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~ * ~ * ~

 

When Cassie Pengear’s landlady asks her to check the references of the new tenant downstairs, she expects it to be a simple matter of confirming what was provided.  She did not expect it to lead to a dead body in the flat below, a series of thefts in the building, and mysterious events at a bank she’s done typing for.  If Cassie wants to feel safe in her flat again, she’ll have to solve the death downstairs.

 

~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 1

 

I WAS ENJOYING THE SLOW PERIOD that came after the holidays when no one besides Scotland Yard had anything that needed typing up, as it gave me plenty of time to play with my Christmas presents. I’d framed the print that Inspector Burrows had gotten me of Cassandra of Troy warning the Trojans about the horse (I’d knitted him a green cashmere scarf), and put together the lantern kit—with four mirrors to amplify the light and at least five attachments I was certain did something useful but I had no idea what—from Kate who ran a tinkering and haberdashery shop with her partner Ada (I’d gotten her and Ada tickets to the new Herbert Beerbohm Tree play). Ada’s mauve Polwarth-silk yarn was sitting by my chair, waiting for me to figure out what to knit with it. Even Inspector Wainwright had surprised me by giving me one of Kate’s kits to make a tea-stirring kitten, although it seemed to have been a second since the base was bent and wobbled, so he couldn’t stir tea without sloshing it around. The kitten worked quite nicely for holding a cup of double-pointed sock needles, though. I’d had to quickly purchase a waterproof matchbox holder for him, and had knitted a little pouch for it with some of the yarn left over from Inspector Burrows’s scarf so it wouldn’t clatter around in his pocket. He’d seemed genuinely surprised when I’d dropped it off at Scotland Yard, along with some typed-up case notes for Inspector Burrows, so perhaps our mutual efforts at a truce for Inspector Burrows’s sake were working after all.

I was waiting for my tea to steep, and considering what I wanted to begin knitting with the yarn from Ada, when there was a knocking at my door. I was tempted to ignore it, but I had been moving around in the room, and anyone standing in the hallway would know someone was in the flat, so I didn’t see as I had much choice. Fortunately, it was only my landlady, Mrs. Albright, on the other side with a plate of scones. “I thought I’d see if you wanted something to go with your tea.”

I would certainly never turn down Mrs. Albright’s scones. “That was very nice of you.” I glanced at the plate as I took it from her. Far too many scones for one person. So was she hinting she’d like an invitation? That wasn’t like Mrs. Albright. Normally, if she wanted to have tea with me, she’d simply invite me down to her flat. But then perhaps she was a bit lonely. Her sister and nephew had been staying with her over the holidays and had left on Saturday. Perhaps her flat seemed a bit empty after all the excitement. “Would you like a cup? I have plenty.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” She followed me into the sitting room.

I handed back the plate of scones. “If you’d put these on the table, I’ll see if the tea is ready.”

Mrs. Albright brought the scones through to the sitting area and glanced at the desk where I kept my typing, I assumed to see how the page stand she’d gotten me for Christmas looked. “Busy time?”

“Not after the holidays. Everyone’s still figuring out where they left off, I think. Except Scotland Yard, of course. They always have something going on.”

Mrs. Albright nodded and continued arranging the tea service around the scones. “So, if there was a little puzzle that was most likely nothing at all, it wouldn’t be too inconvenient for you to look into it?”

I’d known there was some ulterior motive for her visit. I’d wondered if she had some records that needed to be typed up. “Shouldn’t be any trouble at all.” I filled the teapot and brought everything over to the table.

Mrs. Albright sat across from me and reached for the teapot. “It’s about the new tenant below you, Mr. Nicholson. Have you met him?”

“Not yet.” The building I lived in had four flats. Mrs. Albright lived in the one on the ground floor. As long as I had been at Paddington Street, flat B just below me had been inhabited by an older gentleman who worked in the City. Then at the end of November, he’d informed Mrs. Albright that he’d come into some money and was leaving to go south, and as Mrs. Albright had received postcards from Madrid, Florence, and Casablanca, it seemed he’d meant what he said. There was a fourth flat above mine, but Mrs. Albright rarely bothered to let it, as it was much smaller than the others. It was where she’d put her sister and nephew when they’d been staying in town. Above that, there were attics and storage spaces in what had once been servants’ quarters up under the rafters. Mr. Nicholson had moved into the flat below me shortly after Christmas, and I hadn’t run into him in the hallway or on the stairs. I had thought of going down to introduce myself when he’d first arrived, but I hadn’t, mainly because I didn’t want to. 

“Well, I think there’s something wrong about him, but I’m not certain what.” She picked up her teacup and stared at it for a minute. “He told me he was a banker, but when I mentioned something in passing my banker said about calculating compound interest, he seemed confused by it.”

I nodded. “I would think a banker would know about compound interest.”

“And he’s been traveling so often, which doesn’t seem like something a banker would do, does it? And there have been other things, subtle, just a feeling that he’s not quite as he represented himself when he applied for the flat.”

That seemed to be the place to start. “How did he represent himself?”

“He said he was a banker at the Hallerson Bank in the City, single, never married, previously employed at a bank in Birmingham. He had a written reference from them and a letter from Hallerson verifying he worked there.”

“So do you think he works there, or do you think they’re forgeries?”

“If they are, he’s got someone on the inside. I sent letters to both banks to confirm what he’d told me just before I offered him the flat, and I received replies that confirmed both references.”

I knew Mrs. Albright was very careful who she rented her flats to, particularly as she had once found a body in one of them which had caused no end of trouble. “And you didn’t have any cause to wonder about him sooner?”

“Little things, as I said, but no, nothing that I would feel comfortable confronting him with. The rent was always on time, and he hasn’t been abnormally noisy or brought undesirable people around, at least not that I’ve noticed.”

It seemed she’d done everything to be certain Mr. Nicholson wasn’t the sort to leave dead bodies lying around. “I don’t know what else you could do, then, if everything seems to be in order.” I could tell she was disappointed in my answer, so I added, “I’ve done some typing for the Hallerson Bank. If you want to bring up his letter of reference, I could stop by and ask to speak to someone I know there. Maybe I can tell from their reaction to it if there’s something we should look at more closely.”

“You don’t mind? It would certainly make me feel more secure knowing that it’s all in my head.”

It wasn’t my first choice for how to spend my afternoon, but Mrs. Albright had been a good friend to me while I’d been living on Paddington Street, so I said, “It shouldn’t be any trouble at all. I’ll go this afternoon when it’s not likely to be busy there.”

“That would be good. I think Mr. Nicholson is out of town at the moment, and it would be nice to have it settled one way or the other when he returns.”

I thought I’d prefer poking around into his life when he was out of the way myself.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

The Hallerson Bank was one of the smaller banks in the heart of London, just outside the edge of the square mile of the City, that mainly dealt with business clients. They occasionally hired me for special typing projects which were too large for their normal typing pool to handle. So no one there was surprised to see me when I arrived and asked if I could speak to Mr. Thurston. Miss Kenyon at the reception desk outside the business offices asked me if I minded waiting, in a tone which suggested my other option was to leave and come back later, so I said I didn’t mind at all and was shown through to the small hallway outside the bank director’s office. As the hallway was where the bank customers who had business with the director also waited, it was quite comfortable. 

It had barely been fifteen minutes when the office door opened and a gentleman with the look of just about every other businessman in the City came out, followed by a clerk I hadn’t seen before. The clerk motioned for me to go in, then escorted the businessman to the main lobby. Apparently, he could tell I didn’t warrant an escort by simply looking at me. I showed myself through the door they’d come out of, past the clerk’s empty desk, and straight through to Mr. Thurston’s private office.

Mr. Thurston looked up when he heard me enter. “Miss Pengear, how nice to see you. I hope there wasn’t an issue with one of our payments.” He tried to make it sound like a joke, but I could tell he was confused as to why I was there and a bit worried about it.

“Not at all. My landlady is planning to let a flat to someone who works here, and she asked if I could just verify the reference you sent on him. She likes to be thorough when she’s giving out keys. I’m sure you understand.”

“A reference?” It was clear he didn’t know what I was talking about. “Was this recently?”

“Just before Christmas, I would think.”

“Hmm, well, that is a busy time. Normally people write when they have these sorts of questions, but I suppose since you do know us here... What was the name?”

“Mr. Nicholson.”

Mr. Thurston looked surprised.

“You don’t recognize it?”

“No, I’m afraid I don’t. But perhaps his direct supervisor wrote it and brought it to me to sign. That would explain why I don’t have a clear recollection of it. Do you have the letter?”

I took the original reference out of my handbag and handed it over.

Mr. Thurston read the letter over twice then handed it back. “That does not look right. It is our letter paper, but it does not look right. And I don’t remember signing any references around Christmas. The last was one of our clerks looking to move to Dover. I gave him a nice reference, but clearly that has nothing to do with your landlady. But why would someone forge a reference so blatantly?”

I could think of a few reasons, and as the most likely involved having been fired or using an assumed name, none of them spoke well of Mr. Nicholson. I decided against mentioning the reply Mrs. Albright had received. From what he’d said a moment ago, he clearly knew nothing about it, so I couldn’t think of any way to produce it that didn’t sound as if I was accusing him of having lied about the reference either to me or Mrs. Albright.

“Of course, there might be some explanation. Why don’t you go down to see Mr. Simmons in the Payroll Department? He would be the one who normally verifies that someone is employed here through their payroll records. Perhaps he will recognize the name and know what’s going on. Although he would never sign my name to a reference without my express permission.” Mr. Thurston handed back the letter.

“Thank you for looking at it. I’ll try Mr. Simmons.” 

I had the definite impression Mr. Thurston was glad to be rid of me and my unusual question.

 

I had met Mr. Simmons before as well. He was the one who sent my payments and the one I had to talk to if they were late. His office was in the basement. Apparently, as he didn’t deal with customers directly, he wasn’t considered important enough for an above-ground office. So I made my way down, behind the tellers’ area, under the staff lunchroom, past Mr. Meyer in the mail room, and finally made it to Mr. Simmons’s small office. Small for the bank, at least. It was larger than most of the offices I’d been in at Scotland Yard, which meant he had room for a desk and a wall of filing cabinets, and he did manage to have two windows, one up against the ceiling and the other with a well outside of it to catch whatever light the City’s buildings let through. The door was open, but I knocked anyway.

Mr. Simmons looked up from his ledgers. “Miss Pengear, I didn’t know we’d had something for you.”

“You didn’t. I’m doing a favor for my landlady.”

“That’s a relief. I’d hate to think you were waiting on me for a pay packet. I was just telling Mr. Wilkes on our way to the bank this morning that no one ever comes down here to visit unless there’s a problem with their pay packet. It’s a relief to have something else to discuss. How can I help you and your landlady?”

I produced the reference letter. “I showed this to Mr. Thurston, and he doesn’t remember writing it. I was hoping you could tell me if Mr. Nicholson was employed here and who here might know him well enough to have written it.”

“I’m not sure what I can tell you, I certainly don’t see anyone not relegated to the cellar, but perhaps I can tell you who you should ask.” Mr. Simmons took the letter from me and read it, then turned to the files behind him and started poking around. He went through the same drawer twice, then picked up the letter, read it again, and went to the shelf behind the desk to consult one of the ledger books. Then he went back to the drawer.

After all of the paper-shuffling and ledger-consulting, I was not surprised when Mr. Simmons said, “I am sorry, Miss Pengear, but I have no idea what to tell you. This letter states that he is an account manager who has been entrusted with the keys needed to open and close the teller stations, but only two account managers have those privileges, and neither one of them have a name that could be mistaken for Mr. Nicholson.”

“You’re certain?” I asked.

That got the desired response. “Oh yes. Would you mistake Mr. Farraday or Mr. Curlew for Mr. Nicholson?”

“No, I don’t suppose I would. So no one by this name works at this bank?”

“If he does, his payments do not go through me.”

Which meant he would be some sort of under-the-counter employee not officially on the accounts. That certainly did not sound like the sort of person Mrs. Albright would want to be renting to. “Thank you for checking.” I took back my letter, made my good-byes, and left the office.

 

As I made my way back towards the staircase, I considered what Mr. Simmons had said. No one by that name, but it was possible Mr. Nicholson was renting the flat under an assumed name. In fact, that would explain why he was disappearing so often. Perhaps he had a mistress or a gambling habit, or was an assassin on a mission and used Paddington Street to hide the fact from a respectable family somewhere else. Of course, that was not something anyone at the bank would know. And if that were the case, it was likely that Mr. Farraday or Mr. Curlew was Mr. Nicholson under another name, and it would definitely not do for me to go and speak to them while they were at work. If they ran into me at Paddington Street—and it was only a matter of time before Mr. Nicholson and I met—they would remember me being at the bank and asking questions.

When I reached the ground floor, I spotted Mr. Meyer unloading mail from the dumbwaiter. He was just what I needed. The first time I’d met him, shortly after I’d started working for the bank, he had come up to me as I’d entered by the employee entrance and, as soon as he learned I was temporary, started to detail out the peccadilloes of three board members. I later realized it was because he could not stand to have a bit of unshared gossip and I’d been the only person he could safely tell that particular bit to. Not that he’d ever admit to being a gossip. I slowed my steps so I could meet up with him just as he was turning away from the dumbwaiter. “Good afternoon, Mr. Meyer.”

“Miss Pengear, what a pleasant surprise.” He gave his cart a push and started walking in the direction of the main floor of the bank: fortunate, as that was the way I was going. 

“I would think you would know most of the people who work here.”

“Of course, anyone who gets their mail here.”

“Could you point out a couple of people for me?”

“If they’re here, certainly. Who were you interested in?’

“Mr. Farraday and Mr. Curlew.”

Mr. Meyer seemed a bit disappointed in my choices, but he pushed the cart out onto the main floor, picked up a random stack of envelopes, and looked around. “Let’s see. Well, it seems Mr. Akerman is here, if not awake and functioning. He’s spent every night this week and for the past two weeks at the music hall. I think he’s taken with one of the chorus girls, although I can’t tell which one. And she’ll probably encourage it, as everyone seems to think working in a bank means you have money. Perhaps they think they let us bring the surplus home like they do at the baker’s or the butcher’s. And there’s Mr. Wilkes. Poor fellow. I think there’s romantic trouble there as well. He’s usually a steady chap, but the last few days, he’s been forgetting things, important things, and making all sorts of odd mistakes. Completely forgot a meeting with Mr. Thurston this morning, swears he was told it was at three, not ten, but there you are. And it seems Mr. Brent is back. He said he’s been ill since Thursday, but he seemed perfectly hale and hearty to me. I think he had some trouble he didn’t want Mr. Thurston to know about, although what it might be I can’t fathom. Unless he injured himself in one of those foolish games he goes to and doesn’t want to admit it. I mean, really, throwing a post and being proud of it? And he’s not even a Scotsman. And there’s Mr. Quincy. He almost gave the wrong amount to Mr. Sterling, £300 if you can believe it, just the other day. If Mr. Wilkes hadn’t noticed it, he’d be out on his ear. Oh, you’re in luck. They’re both here and both at their desks. That’s Mr. Curlew at the second desk on the left.”

I looked in the direction he pointed. Mr. Curlew was shorter than average, slightly stocky, with dark hair. “Do you know anything about him?”

“Not much to know. Married to the niece of one of the managers. Probably get promoted sooner rather than later, mainly because of the connection, although he is very good with the new clients, explains things to them very thoroughly. If he gets one who turns out to be big, the promotion would be on merit, then.”

So, not much gossip, or he was smart enough not to discuss it within Mr. Meyer’s hearing. “And Mr. Farraday?”

“Talking to the old gentleman, by the window.” He nodded towards the front of the room.

I looked where he’d indicated. Mr. Farraday was seated and across the room, so it was hard to tell much, but he was blond, with nothing particularly distinguishing other than a fashionably trimmed beard.

“That gentleman there owns one of the big department stores on Oxford Street, I’m not allowed to say which, but you’ve shopped there. No idea why he uses our bank and not one of the bigger ones.”

“And Mr. Farraday?”

“I think there’s all sorts of things going on there. He’s far too careful about his private life for it to be boring.”

Or he might simply not want everyone in the bank knowing what he ate for dinner. And breakfast. And at his desk between clients. But I thought that ought to be enough information for Mrs. Albright to tell me if either of those men were the mysterious Mr. Nicholson. “Thank you, Mr. Meyer. I knew I could count on you.” I hurried away before he could ask me why I’d wanted to know about those two people in particular.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

WHEN I GOT BACK TO PADDINGTON STREET, I went straight to Mrs. Albright’s flat and knocked. From how quickly she answered and the tea service with two cups she already had set out, I could tell she’d been waiting for me. She invited me in at once and started to get the tea ready. As she went to get the kettle, she asked, “What was the result of your investigating?”

“Curious” seemed to sum it up best. “Mr. Thurston did not recall writing the letter, and Mr. Simmons checked his payroll records and didn’t find the name, but there were two men who had the job described.”

Mrs. Albright brought the fresh pot of tea over and began to pour out. “But not him.”

“I don’t know. I had considered that he might have described his actual job, but used another name.”

“So he’s hiding from something in his normal life here? It’s possible, I suppose, but I won’t have my building used as a den of iniquity. How do we determine that?”

“I got Mr. Meyer who brings the mail round to point out the two with the same job.” I described Mr. Curlew and Mr. Farraday to Mrs. Albright, but she shook her head. “I don’t think Mr. Nicholson is either of them. He’s a bit taller than average, a couple inches taller than Inspector Wainwright, I would say. And his hair is light brown, and he’s clean-shaven.”

So, very unlikely to be either of them. Mr. Curlew couldn’t do a thing about his height, and while Mr. Farraday could put something in his hair to darken it temporarily, it would be foolish and difficult to wear a false beard in his normal life, particularly if he had any sort of family. Far wiser to be clean-shaven at the bank and wear the false beard here. “Then that doesn’t seem to be the answer.”

Mrs. Albright pushed the plate of scones towards me. “Then how did I get a letter from the bank confirming the reference?”

I quickly bit into a scone so I wouldn’t have to answer immediately. 

“I suppose I could have sent it to the wrong address, but I did check it before I sent the letter. At least I meant to.”

I was very glad she had come up with the most likely of my ideas on her own.

“And if I did that, why would they write me back to confirm the reference? Nicholson isn’t that common of a name, I wouldn’t think.” Mrs. Albright went to her desk and returned with another letter in its envelope, which she passed across the table to me. “That’s the reply I received to my inquiry. I’m quite certain the return address is the one I wrote to.”

I got the letter I’d brought to the bank from my handbag and studied both letters and the envelope while I finished my scone. “That is the correct address. And that is their letter paper. I’ve seen it enough times to know it. And the handwriting seems to match the writing on the original reference letter.”

“But they’ve never heard of him?”

I shook my head. “According to three different people, no one named Mr. Nicholson has worked for them.”

“And yet I have a letter, signed by the director of the bank, saying he does. How did that happen?”

I stared at the letter I was holding. “Either he’s lying for some reason, or he didn’t write these letters. Did you address the letter you sent asking to verify that Mr. Nicholson was employed there to someone in particular, or to a title?”

“To Mr. Thurston; that’s who signed the original letter.”

“Which he also denies writing.” I stared at the letters. “I suppose it would be simple enough to forge a letter of reference if one were bold enough to convince whomever it was being given to that it was genuine.”

“That’s why I wrote to confirm it. I wasn’t really expecting anyone to say they hadn’t written the letters, but I thought I’d better check.”

That made sense. “You sent the letter to the bank and received a reply from them, so whoever forged the letter had to know that you’d sent the request for information in time to intercept it. That has to narrow things down.”

“So you think it has to be someone at the bank?”

I nodded. “I can’t see the postman taking it, and there would be too many variables. What if his route changed, or the letter ended up being delivered on his day off?”

“So we’ve narrowed it down to the bank. That sounds helpful.”

It was, but it was still too many people for me to look into on my own. I tapped my fingers against the letter, trying to think of a way to further narrow it down. “It would have to be someone who was fairly confident they would know when a letter like yours was sent to the bank, someone who handles Mr. Thurston’s mail once it arrives there.” That ought to be easy enough to determine, and there couldn’t be that many people who knew they would be handling Mr. Thurston’s mail on a regular basis. I tried to think how to go about finding that information. “I suppose Mr. Meyer would know who was most likely to get their hands on Mr. Thurston’s mail. And I really should have asked him about Mr. Nicholson. If Mr. Nicholson got mail at the bank, Mr. Meyer would know about it.” I picked up my teacup. “Of course, Mr. Meyer is one person who is guaranteed to go through everyone’s mail every day, so I suppose he’s a good suspect as well. I’ll have to tread carefully.”

Mrs. Albright reached for the teapot to top off her cup. “I am sorry to have brought all this to you. I thought it would be a simple matter of confirming that I was being silly and Mr. Thurston did indeed write the reference, and it would be over.”

“Nonsense. He is living right under me; if he lied to get the flat, I want to know why. Now, you said you wrote to the bank in Birmingham. Have you heard back from them?”

“Yes, and they confirmed everything too. I’ll get you the letter.”

Mrs. Albright went to her desk and returned with another pair of envelopes. I noted the address, The Ridgewell Bank, 1398 Brickgate Lane, Birmingham, and read the letters, which were similar to the other set, but not exact copies by any means. “I should check this address as well.” I considered my options. My luck with post offices had been spotty at best. “Perhaps one of the larger bookstores will have a directory of Birmingham that I can look this up in. If it really is a bank, it should be easy enough. If it’s the private residence of a confederate, that’s another matter.”

“I do have a cousin in Birmingham. We don’t write often, but we did just exchange recipes over the holidays. It won’t seem odd if I write back to tell him how his jam pudding turned out and ask about the address at the same time. He could always walk past it and tell us if it exists and what it looks like from the outside.”

“So we have a few avenues to explore. That’s good. I’ll go back to the bank, then try the bookshops.” Best to get the hardest one over with first, then if I saw something I needed in the shops, I could tell myself it was a reward for finishing the questioning at the bank. “I wonder what his last landlady made of him. If he really was already employed at the bank when he applied for the room, then he must have been living someplace in town.”

“I don’t know. He gave me the name, but I was more interested in being certain he could pay his rent on time. And if he were a bad tenant, the last landlady would be as likely to tell me he was a dear just to get rid of him. I’ll get the address for you.” She went to her desk again and poked around in the top drawer while I finished my tea. By the time I’d finished off a second scone, she’d found the address and copied it down for me. “It seems to be a respectable part of town. It didn’t seem odd at the time, anyway.” She brought the paper over to the table and put it with the Birmingham letters.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

I spent most of the trip back to the bank trying to decide how to go about my mission. Mr. Meyer was my best source of information, but also a possible suspect, which made it difficult to know how to approach him. I decided my best option was to keep quiet on my true purpose for as long as possible. Mr. Meyer liked to talk; it shouldn’t be too difficult to lead him into a discussion of what was of interest to me.

At the bank, I found Mr. Meyer in the mail room, sorting out the letters that had arrived in the late post. He seemed more than happy for any interruption. “You’re a frequent visitor these days. Some interesting typing job going on here?”

“Just looking into a few things.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“You can, actually. Who would see Mr. Thurston’s mail before he does?”

“You mean who would be able to read it?” He put the stack of letters down and leaned in. “Has there been some difficulty?”

“You could say that.”

He paused, waiting for me to elaborate. When he saw that I wouldn’t, he considered the question. “I’m afraid the list is very short. I hand it off to Miss Kenyon at reception. She sorts it into business, personal, and advertisement, then passes the first two off to Mr. Harnell. Then he opens them and handles what he can and passes on what he can’t.”

I’d met Miss Kenyon, and Mr. Harnell must have been the new clerk I’d seen briefly. “Not much of a list, then, is it?”

“I’d be shocked if either of them were involved in any sort of deception.”

I didn’t know Mr. Harnell, but I agreed on Miss Kenyon. “I did have one other question. Do you know a Mr. Nicholson?”

Mr. Meyer stared at me for a moment as if he hadn’t understood what I was asking although it seemed a simple-enough question. Then he recovered himself. “Mr. Nicholson? That’s a strange question.”

“That’s a strange answer,” I countered.

“I think your question wins, though. I mean really, why ask me about some random person?”

“So he doesn’t work at the bank?”

“I’ve never seen his name on any mail coming into the bank.”

That wasn’t quite an answer, but I had the feeling I knew where Mrs. Albright’s letter had gone missing. 

“Why were you wondering?”

I debated whether or not to tell him, but he was right, it was an odd question without any context and perhaps knowing whom his deception was affecting would make him a bit more forthcoming. “He’s taken the flat under mine, and my landlady had some doubts about his references. It seems she was right to. I’ll check with Miss Kenyon and Mr. Harnell, then.”  I gave Mr. Meyer a moment to stop me, to confess to something, or even hint at something, but while he looked ready to say something, in the end, he merely said he was glad to be of any help and went back to his envelopes. I left the mail room and went to find Miss Kenyon.

 

Miss Kenyon was right where I expected her to be: at her desk outside the offices of the bank managers and other supervisors. She barely looked up from her schedule book as I approached. “Good afternoon, Miss Pengear. Who were you hoping to see this time?”

“You, actually. I had a question about how the mail is processed here.”

That got her attention. At least, she looked up from her scheduling book. “You haven’t had a problem, I hope.”

“No, nothing like that. But could you tell me what happens to Mr. Thurston’s mail when it gets to your desk?”

She seemed taken aback by the question, which was only natural as it was an odd question, but answered promptly. “When Mr. Meyer leaves the post for the offices here, I sort it by which office it belongs to, then bring it to the appropriate office.”

“So you don’t open any of it?”

“Of Mr. Thurston’s? Of course not. That’s Mr. Harnell’s job.” From her tone, I could tell that Mr. Harnell would not allow anyone to interfere with his work.

“Then I suppose I’ll have to speak to Mr. Harnell.” I had been hoping to avoid that particular task. After our brief meeting outside Mr. Thurston’s office, when he’d more or less ignored me, I wasn’t eager to see him again or to try to get him to answer my questions.

“I’m afraid you won’t be able to today. He went out to meet a client.”

I was very glad to hear that news.

“But maybe there is someone else who can help you?”

“No, it would have to be Mr. Harnell. You see, my landlady had sent a letter checking on a reference, and Mr. Thurston doesn’t remember writing the reply. I was trying to determine who actually wrote it.”

“Does she live in your building? Then I don’t think it got as far as me. You’re still on Paddington Street, right? Then I would have noticed it when it arrived, at least that it was a familiar street even if I hadn’t recognized the address. Paddington is rather memorable, with the station and all.”

Then perhaps I wouldn’t need to speak to Mr. Harnell. I already suspected Mr. Meyer was the culprit from his reaction. Then again, I’d rather not question Mr. Harnell, so there was the risk of jumping to the conclusion that suited me. “Then who do you think would have written her back?”

Miss Kenyon shook her head. “There isn’t anyone between me and Mr. Meyer who should be opening the post, and I’d have noticed if a letter reached my desk opened, so I don’t know who to direct you to.”

“Then I suppose I will have to return tomorrow and speak to Mr. Harnell.” I hoped I didn’t sound as disappointed as I felt. “Thank you for explaining it to me.”

“Of course. Would you like me to tell him something?”

If he knew the purpose of my visit and was the forger, he’d know to plan for it. “I don’t think it’s necessary.”

She nodded and returned to her schedules as I left the bank.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

I decided the next logical step was to go visit Mr. Nicholson’s former landlady. If I was very lucky, she would know exactly what was going on, either that he was who he said he was and had a reasonable explanation for no one at the bank knowing him, or that there was some scandalous story and Mrs. Albright could see about getting rid of him. I consulted Mrs. Albright’s notes and found that that reference had come from a Mrs. Barton at an address in Holborn, which was not terribly far from the bank, so I set out for the Underground station.

 

Once I arrived in Holborn, I found the correct address from Mrs. Albright’s notes and went to the door. There was a bell system that rang in each of the flats, but no labels on the bells. I found the one I thought went to the ground-floor flat and rang. When there was no answer, I tried a second and then a third time. I was getting ready to try a fourth ring when the door opened and a woman came out with a mop and bucket full of cleaning apparatus. She looked me over, saw she didn’t recognize me, and said, “They’re all out. Who were you looking for?”

“Mrs. Barton, the landlady.”

That seemed to confuse her. “Were you looking for Miss Barton or the landlady?”

I noted the change in title. “Miss Barton isn’t the landlady?”

“Oh no, not at all. A nice girl, though. Works in one of the big shops on Oxford Street. Not sure how long she’ll be here, though. She’s seeing a young man who works in a bank, you see.”

It was starting to make sense. “Mr. Meyer.”

“That’s his name. Comes to escort her out regularly. A bit fast, to my mind, but still, a steady job and all. Were you wanting to leave her a note?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s nothing that can’t wait.” Indefinitely, but I didn’t add that. “What about Mr. Nicholson?”

“Not a name I’ve heard.”

“He would have moved out a bit before Christmas.”

“Not here, then. We haven’t had anyone leave in over a year. It’s a well-run building. Folks stay when it’s a well-run place.”

“I must have been given the wrong information, then. Thank you for your help.”

She shrugged. “Should I say you were looking for her?”

“No, that’s all right. I’m sure we’ll cross paths at some point.” It seemed Mr. Meyer had some more explaining to do. It was too much of a coincidence for Mr. Nicholson to not only have given the address of the young lady Mr. Meyer was seeing, but listed her as the landlady of the building and therefore the person a reference request would be directed to. Whatever Mr. Nicholson was hiding, Mr. Meyer was helping him to hide it.

I glanced at my watch pin and noted that it was too late to return to the bank, and three visits in one day seemed excessive anyway. Besides, I wasn’t certain how to approach Mr. Meyer in a way that would get an answer from him. A truthful one, anyway. That left the final clue I had to track down, the bank in Birmingham.

 

The nearest bookshop was small and didn’t have any of the sorts of directories I needed. I didn’t feel like hunting for another shop, and it was getting late, so I took the Underground towards home and stopped at my favorite bookshop near the station on the way. There I found a directory for Birmingham, but there was no listing for the Ridgewell Bank. I considered trying to determine what the address I had did belong to, but there were pages and pages of closely printed text, and it was getting late, so I put the directory back on the shelf and found a new-to-me Jules Verne and
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