      When she handed back his hanky, their fingers touched.

      
      As a parting gift, Joseph Barnard had given Deirdre Fitzpatrick complimentary tickets for the Grand Theatre.

      
      She and Fitz sat in the third row of the front stalls, middle seats. Fitz had swallowed the story that the theatre tickets
         came to her from her aunt, given by a workmate whose son painted scenery.
      

      
      Fitz shuffled in his seat. He brought his brown sleeve to his nose as he sneezed, not quick enough to pull out his hanky. He wanted her to look at him and worry that he sneezed.
         He found his hanky and his Rowntree’s Pastilles. ‘The cigar smoke gets to me.’
      

      
      Poor Fitz, with his weak chest.

      
      She would miss Fitz if he died, his rasping breath, the smell of printer’s ink and solvents he brought home on his clothes,
         the snuff, the heavy tread of his feet on the stairs, the regular wage packet. Some morning she would wake to find that Fitz
         had died in his sleep. Why shouldn’t that happen? After all, you spent most of your childhood praying for a good death. Prayers
         might as well be answered sooner rather than later.
      

      
      For herself, Deirdre had long ago giving up praying for a good death in favour of a more lively life.

      
      Something made her look up to the box on her right, the royal box, in which King George and Queen Mary would sit in the unlikely
         event they came to Leeds Grand Theatre to enjoy Gilbert and Sullivan.
      

      
      There were two couples in the box. The man who looked back at her, catching her glance but giving no sign of recognition,
         was the chap who had nabbed her in Marshalls, and nearly had her prosecuted over that bottle of perfume.
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      Sykes tried out his ventriloquist skills, whispering without moving his lips. ‘Don’t look now. Middle of the third row, Cyril
         and Deirdre Fitzpatrick.’
      

      
      Fitzpatrick had told Sykes that he and his wife would be coming to the theatre to see The Pirates of Penzance. Since I was the one who would have the dubious pleasure of tailing Mrs Fitzpatrick, here was my opportunity to take a look
         at her. The conductor waved his baton. The orchestra struck up the overture. As the auditorium lights dimmed, I raised my
         opera glasses without enthusiasm and glanced at the top of Mrs Fitzpatrick’s head.
      

      
      She was not my main reason for being at the theatre. There were four of us in the royal box: Sykes, his wife Rosie, me, and
         my former beau, Marcus Charles. Marcus had unexpectedly telephoned to say he would be in my neck of the woods and was I free
         this evening. Suggesting an outing for four meant that I did not have to be alone with Marcus. He is a chief inspector at
         Scotland Yard. We first met last year, both investigating the same cases. To say we became close is one way of putting it.
         We fell for each other, but on my part not deeply enough. I desperately hoped he had not come to renew his proposal of marriage. He possesses some good qualities, but can be
         pompous and secretive. That could perhaps be ironed out, but being married to a rising star of Scotland Yard would mean giving
         up on all that I most enjoy – sleuthing on my own behalf.
      

      
      The rousing overture reached its conclusion, and the performance began. By the time the pirates sang the sherry-pouring song,
         I had all but forgotten my client in the third row. As the first act drew to a close, I gazed down at the Fitzpatricks. They
         were leaning towards each other, as if exchanging a word, not looking in the least like jealous husband and errant wife. I
         wished now that I had refused Mr Fitzpatrick’s request, and certainly felt no sense of urgency about following Mrs Fitzpatrick.
      

      
      The applause for the first act was so loud that Sykes and Rosie had to make a dumb show of saying they were off to stretch
         their legs. A tactical move if ever there was one. Marcus and I were left alone, to pore over a box of chocolates and be a
         little awkward with each other.
      

      
      Then of course we both spoke at once. I insisted he go first, feeling reasonably confident that he would not renew his proposal
         of marriage during the interval. All the same, my eyes must have narrowed.
      

      
      He said, ‘It’s not what you think. I won’t raise that question again. I respect your answer, and I understand. But I’m glad
         we can be friends. I know that we can trust each other.’
      

      
      A policeman, when he reaches Marcus’s rank, has spent a great deal of time working out how best to talk to people to achieve
         his required ends. What was he after?
      

      
      
      ‘You’re here on an investigation?’

      
      Marcus smiled. He was solid and handsome when he smiled, the kind of man a woman could rely on – if he were ever there and
         not off sifting evidence, or laying a hand on a scoundrel’s shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Kate, you know I can’t say.’

      
      ‘And if we had married? If I were your wife, would you tell me then?’

      
      ‘Of course not.’

      
      Just as I thought. It would not have worked.

      
      Opportunely, Sykes and Rosie came back into the box. The lights dimmed for the second act.

      
      When the chorus of policemen danced and trilled ‘A Policeman’s Lot is Not a Happy One,’ Sykes, Rosie and I practically fell
         off our seats with laughing. I nudged Marcus and whispered, ‘Don’t you think it’s funny?’
      

      
      If voices could scowl, his did. ‘The rot sets in when audiences are encouraged to laugh at policemen.’

      
      ‘You’re being pompous again, Marcus.’

      
      He laughed, in an unpompous but rather false manner.

      
      It was not until we all sat down to supper that he asked me would I be free to go with him to York races for the Ebor Handicap.

      
      I agreed, curious about what he was up to, and more than willing to put off following Deirdre Fitzpatrick.
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      Naturally, I needed a new hat for the races. My favourite milliner has a shop that is part of our top hotel: the Metropole,
         where Marcus was staying, and where I had arranged to meet him.
      

      
      Madam Estelle, High Class Milliner, beamed a greeting as she stubbed her Sobranie and picked up The Times, waving it about, to disperse smoke. She is a tiny, slender creature with lined olive skin, her white hair knotted in a bun
         at the nape of her neck so as not to discommode her hat.
      

      
      I explained my predicament of being invited to the races at short notice.

      
      She tilted her sparrow-like head and surveyed my outfit. ‘I have just the hat for you.’ She swooped across the shop, opened
         a curtain and delved, emerging triumphant with a small, dark red hat box.
      

      
      The hat she held out was an elegant cloche with a swirling pattern in the old suffragette colours of green and violet; its
         only decoration, a white rosebud. Perhaps it was the rosebud. I loved it in an instant.
      

      
      Like the perfect saleswoman, she did not reveal the price until the love affair was sealed with a hatpin.

      
      
      Madam Estelle opened the inner door for me to enter the hotel corridor. Turning left took me to the lobby.

      
      I was a few minutes early, and found a seat that gave me a good vantage point. Marcus and I were not the only ones heading
         for the races. A woman in flowing silks and spanking new picture hat stepped from the lift, followed by a chap in top hat
         and tails. In that regalia, they must be going to the Knavesmire too.
      

      
      An odd pair came down the broad staircase. Two men walked side by side, chatting amiably. The younger man was about thirty
         years old, slight, with a sweet, boyish face. He wore dark trousers, a beautifully tailored grey jacket and a grey silk top
         hat. His stout companion, a weather-beaten man in his fifties, wore full highland regalia, with a kilt that could have been
         the Stewart tartan. Around his neck he carried a brown leather binocular case.
      

      
      Curious, I made as if to stretch my legs, and to pick up a magazine. I watched the men climb into a chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce.
         When I turned back, magazine in hand, Marcus had appeared from the direction of the hotel’s telephone booth with the speed
         of a mouse catching the whiff of chocolate. I felt sure that he must have been there all along.
      

      
      He looked splendid. There is not a huge difference between the dress of a well-to-do racegoer and that of a handsome bridegroom.
         For a fleeting second, I thought I must have been mad to turn down his proposal.
      

      
      ‘Kate! Sorry to keep you waiting. You look wonderful. Green suits you.’

      
      ‘It’s the nearest I could find to camouflage.’

      
      He offered his arm. ‘Are you all right to set off straight away?’

      
      
      ‘I am.’

      
      If I were not mistaken, he would want to keep the Rolls-Royce and its odd couple in view.

      
      As we left the hotel, a porter stood by a black Alvis saloon. Marcus gave him a nod and slipped him a coin.

      
      I slid into the passenger seat.

      
      The porter cranked the motor to life.

      
      ‘Scotland Yard have done you proud. Staying at the Metropole, an Alvis at your disposal. I’m only surprised you don’t have
         a driver.’
      

      
      ‘Keeps it more discreet this way. Just you and me, enjoying a day at the races.’

      
      ‘Marcus, I know you’re working.’ He could be extremely irritating, as if I would give the game way, whatever the game was.
         ‘I’m surprised that someone who has reached your great heights is on an assignment like this. Isn’t it usually detective constables
         who are given the task of keeping an eye on suspected wrong ’uns?’
      

      
      He thought for a moment, calculating what he would and would not say, before deciding to throw me a crumb.

      
      ‘Our American cousins have an interest. We need to appear helpful. Now no more fishing.’

      
      Eventually, we joined the racecourse traffic – a long line of cars, charabancs and coaches, a solitary old-fashioned carriage,
         ponies and traps, and a few riders on horseback, all heading for the Knavesmire.
      

      
      As we drew closer to the racecourse, a small group of anti-gambling protestors held up posters: Prepare to Meet Thy Doom;
         The Wages of Sin is Death; All Race Tracks Lead to Hell.
      

      
      
      ‘Whether it leads to hell depends who’s on the track and what they’re doing,’ Marcus muttered.

      
      At the entry to the motoring enclosure, he handed over a half crown to the steward who waved us through. A second steward
         directed us into a spot next to a Morris.
      

      
      For a couple of moments, we stayed put. Marcus picked up his binocular case and studied the clasp, as if it would give him
         inspiration.
      

      
      The racecourse would be teeming with plain-clothes men looking out for pickpockets, three-card tricksters and bookmakers with
         fast little cars that would enable them to speed away after a race and welsh on paying out. Some of the plain-clothes men
         may have been alerted to be the extra eyes and ears for the investigation branch.
      

      
      I took out a mirror and checked my hat.

      
      Marcus hung the binoculars around his neck.

      
      As I stepped out of the car, my heels sank a little into the grassy ground. Marcus put on his hat. ‘The owners’ and trainers’
         enclosure will be a good starting point. Did you really pick your horse with your eyes closed and a pin in your hand?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. His name is Flint Jack.’ Marcus need not know that the tip was given to me by my neighbour, the professor, who
         studies racing form.
      

      
      He laughed. ‘I’ll wager you were poring over the Sporting Pink last night. Admit it! You were checking form, weight carried, jockey …’
      

      
      ‘Marcus, I didn’t know you were such an expert racegoer. Your work doesn’t keep you as busy as you pretend.’

      
      The day already had a festive atmosphere. We followed the top hats and posh frocks to the owners’ and trainers’ enclosure where the steward checked our badges. The first
         race was about to begin.
      

      
      ‘Let’s watch this one from the rail,’ I said.

      
      It is not such a great view, but I like the atmosphere. We leaned into the rail, watching the horses thundering towards us,
         and practically feeling the breeze as they charged by, hooves pounding
      

      
      When the first race ended, lads led sleek horses into the ring, to stretch their legs in the half-hour lull between races.

      
      Marcus fell into conversation with a race card seller. (Probably a plain-clothes policeman).

      
      That was when I saw the two men from the hotel, the ones who had attracted Marcus’s interest. They were admiring a rich chestnut
         horse that bore Flint Jack’s number.
      

      
      ‘There’s my horse. Back in a sec, Marcus.’

      
      If he would not give me any clues about whom he was following and why, it would amuse me to work it out for myself.

      
      A weather-beaten old ex-jockey led Flint Jack into the pre-parade ring. When the Scot from Marcus’s hotel spoke to him, he
         replied that Flint Jack was ‘ready for his big day’.
      

      
      The Scot, definitely a Highlander, was now commenting on the course. He had never been to York before. His companion in the
         grey silk top hat spoke softly. His favourite race course was in Virginia, he said. The man spoke with a touch of a New York
         accent, but he was English, and local. He intrigued me. His clothing, shoes and manner were top drawer. His voice was not.
      

      
      
      By the time I worked my way back round the ring to join Marcus, my eavesdropping on this talkative pair prompted a slightly
         Sherlockian jump. It was not enough information to come to a conclusion, but at a guess I would say that the Highlander was
         selling something. His bluff, confident manner gave that impression. What did I associate with the Highlands? Haggis, bagpipes,
         Highland Games, Bonnie Prince Charlie, and whisky.
      

      
      Marcus had said, ‘Our American cousins have an interest.’

      
      America had laws against the importation and sale of liquor. Those prohibition laws were being flouted on the grandest possible
         scale. The man in the grey top hat favoured a Virginian race course; so he was from America. By the cut of his jib, he had
         called at Savile Row to be tailored; a man with money.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ Marcus asked when I joined him. ‘Is it still to be Flint Jack?’

      
      ‘Definitely, having seen him.’

      
      We explored, winding our way through the busy throng of small-time punters and York factory workers whose firms had closed
         for the day.
      

      
      Band music played in the distance. From one of the food stalls floated the tempting whiff of sausages. A man by a small tent
         held up a sign that said ‘Gentlemen’s Convenience, one penny’.
      

      
      When Marcus suggested we go to the grandstand, I said, ‘I’m going to place my own bet, Marcus, for luck. Let me catch you
         up.’
      

      
      I had spotted a photographer friend, one of those people who know Absolutely Everything and Everyone.

      
      Marcus sighed. ‘If you insist.’ He put his hand in his pocket. ‘Put two bob on the favourite for me. I’ll see you in the grandstand.’
      

      
      I chose a bookmaker called Willie Price, a rotund, cheerful fellow with a face the colour of a strawberry. A tall, well-built
         young man, his clerk, stood on an upturned box beside him, signalling to someone further along the course. Boldly, I wagered
         a guinea to win, with a shilling each way on Little Marten for Marcus.
      

      
      ‘Kate!’ The voice came from behind me. Good. I had allowed my newspaper photographer friend to spot me first.

      
      ‘Len, hello!’

      
      Len Diamond and I have been on good terms since he came to talk to my local photographic society about his work. He is the
         most talented photographer I know, and I suppose that is why I snootily put him in the category of friend rather than acquaintance.
         ‘Shouldn’t you be down by the course, waiting to snap the winner?’
      

      
      He winked, which I was never sure was intentional or a nervous twitch. ‘Oh I will be. But you know my love for taking candid
         pictures. We have a minor royal here today as well as the usual creamy crop.’ Even as he talked to me, his eyes flitted about.
         When he gave his talk at the society, he said how he liked to capture his subject unawares. I supposed that a great coup for
         him would be to snap a pickpocket in action.
      

      
      ‘Who do you have your eye on today?’

      
      ‘You know me, Kate. Can’t keep away from the great, the good and the bad, especially the bad. We’ve a fellow from New York
         here today, fits the last category nicely, a so-called businessman.’
      

      
      
      ‘Not the man in the grey top hat?’

      
      ‘That’s what I like about you. We’re two of a kind. Never miss a trick.’

      
      ‘Who is he?’

      
      ‘His name is Hartigan. He’s a Leeds chap from Irish stock, taken to New York by an aunt and uncle as a child. He’s supposedly
         here to visit family whom he hasn’t seen since he wore short pants, doubtless with his bum hanging out. Meet me in the Lloyds
         one day and I’ll tell you all about him.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me now. He’s a good-looking fellow. Nice to hear he’s all heart.’

      
      With a frown of concern, Len said, ‘Don’t even think about it, Kate. Word from my chum on Fleet Street is that Hartigan was
         arrested for a vicious murder, in broad daylight, on a New York streetcar. Shot a love rival through the heart. But the police
         and the courts couldn’t make it stick. Not a single witness stayed around to tell the tale.’
      

      
      ‘And who is the man with him, the Scot?’

      
      Len smiled broadly. ‘Oh he’s all right. Produces the second best malt whisky in Scotland. What’s the betting he’ll be travelling
         home with a big order to ship to Canada, and it will mysteriously find its way across the border into America.’
      

      
      So my Sherlockian deduction had been right. I smiled indulgently, and ventured a change of tack. ‘Hartigan and his chum are
         putting their money on the same horse as me.’
      

      
      Len raised an eyebrow. ‘Go on then.’

      
      ‘Flint Jack.’

      
      ‘Thanks for the tip. Given that money finds its way home, I shall put my tanner on Flint Jack. Now can I give you a tip?’
      

      
      ‘I’m all ears.’

      
      ‘There’s a sculptor in the grandstand, Rupert Cromer.’

      
      ‘I’ve seen his work. He had an exhibition last year.’

      
      As he moved away, Len called, ‘If you come up trumps on your horse, buy something from him. It’ll be the best investment you
         ever make.’
      

      
      I caught up with Marcus in the grandstand. As he handed me a glass of champagne, he whispered, ‘I can relax now, Kate, and
         pay you the attention you deserve.’
      

      
      From that I understood that he had handed over the observations to someone else, probably the race card seller. I whispered
         in reply. ‘Your man in the grey top hat and his distiller friend completed their deal then?’
      

      
      Marcus frowned. ‘Who? What deal?’

      
      I took a sip of champagne and lowered my voice to a whisper that an onlooker might mistake for a lover’s intimacies. ‘Hartigan
         and the distiller. I assume that’s why the Americans want you to watch him, to prevent the importation of naughty drinks.’
      

      
      Marcus tensed. ‘How did you work that out?’

      
      I tapped my lips. ‘Don’t worry. Sealed.’

      
      He sighed. ‘This is very sensitive. We have members of both Houses of Parliament with strong interests in distilleries who
         don’t want to discourage sales. The message we want to send back across the Atlantic is that the gentleman in question came
         here solely to visit his family.’
      

      
      ‘And has he visited them?’

      
      ‘Not yet.’

      
      
      And of course, no police force in the country would want Hartigan back on British soil permanently.

      
      We wandered to the balcony, and that was where I spotted a familiar face, Philippa Runcie. I caught her off guard in a look
         of such sadness that it brought me up short. Philippa is an American, a golden girl, who was sponsored by my aunt for her
         London season in 1913. She made what was supposed to be a dream match: American money and British aristocracy. She married
         the most eligible man in London, some said in England, the suave and charming Everett Runcie.
      

      
      And there he was, but not beside his wife. Everett Runcie, still good-looking as he approached fifty, stood a little way off
         from Philippa. He was chatting to his long-term mistress, Caroline Windham, universally known by her nickname of the Viking
         Queen. They were with Rupert Cromer, the sculptor, whom I knew only from his photograph. Runcie and Caroline Windham were
         laughing at something Cromer said.
      

      
      The thick-set young man who acted as Philippa’s private secretary was trying to make conversation with Philippa, to distract
         her from being so studiously ignored by her husband. With his broad flat head, thick neck and compact body, the secretary
         perfectly fitted my mental image of Attila the Hun.
      

      
      Philippa saw me and waved.

      
      I waved back. ‘Marcus, are you all right for properly socialising?’

      
      ‘Proper socialising sounds just the ticket.’

      
      In that moment, some movement disturbed the private secretary. He turned, in time to see Len Diamond raise his camera and
         point it at Philippa, with Runcie and the Viking Queen behind her. It was well known that Philippa and Runcie were to divorce. At that moment, I could
         have cheerfully hit Len over the head with his Thornton-Pickard Reflex. His own paper would never print such a picture. He
         must be selling to a London-based scandal rag.
      

      
      Philippa’s secretary, King, moved quickly for such a lump of a fellow. He took Diamond by the arm and propelled the taller
         man to one side.
      

      
      Philippa steadfastly ignored the scene. I introduced Marcus as a London friend, in Yorkshire for a couple of days. At the
         sound of a new voice, Everett Runcie pricked
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