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CHAPTER ONE 

  

Mirabelle Leicester was well aware that her husband Leon Gonsalez had married 

beneath him. He had so many quarterings to his name that his coat-of-arms resembled a 

patchwork quilt. He had a personal fortune of millions (pounds or pesetas, she wasn’t 

certain which), he spoke numerous languages fluently, had written books on crime, 

science and history, was a famous philosopher and raconteur and was known all over 

the world as a criminal or a crime fighter, depending on one’s point of view. Whereas 

she was merely the daughter of a poor scientist, who had possessed nothing in the world 

but a small annuity and a life interest in a small farm near Daynham, Gloucestershire; 

she owned neither coat of arms, nor money, nor anything except a frank tongue, a 

readiness to take on anything and a higher school certificate. In the opinion of Leon 

Gonsalez she was the most beautiful creature alive, the darling of his heart and the 

inspiration of his soul, but he preferred not to express himself in such sentimental 

terms. 

Leaning on the windowsill of their attic bedroom, looking out into Curzon Street in 

the sunshine of an early summer’s morning, Mirabelle considered her brilliant and 

idiosyncratic spouse. She was never sure how old he was, because his sparking light 

blue eyes, eager boyish expression and constant restlessness made him appear a young 

man; but judging simply on the basis of her Aunt Alma’s collection of press cuttings 

she was fairly certain that he was about twice her age. On the basis of those press 

cuttings she had for years hero-worshipped him and his two friends who formed the 

‘Triangle Agency’ at the Sign of the Silver Triangle, 233 Curzon Street, London; three 

men who were better known to the world’s press as The Three Just Men, who set out to 

do justice where the law had failed. There had once been Four Just Men, but the fourth 

had been shot by the Bordeaux police many years ago, in the days when the agency 

operated mainly on the wrong side of the law. These days they were more respectable, 

and Leon tried not to assassinate criminals right under the noses of the police, but they 

still went beyond the law when necessary – as they had done when they intervened to 

rescue her from the international arms-dealer Dr Oberzohn, who had discovered that 

she had inherited a gold mine and wanted to get hold of it before she did. Thanks to 

Leon and his friends, Mirabelle still had both her life and the mine, but in the course of 

their adventures she had fallen head over heels in love with her redoubtable rescuer, 

while he – much to his own surprise, and the amazement of his friends – had fallen 

even more deeply for her.  

So they had been married, and she herself had been given the position of the 

replacement Fourth Just Man. She had quickly slipped into the same role as she had 

held at Heavytree Farm; keeping the records, writing the correspondence, and making 

sure that things happened as and when necessary. Raymond Poiccart, the dark and 

silent Frenchman who had hitherto acted as record-keeper for the Three, was very glad 

to have her assistance; she found him a sympathetic friend who was always ready to 

help a person in need, while he – despite his reservations over Leon’s marriage – was 

glad to have a young person about the house. Mirabelle was, he told Leon and George 

Manfred, the third of the group, the sort of young woman he would have liked his 
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daughter to have grown up to become; the dear daughter of his heart who had died so 

long ago and whose death, alongside her mother’s, had led to him giving up everything 

a man may hold dear in this life to join the Four’s battle for Justice for all. 

George simply smiled kindly on Poiccart and kept his own counsel. No one ever 

knew George’s innermost thoughts … there had been a woman in his life once, Maria 

of Gratz, but that was a long time ago. Perhaps the first of the Three to be aware of 

Leon’s growing passion for Mirabelle, George had been the first to suggest that she 

should be admitted to their society as a new Fourth. Although he constantly teased 

Leon about his new role as a husband (and, no doubt, in due course a father), he was 

also supportive, ensuring that Mirabelle was enabled to play an active role in the group, 

and making sure that she was never left alone in the house at night, for that was when 

dangerous people might call. Leon was sometimes out all night on his researches, and 

on the occasions when all three men were out George ensured that either Mirabelle’s 

Aunt Alma came round from her flat in Doughty Court, in the Bloomsbury district of 

London, or that Mirabelle went to stay with her aunt. 

Mirabelle liked and admired George Manfred and Raymond Poiccart for their 

kindness and generosity, and their courage in everything they did to help humanity; and 

she adored her husband, but she knew he needed her at least as much as she needed 

him. She had known from their first meeting that Leon found ‘sentiment’ difficult to 

cope with. He prided himself on his scientific rationality, on his calm, nay, cold 

reasoning which deduced that such and such a man (it was nearly always a man) had 

offended against Justice and must die. When he was not eagerly expounding his latest 

theory or rhapsodising on some quirk of science, his face in repose was thin, sharp-

featured and pale, like some priest of Justice. Mirabelle, with her bright eyes and lively 

personality, was like a burst of springtime against his cold November. Since she had 

come into his life, Leon had found himself acting in a most irrational and sentimental 

fashion: when he was away from her, he would sit with chin in hand, dreaming of her; 

when she was not at his side, he was edgy and irritable; if he was seated at his desk, 

writing, he found himself scribbling verses of adoration which were as sickly in their 

sentimentality as any schoolboy’s. Embarrassed by his own emotion and yet realising 

that the human heart cannot be suppressed by reason (he had started writing a 

monograph on the subject), he had hidden the verses away in a drawer of his desk, 

where Mirabelle – searching for writing paper to send out letters for the agency – had 

found them and read them with a sweet, loving smile on her lips, and then hidden them 

again so that her husband wouldn’t be embarrassed that she had read them. 

Mirabelle considered the passers-by in the street. Leon had gone out early to 

investigate a potential case. He was always at his most lively and amusing in the 

morning, and they had had an early, hilarious breakfast before he had rushed out into 

the morning sunshine, leaving her to get on with writing letters for the agency and 

reading the correspondence received, a task she shared with Poiccart. Leon had 

promised to be back for lunch, and they would go for a walk by the river – he had 

something he wanted to discuss with her, and in any case they tried to go out together 

every day, somewhere or other. Mirabelle missed him when he was out – she 

sometimes went with him on a case, and sometimes she had her own errands to run, but 

for the last few weeks he had been reluctant to let her go out with him – ‘It’s an 



PAGE 5 

unpleasant case,’ he had said. ‘I will want your assistance later, but I’d prefer to carry 

out the initial investigations myself.’ 

So he had gone out alone, and even George Manfred said that he didn’t know what 

Leon was up to: ‘And I’ve long ago given up wanting to know,’ he said reassuringly to 

Mirabelle. ‘Sometimes these investigations of Leon’s end up in shoot-outs at midnight, 

and I prefer to know as little as possible so that I don’t have to lie to our friend 

Inspector Meadows.’ 

Mirabelle had agreed. She liked Inspector Meadows, and fully sympathised with his 

position. The Three Just Men and One Woman could be a liability and an 

embarrassment as much as an aid to the police. 

So Leon had gone out, and George Manfred had gone out on another case, and even 

Poiccart had gone out on his motorcycle, leaving Mirabelle as the only member of the 

Triangle Agency in the house. She had read correspondence and written some letters – 

there were some warnings to issue, which were always composed on a thin, grey-green 

paper which Leon had brought back from Spain – and she had paid a few bills. Then 

she sent the boy out with the post, and now she was leaning on the windowsill, looking 

out into the street. 

Well, really! she thought to herself, I mustn’t just stand here idly. It’s on lovely days 

like this that I really miss Heavytree Farm. She wondered what her cousin Mark was 

doing there now: whether he was feeding the hens, or digging up potatoes in the garden, 

or checking over the cow, or looking over the barns … 

No, this wouldn’t do! She had been desperately frustrated at the farm: she and Aunt 

Alma had had no money, no means of developing the place; they had been losing 

money hand over fist, and were looking bankruptcy in the face – that was why she had 

taken that ill-fated job with Dr Oberzohn. Then had come Leon, and a complete change 

in her life; and the security of the gold mine, and a permanent job with her childhood 

heroes, the Three Just Men; she was happy here and she wouldn’t want to change 

anything. It was just that on days like this, she missed Gloucestershire … 

I must persuade Leon to take me out for a drive in the countryside, she thought. We 

could go and visit Mark – we could take Aunt Alma with us – we don’t have to be stuck 

in London in this lovely summer weather. 

She decided to go downstairs to the Agency office, and finish going through the 

miscellaneous post that they had received that morning. She and Poiccart always 

glanced at everything, but some items were just begging letters, some were from 

troublemakers, some were so illiterate that it was all but impossible to work out what 

they were about. There were always some letters that were put aside for sorting later; 

some of them were eventually sorted, and some never were. She ran down two levels of 

stairs to the first floor and turned into the tiny office. 

There was a desk by the window where she worked, writing letters or reading them, 

and on it lay a pile of this morning’s miscellaneous post. Mirabelle stood by the desk 

and began to go through the items, putting those of no immediate use into one pile and 

those which might be useful into another. The Just Men kept everything: even a 

circular, Leon would remark, could hold vital evidence. As she worked, she could hear 

the maids cleaning downstairs and chattering as they worked. Doors opened and closed, 



PAGE 6 

but Mirabelle concentrated on what she was doing – if she was going to worry about the 

maids, she told herself, she would never stop worrying. 

‘Excuse me.’ 

Mirabelle jumped visibly as the young woman spoke. She spun around to face her. 

‘Who are you?’ she demanded. 

The young woman who stood on the threshold of the room appeared apologetic. ‘I’m 

very sorry – the front door was open, and the maid said I should just come up.’ 

Mirabelle pursed her lips. The maids should really know better, but they knew very 

little of the agency’s activities and didn’t realise that murderers might call. 

‘We don’t normally encourage casual callers here,’ she said, as lightly as she could. 

‘Would you like to come through to the reception room?’ She put down the letter which 

she had been reading and ushered her visitor out of the office, across the landing and 

into Manfred’s reception room, where the large regency desk, polished until it gleamed 

like a mirror, stood in front of Manfred’s comfortable chair. Behind it a heavy grey 

curtain concealed the wall, and often concealed a hidden listener or three – but today 

Mirabelle knew that the Three were out. 

She wondered how she should proceed; she had never interviewed a potential client 

before. George, Raymond and Leon never wrote down anything at the initial meeting, 

relying on their expert powers of observation and excellent memories, but she had no 

claim to either and would prefer to write things down. She looked in the drawers of the 

desk and found a dusty, unused notepad and a pencil, then seated herself in Manfred’s 

chair and asked her guest to be seated. 

‘How can I help you?’ she asked, trying not to appear as nervous as she felt. 

‘Well,’ said the young woman, ‘I know it sounds crazy, but – I think someone is 

trying to kill me.’ 

Mirabelle gave her a long, searching look. The other smiled back apologetically. 

Mirabelle wrote on her notepad: Thinks someone is trying to kill her. 

‘Perhaps you should start by telling me your name,’ she said, realising that she 

should have asked that first. 

‘My name – well, it’s all rather difficult.’ 

‘This is a confidential agency,’ Mirabelle assured her. 

‘Well, then: my name is Mary Somers. My parents are dead and my guardian is my 

uncle. I’ve been living in his house and recently I’ve been feeling very ill, and doctors 

can’t find anything wrong with me. But then I had a holiday last month, and while I 

was away from my uncle’s house I felt much better, and since I’ve got back I’ve got 

worse. So I think perhaps there’s something wrong. But I don’t know what it might be.’ 

She looked at Mirabelle hopefully. 

‘Have you any idea what it could be that’s making you ill?’ asked Mirabelle, feeling 

helpless. 

‘No. It might be the food, or the water, or I thought perhaps he might be putting 

something on my clothes.’ 

‘I see.’ Mirabelle wrote on her pad: ‘Mary Somers; slow poisoning?’ and then 

looked back at her visitor. ‘So have you been to the police?’ she asked. 

‘Well, no. I don’t have any evidence. But I’ve heard that your agency employs 

doctors and chemists, so I thought they might be able to help me.’ 
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‘I’m sure they will’ – Mirabelle remembered something – ‘but we don’t take every 

case that comes to us. My colleagues’ (how official that sounds! she thought) ‘will have 

to decide whether they have time to take your case on.’ 

‘Oh.’ The young woman’s face fell. ‘I hoped you’d be able to do something now.’ 

‘Well’ – Mirabelle felt desperate. What could she say? She invented rapidly. ‘I 

expect they’d like to give you a medical examination before they decide what to do, so 

if you wouldn’t mind waiting for a little while – I’m not sure when Mr Manfred will be 

back, but he usually decides what cases to take. He’s the boss of the agency.’ 

‘All right – yes, I’ll wait.’ The young woman settled back in her chair. 

This won’t do, thought Mirabelle. I can’t let her settle down here. ‘While you’re 

waiting, won’t you come down to the drawing room? And I’ll ask one of the maids to 

bring you some tea.’ 

Her guest brightened. ‘That would be lovely,’ she said, and followed Mirabelle 

downstairs. 

Mirabelle took her guest’s coat and hung it up in the hall; sent one of the maids for 

tea, and settled the young woman in the drawing room. She was just wondering how 

long she would have to make small talk when there was a flurry in the hall and Leon 

walked in. 

He was dressed as a common street trader, the sort of man who might push a barrow 

about London selling fruit and vegetables. It was a perfect disguise for finding out 

information: he could chat to servants and to passers-by, and hang about street corners, 

without giving anyone cause for suspicion. Now he walked into the drawing room, 

greeted Mirabelle with a smile and a kiss on the cheek, and then set eyes on the visitor. 

‘Good morning, Elsie,’ he said. ‘What brings you here?’ 

The young woman frowned. ‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded. 

‘I asked first. What tale have you been spinning this respectable and law-abiding 

young lady?’ 

‘It’s not a tale,’ the other protested, ‘it’s true. I think someone’s trying to kill me.’ 

‘The list of suspects must be enormously long,’ remarked Leon. ‘Would you care to 

particularise?’ 

She frowned at him. ‘It’s my uncle. He thinks I cheated him over the last job and 

he’s trying to get my money.’ 

‘Surely he won’t get it if you’re dead,’ Leon observed. 

‘Well, someone’s trying to kill me,’ the young woman repeated. 

Leon walked over to her and said, ‘Tongue out, please!’ When she put out her 

tongue, he looked at it, put a hand to her right eye and pulled down her lower lid, then 

her left eye; then took her left wrist in his right hand and checked her pulse. 

‘I’ll have some of your hair,’ he added, and she broke off a few strands and handed 

them to him. 

‘I’ll analyse these,’ he said. ‘You can come back this evening for the results of the 

analysis.’ 

She seemed about to say something else, then said: ‘Right you are, then,’ and turning 

to Mirabelle, ‘thank you for your hospitality, miss.’ Then she turned and walked out. 
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Mirabelle went after her to ensure that she really had gone and that the front door 

was closed and latched, then came back to find Leon, who was now seated and drinking 

tea. ‘Who was that, darling?’ she asked. 

‘Elsie is a confidence trickster,’ said Leon, ‘a card-sharp. She operates with her 

uncle and brother, and between them they are the terror of hotels, ocean liners and 

anywhere where crowds of people who do not know each other gather. Recently her 

gang have been busy in London, and I’m sure they are responsible for robbing the 

Mexican ambassador of several thousand pounds, but really card-sharps are not our 

line. We leave them to the regular police.’ 

‘So how do you know her?’ Mirabelle sat down on the arm of his chair, and Leon 

put an arm around her waist. 

‘I ran across her during my current case. In fact I was going to talk to you about her 

this afternoon, but first we’ll analyse this hair.’ Leon drained his cup and got to his feet. 

‘Would you like to come and help me in the laboratory?’ he asked.  

‘I’d love to,’ said Mirabelle, and followed him up the stairs to the top of the house. 

  

The laboratory was shared between Leon Gonsalez and Raymond Poiccart. They each 

had their own experiments in hand, which sometimes came into conflict. Mirabelle was 

not encouraged to go into the laboratory, due to the unstable nature of some of the 

experiments – rumour had it that Leon was trying to improve on the explosives that the 

Three had at their disposal, while Raymond was still trying to increase the size of his 

giant onions. Mirabelle considered that their choice of subjects was a true reflection of 

their characters. 

Even if George had not advised her to keep out of the laboratory – a policy he 

always followed himself – Mirabelle felt that she had had quite enough of laboratories 

during her brief but traumatic sojourn at Dr Oberzohn’s establishment. However, at 

least this one did not have any poisonous snakes in it. There were several bottles of 

coloured liquids which apparently bubbled by themselves, and a pan of something 

which looked as evil as it smelt; but she kept her distance from these, donned the white 

overall which Leon handed her, and stood by as he carefully sliced up Elsie’s hairs and 

subjected the pieces to various tests, while giving her running instructions. 

‘Hold these tweezers – now, let’s see whether it reacts – yes, that’s interesting – 

bring that next piece here – place it in the dish – yes, that’s it – now we’ll try this – 

hum, not quite as I expected … what has she been doing with herself? Putting lacquer 

on her hair, apparently … it burns with a red flame? Original!’ 

Mirabelle watched him with fascination and affection, knowing that there was no 

point in asking him anything until he had finished; while he was working he was 

effectively lost to the world. At length he straightened up, laid down his tools and said: 

‘It’s entirely possible that someone is trying to kill somebody, even if our Elsie isn’t the 

intended victim. That’s what I was going to talk to you about. Let’s have some lunch, 

go for a walk, and I’ll tell you about it.’ 

  

Neither George nor Raymond returned for lunch. Leon and Mirabelle dined on cold pie 

and salad, followed by fresh fruit, and then went out for a stroll through the parks and 

down towards the Thames. As they walked, Leon explained his current case. 
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‘Elsie Manners and her gang are posing as a widowed city gentleman who has fallen 

on hard times, his devoted daughter and her husband. This summer they’re going round 

the London hotels plying their evil trade, and sometimes they are invited to respectable 

establishments. 

‘A few months ago they were invited to the house of a leading city financier, to an 

evening card party. Shortly after their visit, the financier’s wife died. She had been a 

wealthy woman, and as she had no children her husband inherited all her property. She 

had always suffered from a weak heart, and the doctors said that the death was 

expected, but many people who knew her believe that the death was suspicious. 

‘It’s been impossible to prove anything, however. I’ve been in and around the house 

– I’ve been employed there on outside work, I know all the servants; everyone is 

suspicious, but no one can prove anything. 

‘It’s entirely possible that someone does know something and is trying to blackmail 

the financier. There has been some unexpected activity on his bank account recently – I 

managed to see the files. 

‘Our financier, a Mr Armitage, frequents the sort of hotels where Elsie and her gang 

operate, and it’s very likely that the blackmailer – if there is a blackmailer – does too. 

My guess is that Armitage is trying to poison the blackmailer, and that somehow Elsie 

and friends have picked up some of the poison – it has an action like arsenic, building 

up slowly in the body. Perhaps they picked up a case of wine that was meant for 

someone else. 

‘Unless, of course, Elsie is the blackmailer. That’s possible too.’ 

‘You don’t seem very certain about any of this,’ Mirabelle suggested. 

‘It takes some time to piece the picture together. I’m pretty confident about the broad 

view; it’s just the detail that’s in doubt.’ 

‘So what do you want me to do?’ asked Mirabelle. Leon smiled. 

‘I want you to get a job at the bank.’ 

Leon’s plan was simple. If the financier was sending instructions to his bank to make 

regular payments or one-off payments, the bank staff would know. So if Mirabelle was 

working in the bank, she could find out. His own attempts to get into the bank records 

had been only partly successful; he needed someone in the inner office. The obvious 

person was a young, attractive, intelligent woman: Mirabelle. The bank was always in 

need of new staff, so she need only apply. 

‘Supposing they don’t employ me?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘Then we think of something else. But they will.’ 

Mirabelle considered. ‘Supposing I get caught?’ 

‘I’ll tell you what to do. You won’t get caught.’ 

Mirabelle felt a little frisson of fright: it would be dangerous, going into the front 

line of investigation. But she would do it, she told herself. After all, she’d been in 

dangerous situations before. 

  

In fact, it wasn’t dangerous – it was deadly boring. 

Mirabelle knew that the Three Just Men employed a large number of men and 

women to do their everyday investigations and footwork. She hadn’t realised quite how 

brain-numbingly boring the footwork could be. She got the job at the bank without any 
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problem, and as soon as the manager realised that she could add up accurately she was 

given responsibility for balancing the books at the end of the day, subject to checking 

by the chief cashier. 

She found various cases of petty theft of cash, but there were no big movements of 

cash and nothing that justified her having to come out to work every day. After all, it 

wasn’t as if she needed the money. Day followed day and week followed week and 

there was no sign of any odd activity on the relevant account. She began to feel 

desperate: it was late August, and she was still hoping that she and Leon could go away 

into the countryside for a few days, but it seemed that summer would slip away with the 

case unresolved. Then at last something happened: a letter came into the bank with 

instructions for a large sum to be withdrawn from Mr Armitage’s business account and 

sent by special messenger to a London hotel. 

Mirabelle walked out of the side door of the bank as soon as she could, stood by the 

doorstep and pulled a white handkerchief from her handbag. She wiped her nose, then 

powdered her nose again and went back into the bank. A few minutes later, a young 

man walked into the bank to open an account, and was ushered into the manager’s 

office. While he was in with the manager, the fire alarm went off and everyone in the 

building was evacuated. 

The young man who had been in the manager’s office took longer than the other 

customers to emerge, and when he did, he did not join the other customers at the front 

of the bank, waiting for the fire brigade to give the ‘all clear’, but vanished out the back 

way. 

Mirabelle arrived back at Curzon Street that evening all agog to hear the next stage 

of the investigation. Leon was inclined to be mysterious – he loved a mystery – but 

George told him firmly that Mirabelle deserved to be told what was happening, ‘and the 

rest of us would like to know, too,’ he added. 

‘The gentleman whom we are watching has received another communication from 

the blackmailer,’ said Leon smugly. ‘And I’m now fairly certain that the blackmailer is 

the young card-playing Elsie Manners.’ 

‘What do we do next?’ asked Mirabelle. She wished she could sound eager, but 

really she was tired of it. She had wanted to fight for justice, but here there was just a 

murdering financier and a confidence trickster – did anyone care what happened to 

either of them? 

‘You take a holiday,’ said George firmly. ‘Leon, your wife is exhausted. Take her 

away to the sun. Go to Devon. Go to Babbacombe. Go and walk along the cliff tops and 

admire the sunsets – but get her out of London for a few days.’ 

Leon stubbed out the cigarette he had just lit and said, ‘Yes, why not? There’s no 

hurry on this case. I’ll leave you to get on with other things.’ 

‘Have you been to Babbacombe?’ Raymond asked Mirabelle. 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Is it very pretty?’ 

‘It’s George’s favourite spot in England,’ answered Raymond, ‘and George is an 

artist, so I pay his opinions some respect.’ 

Mirabelle smiled at George. ‘I’ll look forward to seeing it,’ she said. 

Leon shrugged. ‘George is such a romantic! We humour him because he has such 

excellent culinary tastes.’ 
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‘Whereas our Leon,’ retorted George, ‘would live off crumpets and tea cakes if 

Mirabelle wasn’t here to remind him to have a proper meal.’ 

Leon shrugged his indifference at the slur; but Mirabelle and Raymond laughed out 

loud. 

  

Babbacombe was beautiful, and Mirabelle loved it. Despite his professed indifference 

to romance, Leon adored being with her, in such a lovely location. They had romantic 

walks along the cliff tops, swam in the sea, enjoyed the good food and hospitality of 

George’s favourite hotel there and in fact had the honeymoon that had been missed 

because of Leon’s crime-fighting commitments. They had early nights, and Mirabelle 

ensured that her husband stopped pacing up and down talking about his cases late into 

the evening; instead, she coaxed him into bed with her, and let him talk while her hands 

tried to persuade him to other things. She generally succeeded quite quickly in 

distracting him. 

After a week, they had both relaxed sufficiently for Mirabelle to risk asking Leon 

about the Armitage blackmail case. 

‘Why are you involved in protecting such a horrible man? Surely he deserves to be 

blackmailed, if he murdered his wife.’ 

‘I’m not protecting him,’ Leon protested. ‘I want justice for his wife – the difficulty 

is to prove the crime. He probably murdered her with whatever substance he tried on 

Elsie. As we haven’t heard from Elsie since she called for the results of my analysis I 

assume she has found some way of evading the dose. I’d like to know what she knows, 

but you’ll remember that she wasn’t anxious to tell you the truth or to talk to me.’ 

‘I wonder whether she’d talk to one of your woman agents?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘Elsie is clever. She suspects everyone and trusts no one – even her colleagues 

probably don’t know what she’s up to.’ 

‘Is she in danger from Armitage?’ wondered Mirabelle. 

‘Absolutely. She’s in grave danger – blackmailers always are – but it’s the nature of 

the crime that they don’t care. They regard the danger from their victim as part of the 

challenge of the game. I don’t know whether you noticed Elsie’s forehead – typical of 

the blackmailer,’ and Leon was off on the subject of physiognomy, a subject on which 

he was an internationally-acknowledged expert. 

Mirabelle waited until he paused for breath to ask: ‘But if Mr Armitage murdered his 

wife, surely he won’t care about murdering Elsie?’ 

‘Of course he won’t. In fact the man has a murderer’s skull – it would be difficult for 

him to go through life and not to murder someone,’ and Leon was off on his pet subject 

again. 

Mirabelle listened with patient amusement. Back at Curzon Street, George would get 

out the newspaper at this point and Raymond would find a thick tome to read, and they 

would settle down in their respective armchairs, only speaking to goad Leon into 

speech again. In her early weeks of marriage she had wondered how the Three had 

managed to stay together for so long, but she gradually understood that they had 

managed to achieve a mutual toleration of their individual eccentricities. 

At least, she thought, Leon regards my head as perfectly mathematical, which is 

great, as he’s a mathematician. Raymond had told her that physiognomy is a much-
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disputed science, and many scientists regard it as almost superstitious rubbish, but Leon 

was a devotee. In the absence of any other religion, Leon’s religion was his own 

science. 

They had been walking through the park when Mirabelle asked the question, and 

they were back at their hotel by the time that Leon stopped talking. They entered the 

foyer and paused to pick up their room key. The young man on the reception desk said: 

‘There’s a message for you, sir,’ and handed Leon a note with his key. 

Leon thanked him, looked at the note, and nodded, turning away from the desk 

towards the stairs up to their room. 

‘What is it?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘As you expected,’ said Leon, ‘Elsie’s body was pulled out of the Thames this 

morning. We’d better go back to London tonight.’ 
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CHAPTER TWO 

  

It would not be true to say that Mirabelle had never encountered death before. Her 

mother had died when she was too young to be aware of it, but she vividly remembered 

being informed of her father’s death, far away in Angola, where he had been on a 

scientific expedition. She had witnessed the death of the terrible Gurther, that merciless 

agent of Dr Oberzohn, and she was aware that her husband had killed Oberzohn 

himself, using the same method that Oberzohn had used to kill his rivals and enemies: 

snake venom. 

But the fact that she had met Elsie and spoken with her, and heard Elsie express her 

fear that someone was trying to kill her, and that now Elsie was dead and she, 

Mirabelle, the Just Woman, had not been able to prevent it – this made her feel very 

guilty, as if she were in some measure responsible for Elsie’s death. As she sat with 

Leon on the train that evening, rushing back to London, she found that she was blaming 

herself, over and over again. 

‘I should have done something. Was there nothing we could have done? Couldn’t we 

have protected her? Was there really nothing we could have done?’ 

‘We could have escorted her from the country,’ said Leon cold-heartedly, ‘or locked 

her up, but while she was in London and free we couldn’t prevent her from trying to 

blackmail Armitage. That was what killed her – the blackmail. You said yourself that it 

was dangerous.’ 

Mirabelle shivered. ‘Did George say how it was done?’ she asked. It was George 

who had phoned the message through to the hotel. 

‘No. It’s quite likely that he doesn’t know yet. He should be able to tell us by the 

time we get back to Curzon Street.’ 

Mirabelle didn’t ask how George would find out; the Triangle Agency had agents 

everywhere. George might even find out through the proper police channels. 

‘So what do we do now?’ she asked, shuddering with cold – she had felt cold ever 

since she heard the news about Elsie. 

Leon put a warm arm about her and held her close. ‘We’ll go after Armitage,’ he 

said. ‘He’s now a double murderer. Elsie may have courted death, but no one deserves 

to be murdered.’ He paused. ‘Well: I would make an exception for blackmailers,’ he 

admitted, ‘I once wrote an article for a London quarterly in which I argued that there is 

no adequate punishment but death for habitual offenders of that type. But silly young 

women don’t deserve to be murdered, and Elsie was hardly more than a silly young 

woman.’ 

Mirabelle remembered what he had been saying about Elsie’s physiognomy only a 

short while before, but decided to let his comment go unchallenged. It’s one thing to 

sermonise on theory and another to face up to horrible reality, she told herself. 

The train pulled in to Paddington at 11pm, and they caught a taxi to Curzon Street. 

George and Raymond were awaiting them in George’s first floor reception room/office. 

They didn’t ask about the holiday, but got straight down to business. 

‘Armitage will need a letter,’ said George. ‘Mirabelle – first thing in the morning.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, feeling slightly better at the thought of doing something, even if it 

was only writing a ‘The Just Men are after you; you have seven days to repent’ letter. 
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‘Leon, get over to Armitage’s house and find out where he’s been.’ 

‘I’ll go now,’ said Leon. 

‘No, he’s out at the theatre this evening and his servants have had the evening off. 

Go tomorrow morning.’ 

‘So he’s given himself an alibi – tomorrow, then.’ 

‘Raymond, take your motorbike down to the area where Elsie was found and talk to 

a few of your friends.’ Poiccart had an unparalleled acquaintance among the London 

underworld. ‘And I’ll go round to see Meadows and find out what he knows. We must 

try not to interfere with his investigation this time – it causes so much embarrassment 

all round.’ 

Mirabelle and Leon went off to bed half an hour and much planning later, and 

Mirabelle had once again to coax Leon into bed, to stop him walking up and down. The 

holiday had done him good, but as soon as he was back in London he went back to his 

old, overactive ways. 
 

Leon awoke the next morning, reached out his hand to his wife and woke up with a jolt 

of shock when he realised she had gone. He was about to leap out of bed in search of 

her when Mirabelle came back into the room, already dressed, clutching a grey-green 

envelope in her hand. 

‘I’ve written the letter,’ she said, smiling apologetically at him: ‘I couldn’t sleep.’ 

He got out of bed, annoyed with himself for not waking up when she did and so 

leaving her to worry, unprotected. ‘We’ll go and deliver it before breakfast,’ he said. 

‘He’ll find it with his morning kippers,’ and he went to wash and shave. 

Mirabelle stood by the window, looking out into the street. The sun was just rising 

above the houses and a few people were already about: delivery men, servants, the sort 

of people that often went unnoticed. Working for the Triangle Agency, she had learned 

that if she wanted to be unnoticed the best way was to pretend to be one of those 

invisible people; and usually that was how Leon disguised himself. For that reason, she 

now studied them very carefully. 

‘That woman’s coming to the house,’ she thought, noticing a woman in an old fur 

coat and hat pulled down well over her eyes hesitate on the other side of the street. She 

flew down the stairs, put the letter on the desk in George’s office for him to find, and 

went to open the front door into the street. 

The woman on the other side of the street was startled when Mirabelle looked out on 

her. For a moment, Mirabelle thought she would run away; then, when she gestured to 

the woman to come in, she hurried across the street and up the steps. 

‘Is this the Triangle Agency?’ she asked, breathless. 

‘Yes! Come in.’ Mirabelle stood to one side and ushered her in, shutting the door 

behind her. ‘May I take your coat and hat?’ 

The visitor took them off, and Mirabelle hung them up on the pegs in the hall. ‘Do 

come into the drawing room,’ she said. ‘The maids aren’t busy yet.’ 

Her visitor, she noticed, was not as young as she had first thought; she looked at 

least forty, and had a strained look about her. She urged her to sit down on the settee, 

and sat down herself. 

‘Do tell me why you’ve come,’ she said. 
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‘It was Mr Brown told me to come,’ said the other. ‘He said, if I found out anything, 

I should come.’ 

Mirabelle was immediately alert. ‘Mr Brown’ was one of Leon’s regular disguises – 

a tradesman who sold domestic chemical cleaners, and hence gained access to the 

kitchens and servants’ halls of London. 

‘Mr Brown is just getting up,’ she said, ‘shall I call him?’ 

The woman was just about to reply, when Leon put his head round the door. ‘I can’t 

leave you a moment, and you disappear again,’ he complained. ‘You’re never where I 

last saw you – it’s giving me a headache.’ He looked at their visitor, and continued 

without changing his tone: ‘Good morning, Mrs Peters. Are you well?’ 

‘Good morning, Mr Brown,’ she replied, addressing him as an equal, noticed 

Mirabelle. ‘Yes, I’m very well, thank you. I’ve come with some information about what 

you told me. Is your boss in?’ 

‘He isn’t up yet,’ said Leon. ‘Can you tell me and my wife about it?’ He nodded at 

Mirabelle, to confirm that she was the wife in question, and then walked round the 

settee and sat down on the arm of the chair where Mirabelle was sitting, facing their 

guest. Mirabelle noticed that he was wearing an old jacket over his clothes, as if he had 

heard Mrs Peter’s voice from upstairs and adapted his clothing accordingly. 

‘It’s Mr Armitage,’ said Mrs Peters. ‘He went out the night before last, and he sent 

all of us home early. He said he was giving us a night off, as he’d be out until late.’ 

Leon nodded, and leaned forward, as if to listen more closely. 

‘Well – I went down to visit my sister in Limehouse. And I saw him!’ 

‘Mr Armitage?’ queried Leon. 

‘His very self! He was talking to a young woman. I didn’t know her – it was dark, 

and they was standing under a streetlamp, but her face was away from me. But she was 

wearing a black coat and a grey dress, and she had a nice hat on, one of the latest style.’ 

Mrs Peters sounded wistful. 

‘Was he talking for long?’ asked Leon. 

‘I don’t know. I walked past them and went on to my sister’s. When I came back 

later they was gone. But how come he was there, when he told us he was going to the 

theatre? There’s no theatre in Limehouse.’ 

‘That’s very mysterious,’ Leon agreed. ‘Thank you, Mrs Peters. Is he back home 

now?’ 

‘I don’t know. I expect so. I was just on my way there, and I thought I’d drop by, as 

you said I should, and let you know what I’d seen.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘That’s very good of you. Are you sure that you hadn’t seen that 

young woman before?’ 

‘I didn’t see her face, so I can’t know for certain. But she didn’t strike me, you could 

say, as someone I knew.’ 

Leon nodded again. ‘That’s very helpful, Mrs Peters.’ He got up. ‘We’ll let you get 

on your way now, or you’ll be late for work. I’ll be round later – I’ve got some more 

samples for your staff to try.’ 

‘I’ll see you later.’ Mrs Peters got up, and Mirabelle hastened to fetch her coat and 

hat. ‘Good morning to you both,’ and she nodded to them, and took her departure. 
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Leon waited until Mirabelle had latched the front door closed and then said, ‘Forget 

Armitage for now – we need to pass this on to Raymond before he goes out.’ 

‘Did George say what Elsie was wearing when she was found?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘No, but the early morning newspapers should tell us.’ 

  

It was nine o’clock by the time the morning papers had arrived, as had the two maids 

and the cook, and George and Raymond were reading the papers and eating breakfast. 

Neither Mirabelle nor Leon ate much – they were too anxious to get out on the case. 

George and Raymond listened solemnly to their account of Mrs Peters, and George 

looked in the Times and confirmed that the dead girl (Elsie) had been wearing a black 

coat and a pale blue-grey dress. ‘So now you know what we’re looking for, Raymond,’ 

he said to Poiccart: ‘you should find people who saw them talking together.’ 

‘And we will go and examine Mr Armitage’s household,’ said Leon. ‘I’ve already 

talked to the housekeeper; I need to talk to the maids.’ 

‘I can do that,’ Mirabelle said at once. ‘they’ll tell me the girls’ gossip that they 

won’t tell you, darling. I’ll demonstrate your latest cleaning fluid. Do you have any 

more of it – I mean, apart from what nearly melted the kitchen table?’ Then she laughed 

so charmingly that Leon at once forgave her the slur on his scientific skill. It was true 

that the last chemical concoction he had devised, specifically intended at the cook’s 

request to remove the grease from their own kitchen table, had eaten through the grease 

and into the timber of the table itself and Leon had had to devise a neutralising agent 

very quickly. However, Leon preferred not to advertise the fact that he was responsible 

for the remaining black mark on the table top. 

‘Ah, so that’s where that mark came from,’ George mused. ‘Our Leon has been busy 

– yes, it would wise if you both go to Mr Armitage’s house.’ 

Leon beckoned to Mirabelle, and they went upstairs to change. 

Mirabelle never failed to be amazed at how her husband could change his 

appearance. In the dim light of the drawing room in the early morning, Mrs Peters had 

accepted him as ‘Mr Brown’, but in a few minutes he was completely transformed into 

one of London’s tradesmen. He then helped her to adjust her clothes – a different style 

to her hair, a different pair of shoes – and a different coat over all of it. ‘If we’re selling 

cleaning products, we’ll need overalls and cloths,’ he said, and packed a leather case, a 

typical, slightly battered bag of the travelling salesman, in which he would carry his 

samples. He also folded up some white aprons and put them in with the samples, so that 

they could demonstrate his products without damaging their clothes. The bag was well 

filled by the time it was packed – Mirabelle helped him hold it closed while he buckled 

it up. 

‘Let’s walk over the park,’ he said, looking up at her with a cheerful smile. ‘It’s a 

beautiful morning.’ 

  

Mirabelle might wonder how her husband, investigating the deaths of a young woman 

he had known personally and of a woman whose husband was apparently an evil 

poisoner, could calmly put this all aside in the pleasure of walking across the park in 

the sun with his wife. Shouldn’t he be rushing to the scene, ready to discover the 

murderer? But she knew that Leon was very well able to rush to the scene when 
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necessary, and in this case there was nothing to be gained by rushing. They knew where 

their quarry was, and Mr Armitage was not going to disappear unless someone made 

him suspicious, and so they must act coolly and calmly and blend into the background. 

In any case, Leon’s coolness was legendary. Mirabelle had read in her Aunt Alma’s 

collection of press cuttings about how Leon, in mortal danger during the case of the 

Silver God of M’Beta, and a fugitive from death, had paused to gather material for his 

history of the Borgias. Then he had calmly moved on his way, dodging the men who 

were tasked with assassinating him, and came safely to his goal. Now he walked along 

with a sparkle in his light blue eyes and a stream of amusing anecdotes on his lips, 

making her shout with laughter even as her heart was icy cold with fear. For Mirabelle 

was always afraid that one day one of the criminals whom her husband pursued so 

light-heartedly, as if it were a game for him, would turn and slaughter him before her 

very eyes. 

But she knew that there was nothing she could do to protect Leon from danger – he 

revelled in it, and half the laughter in his eyes at this moment came from his joy in 

knowing that he would face danger again this morning and overcome it. The rest came 

from his natural delight in the humour of the everyday. As he said: ‘If I am to laugh at 

the absurdities of life, I must laugh always,’ and sometimes it seemed to Mirabelle that 

he did indeed never stop laughing. 

They crossed the park, and walked along wide streets, lined with beautiful houses, 

veritable mansions compared with the little house in Curzon street, and palaces 

compared to her own home in Heavytree Farm. At least, she thought, I won’t have to 

try hard to act as if I’m far out of my social class here; when I look at these houses, I 

know I am. 

They walked through the entrance gate to one of these grand houses, and round to 

the back, to the tradesmen’s entrance, where Leon knocked on the door. The maid who 

opened the door recognised him at once: ‘Mr Brown! Have you brought that polish you 

promised me?’ 

Leon removed the cap he was wearing, and greeted her with equal enthusiasm. 

‘Good morning, Miss Baines. Yes, I’ve brought the polish you ordered, and some new 

glass cleaner I’ve been developing. This is my wife Mary’ – Mirabelle smiled as 

pleasantly as she could at the young maid, who must be about my age, she thought, and 

held out her hand in greeting – Miss Baines shook the hand warmly with a ‘pleased to 

meet you, Mrs Brown’ – ‘she’ll show you how the cleaner works.’ 

‘Lovely! Come in, do.’ Miss Baines stepped back from the door to beckon them 

inside. ‘Call me Lucy,’ she urged Mirabelle. ‘I’m just about to start the cleaning; you 

can come round with me.’ 

In the kitchen, under the watchful eye of Mrs Peters, the housekeeper, and Mrs 

Wallis, the cook, as well as the maid Lucy Baines, Leon opened up his case of samples 

and set them out on the table. He demonstrated a brass cleaner on the handle of one of 

the fire irons, and a steel cleaner on one of the saucepans. He also produced the 

furniture polish which Lucy had ordered, and then Mirabelle said: ‘I’ll show you the 

new glass cleaner,’ and, taking off her coat, proceeded to put on one of the aprons that 

Leon had brought in his bag, then gathered up cleaning cloths and bottles and put them 

into the pocket at the front of the apron. It was just like cleaning days at Heavytree 
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farm, she thought to herself, as she set off round the house with Lucy to ensure that 

everything was spick and span. The only difference was that this apron also had a 

concealed pocket on the inside, in which Mirabelle had already hidden the warning 

letter from the Three Just Men that she had to deliver to Mr Armitage. 

In the drawing room she showed Lucy how to get a good sheen on the glass-fronted 

cabinets, and helped her polish up a mirror-like finish on the occasional tables. Lucy 

was delighted to have company on her tour of work, especially of a girl around her own 

age, and the two were soon chatting of everyday matters: dresses, shoes, hats, the 

problem of finding a hairdresser who could reproduce the latest bob for a reasonable 

price, and the dilemma of the girl who loves sweet things but has to watch her figure. 

Although Mirabelle no longer had money worries, her threadbare, poverty-stricken life 

at Heavytree Farm was still all too fresh in her mind, and she had no difficulty in 

sympathising with Lucy’s troubles and discussing possible solutions. 

Eventually they reached Mr Armitage’s own room. They made the bed between 

them, then while Lucy tidied his bathroom, Mirabelle polished the mirror over his 

dressing table. After checking that Lucy was out of sight, she slipped the letter from the 

Three Just Men out of her pocket and propped it up on the dressing table. Then she 

polished the wooden surface of the dressing table and straightened the other items on it. 

‘Look at this! I found it under the bath.’ 

Mirabelle looked up – Lucy was standing in the doorway that led from the bathroom, 

holding a small red ball in her outstretched hand. 

‘That’s pretty.’ Mirabelle took it and examined it critically. ‘It looks like part of a 

cufflink. We should put it away’ – she pulled open the top drawer of the dressing table, 

and stopped short in shock. She was looking at a twisted, bloodied silk scarf or cravat, 

which seemed to have been thrust into the drawer while still wet, stained with mud, 

blood and smelling of – river water? 

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ 

Mirabelle shoved the drawer closed and looked in the direction from which the 

furious shout had come. In the door from the landing stood a red-faced man – tall, 

strongly built and his face distorted in anger; presumably Mr Armitage. 

‘What the hell are you doing in my room?’ 

‘Please Mr Armitage, the cleaning, Mr Armitage,’ piped Lucy, who had clearly 

encountered these rages before. 

‘Well, get out!’ 

Lucy shot Mirabelle a warning look – Mirabelle swept her cleaning materials into 

her apron pocket, and the two fled past the furious man, bobbing their heads 

respectfully as they passed him. They walked rapidly along the landing and down the 

back stairs, bursting into the kitchen just as Leon was about to sip a cup of tea. He put 

the cup down on the table and asked, ‘What happened?’ 

‘Mr Armitage came in while we were cleaning his room and threw us out,’ 

announced Lucy, throwing herself down into a chair by the table. ‘Get us a cup of tea, 

there’s a pet,’ she said to Mirabelle. 

Neither the cook nor Mrs Peters were present, so Mirabelle filled the kettle at the 

sink and set it on the gas stove. She reached for the tea caddy that was sitting on the 
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table near Leon, but Lucy cried: ‘Oh, you mustn’t have that! That was Mrs Armitage’s 

special.’ 

‘Really?’ Mirabelle opened the caddy at once. ‘What’s special about it?’ 

‘Oh, it’s some special Chinese tea. She had it because it was good for the stomach. 

When she died, Cook put it away so no one else could have any.’ 

Mirabelle looked at Leon, who looked at the cup in front of him on the table. Then 

he picked up his bag of samples, pulled out a jar, opened it, checked that it was empty 

and poured the contents of the cup into it. He closed the jar tightly, then pulled another 

container out of the bag and tipped some of the tea leaves into it, sealing the container 

carefully and putting it back into his bag. 

‘What are you doing?’ demanded Lucy, amazed. 

‘I want to know what’s so special about it,’ answered Leon. ‘I might be able to use it 

in my cleaning solutions.’ 

Lucy shrugged. ‘I don’t know that it’s so good,’ she said. ‘Missus died after drinking 

a cup of it.’ 

‘So that’s why Cook put it away?’ asked Leon. 

‘I guess so.’ 

‘Mrs Peters thinks it’s safe,’ said Leon, thoughtfully, eyeing his empty teacup.  

‘She’s a bit of a cow,’ Lucy remarked. ‘I think she hopes that master’s going to 

marry her, now that his wife’s gone.’ 

‘I think that Mary and I had better get on our way before you pass on to us any more 

poisonous gossip,’ rejoined Leon, strapping his case closed and lifting it off the table. 

‘Are you happy with the polish?’ 

‘Yes, it really works! And the glass cleaner is fabulous.’ 

‘Then I should send some more round?’ 

‘Yes! And you and Mary should drop in any time.’ She gave Mary a friendly grin, 

adding: ‘My half day is Thursday. If you ever fancy going to the flicks? – my young 

man’s out of town and it’s really boring here.’ 

‘I’ll remember.’ Mirabelle held out her hand to Lucy for a shake of farewell; Leon 

also shook her hand; and they departed out of the back door. 

‘So where are the Cook and Mrs Peters?’ Mirabelle asked Leon, as they walked 

away down the street. 

‘They were providentially called away by the butler.’ 

‘Leaving you to drink poisoned tea?’ 

‘I was just tasting its scent as you came in. It certainly did not smell like Chinese tea. 

I’m sure we’ll find that it was the poison used.’ 

‘I delivered the letter,’ Mirabelle reported, and he smiled his appreciation. ‘But I’m 

afraid he may run away. He saw me looking into his dressing table drawer.’ 

‘What did you find?’ asked Leon, realising that clearly there had been something to 

find there, to incur Armitage’s anger. 

‘There was a silk scarf, all screwed up with blood and mud on it. I guess it was what 

he used to kill Elsie.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘Did you find anything else?’ 
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‘This.’ Mirabelle showed him the red ball. ‘It’s half a cufflink. I was going to put it 

in the drawer, until I saw what was there. Lucy found it in his bathroom, under his bath. 

She didn’t know what it was.’ 

Leon examined it. ‘We may hope that the other one will turn up somewhere 

incriminating,’ he said, and put it into his jacket’s inner pocket. 

  

They arrived back in Curzon Street in time for lunch, entering through the back door 

and going straight to the kitchen, where Leon persuaded the cook to show him the 

various types of tea she had in the pantry. He then showed her the one he had brought 

from Mr Armitage’s kitchen and asked her opinion on it. 

The cook was always intrigued, puzzled yet amused by the goings-on of ‘Mr 

Lightning’ as he was known below stairs. He was clearly a gentleman, yet he worked as 

a chauffeur and valet for the master of the house, Mr Manfred. He and the butler ran a 

laboratory in the attic, from which the most alarming noises and smells sometimes 

issued (hence Mr Manfred’s insistence that it be in the attic), but also some useful 

things, such as an excellent perfume which had greatly impressed her sister-in-law (her 

husband liked it too, but it was the sister-in-law’s opinion which really mattered) and 

cleaning solutions, which usually worked very well – except for the unfortunate 

incident of the kitchen table. The version of ‘washing blue’ which he and Mr Poiccart 

had devised had brought the whites up lovely. 

Now she had not the faintest idea why Mr Lightning had brought his lovely young 

wife into her kitchen to argue the merits of different types of China tea. At first she 

thought it was because Upstairs had taken exception to the tea that was being served, 

and then it turned out that Mr Lightning had been served some China tea at another 

house which he didn’t like and in fact probably wasn’t China tea at all. When she 

looked at it, she gave it as her considered opinion that it was either one of those heathen 

substances that the Chinese smoked, or the sort of thing one might find at a 

pharmacist’s shop; but she had never seen anything like it, nor smelled it, neither. 

As Leon turned away to rush upstairs to his laboratory, she spoke quietly to 

Mirabelle. ‘By the way, love,’ she said gently, ‘you don’t need to spend your time 

leaning over those nasty-smelling chemicals. If you ever want to come down here and 

have a quiet sit in front of my fire of an evening, when the kitchen’s quiet’ (the cook 

and maids went home at 6 o’clock each evening), ‘you’d be very welcome.’ 

Mirabelle smiled – a lovely smile, the cook thought; she was much too good to be 

tied to a madman like Mr Lightning. ‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Dorran,’ she said. 

‘I’d be glad to.’ 

  

Nevertheless, after lunch, Leon and Mirabelle were once again upstairs in the 

laboratory, analysing the supposed ‘tea’, while Manfred entertained an upper-class 

client in the drawing room and hoped that his colleagues could manage to avoid 

blowing up the building until this scion of a ducal house had departed. They had 

finished their analysis by the time that Poiccart came in – seeing a large and expensive 

car at the front door of the house, he came in by the back door and came straight 

upstairs to report to Leon and Mirabelle. 

‘What did you find out?’ Leon greeted him eagerly. 
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‘Well’ – Poiccart leaned on the workbench and regarded them both intently, ‘I have 

found half a dozen men and women who saw him talking to the girl earlier in the 

evening. I have found a man who saw a struggle, and thinks he saw the girl pushed into 

the water. I have persuaded him, by means of a price of a pint of beer, to take me to the 

spot and I have examined it: and I found these.’ He pulled some items out of his pocket 

and laid them on the workbench. 

Leon and Mirabelle looked at them. Then Leon reached into the inner pocket of his 

jacket, pulled out the red ball and laid it next to the cufflink that Raymond Poiccart had 

just found at the place where Elsie Manners was pushed into the Thames. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

  

George Manfred preferred to dine out in the evenings. It ensured that he enjoyed a meal 

fitted to his demanding culinary tastes, and it meant that Leon Gonsalez could not 

dominate the conversation all evening, discussing his latest theory. Since Leon’s 

marriage last June this had been less of a problem, as Leon and Mirabelle spent a 

certain part of each evening staring into each other’s eyes, leaving Manfred and 

Poiccart to enjoy their meal in peace. On the present occasion, however, it was 

necessary to have some discussion, and so Manfred phoned a restaurant where he knew 

it would be possible to have a table in a quiet corner where they would not be 

overheard, and booked a table for 7pm. 

Leon, as usual, was all for keeping the matter out of the hands of the police. They 

now had sufficient evidence to make Armitage the obvious suspect for Elsie Manners’s 

death, and with the added evidence of the China tea, it seemed likely that they could pin 

his wife’s death on Armitage. Manfred, however, preferred to let Inspector Meadows 

know about the evidence they had gathered to date. Poiccart thought that the police 

would not act; having previously questioned Armitage and let him go, they would not 

be anxious to reopen the case. 

Mirabelle preferred to get the police involved, and said so. George Manfred heartily 

approved her view; Raymond Poiccart said cautiously that it could at least be 

mentioned to Meadows. 

‘But not until tomorrow,’ said Leon at once. ‘The good inspector will not turn out 

tonight to listen to us spinning him stories! Let me at least have tonight to get our man; 

and if he escapes me, then you may tell Meadows tomorrow.’ 

Manfred agreed, smiling at Leon’s earnest desire to prove his case, but Poiccart was 

solemn. ‘You must promise that you will not lead Mirabelle into danger,’ he said, 

gravely. 

Leon flashed a look of love at his wife and responded, ‘Ramon mi buen amigo, how 

could you suggest such a thing? Of course not.’ His expressive hands reinforced his 

words, but Poiccart shook his head. 

‘I know you of old,’ is all he would say. 

‘What stage are we at with the letters to Armitage?’ Leon asked his wife. 

‘He’s had a general warning that he’s under observation,’ replied Mirabelle, ‘and 

this morning I delivered the second warning. He’s due to receive one more.’ 

‘We’ll deliver it this evening,’ Leon said emphatically. Poiccart shook his head 

again. 

He knew that Armitage was a very dangerous man. Mirabelle was young and 

hotheaded; Leon often acted like a crazy youth. It was all very well for Leon to dodge 

death, but did he have to include his young wife as well? 

But he remembered Mirabelle’s spirited defence of Heavytree Farm, and how she 

had fired on Oberzohn’s men then and later when they cleared up the last of 

Oberzohn’s gang in London; and he took some comfort in the memory. 

After the meal, Leon and Mirabelle walked back ahead to Curzon Street. Entering by 

the back door, they went up to the study, where Leon wrote the last warning letter to 
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Armitage on the classic green-grey paper, using the flowing hand that had been 

described by the Megaphone as ‘effeminate’ and by Detective-Superintendent 

Falmouth as ‘Latin’. 

It was not his normal handwriting, which was small and cramped; but Leon could 

disguise his handwriting as well as he could disguise himself. He blotted the letter, 

addressed the envelope and sealed up the letter within it. Then he turned to Mirabelle, 

who had been checking through their other correspondence while he wrote. 

‘We need to dress unobtrusively,’ he said. ‘Dark clothes.’ 

‘Evening dress? You normally wear evening dress.’ 

Leon grinned mirthlessly. ‘Yes, for around town. For a residential street – dark 

clothes, so we can vanish into the shadows, but nothing showy.’  

‘How are we going to get into the house?’ Mirabelle asked. 

‘I can pick the lock,’ he told her, and reached into the drawer of the desk to find his 

skeleton keys and his foldaway jemmy, which he put into his inside jacket pockets. 

‘Guns?’ she asked, and he nodded. ‘Yes, that would be wise.’ 

When they slipped out into the street again half an hour later, they were equipped for 

breaking and entering and even for murder, although Mirabelle hoped that it wouldn’t 

come to that. 

Great houses, Leon explained to Mirabelle as they walked across Hyde Park, are in 

many ways easier to get into than poor ones, because they have more entrances. There 

are at least two staircases – the front and the back stairs – and many windows, often 

with balconies. There are often trees or trellises up the side of the house, and invariably 

there are drainpipes; sometimes there are convenient telephone wires. All of this means 

that there are many possible means of entry, and Leon was well practised at using them 

all. 

The houses of the poor are more difficult: they sometimes have only one door and 

smaller windows, and the walls and floors are thinner, so that anyone inside will hear 

an intruder moving about. A flat is more difficult still. So the house of a rich financier 

was exactly what Leon wanted, and he approached this task with eager relish. 

They arrived at the back of the house without attracting any undue attention from 

passers-by, and set to work to gain access. It was an easy matter to pick the lock of the 

back door, but they then found that it was bolted from the inside. Leon sighed, and took 

the jemmy out of his pocket. A few moments later he was giving Mirabelle a leg up 

through the pantry window, and she slipped round inside the house and unbolted the 

back door for him. 

Once inside the house, they closed and bolted the door again, so that they could not 

be taken by surprise. Leon then got out his torch and, leading Mirabelle by the hand, 

went cautiously from one room to the next, checking that no one was there. It appeared 

that Mr Armitage and all his servants were out. He put the final warning letter on the 

study table, and then led Mirabelle upstairs. 

‘Let’s see that drawer in his bedroom,’ he said quietly into her ear. 

Mirabelle led the way to the bedroom and opened the door cautiously. ‘All quiet,’ 

she said. ‘The curtains are closed.’ 

Leon snapped on the electric light: and Mirabelle screamed at the top of her voice. 
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Leon stared at her, then at the bed, then back at Mirabelle, who was now laughing 

hysterically. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘it was just such a shock.’ 

On the bed lay Mr Armitage, with the silk scarf tightly wound about his neck, his 

mouth open and tongue bulging, his eyes staring blindly. He was obviously and 

horribly dead. 

  

‘May I speak to Inspector Meadows? Thank you.’ 

Mirabelle and Leon waited impatiently while the switchboard operator at Scotland 

Yard put them through to Inspector Meadows’s office. At last a familiar voice spoke: 

‘Meadows here.’ 

‘Good evening, Inspector,’ said Leon, his voice at its most smoothly affable and 

genteel. ‘This is Leon Gonsalez. I have a problem for your attention.’ 

Mirabelle, whose ear was pressed hard to the receiver on one side, while Leon’s was 

on the other, heard Meadows’s friendly but exasperated sigh. ‘What is it?’ 

‘A dead body,’ said Leon glibly, ‘and I swear to you that I am not responsible for it.’ 

‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ said Meadows. ‘Where are you?’ 

Leon gave the address, and Meadows said, ‘Don’t go away. I’ll be there in twenty 

minutes.’ They both heard his phone click down. 

‘Darling,’ said Mirabelle, ‘what do we do now? He’ll assume we did it.’ 

Leon shrugged. ‘Obviously, that will be his first impression. But given that the back 

door was locked and bolted when we arrived, I suspect that the murderer is still in the 

house.’ 

‘Shall we call the others?’ asked Mirabelle, reaching for the phone. 

Leon hesitated, then nodded. ‘George and Raymond will be so disappointed if we 

don’t allow them their fun.’ 

While Mirabelle dialled and spoke, Leon walked out into the hall. They had come 

downstairs to the study to telephone. He could see from where he stood that the front 

door, like the back, was locked and bolted. They had not seen anyone as they moved 

around the house: that meant that the murderer was upstairs. It would give him great 

satisfaction to find the murderer and disable him or her before Meadows arrived, but he 

needed to think out a clear plan of action first. As he’d been explaining to Mirabelle 

earlier, if they went up the front stairs, the murderer could come down the rear stairs. 

Mirabelle came out to stand next to him, and slipped her arm through his. ‘They’re 

on their way,’ she said. ‘What shall we do now?’ 

He looked into her face, his eyes dancing with the excitement of the chase. ‘What do 

you want to do, carina?’ 

She smiled challengingly back. ‘I’d like to find the murderer, of course!’ 

‘As our dear Raymond warned us, it will be dangerous.’ 

‘But we have guns – and the murderer hasn’t, because they used the scarf to strangle 

him.’ Mirabelle felt herself shudder at the thought, but tried not to show it. 

‘Whoever murdered that man took him by surprise, because he didn’t have the 

opportunity to fight back. And clearly the murderer is strong enough and quick enough 

to choke a man to death. But I doubt that the murderer has a second scarf, and 

strangling a person with one’s bare hands is a different proposition.’ Leon’s face was 

now set and grim – he was working through his plan of action. ‘I’m sure that the 
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murderer is on the top floor, watching the back of the house; they heard us come in 

through the back door and they are waiting for us to leave, so that they can escape. One 

of us must go up the back stairs and one up the front. We must turn on the electric lights 

as we go, so that we can’t be caught in the dark.’ He was talking quickly, his voice low. 

‘When we get to the top floor, the murderer will try to rush one of us, and the other one 

will have to leap into action to help.’ He looked intently into his wife’s face. ‘You take 

the front stairs; I shall take the back. I am sure that that murderer is at the back of the 

house, so the murderer will try to attack me. You must distract them; shout or fire your 

gun over their head. Then I’ll be able to overpower them.’ 

She nodded. ‘Right.’ 

He gestured towards the stairs and said, ‘Don’t go too fast, and keep your eyes 

open,’ then walked quickly and noiselessly back through the house, through the green 

baize door into the servants’ part of the building, and began to climb the back stairs. 

Mirabelle’s heart was in her mouth as she made her way up the front stairs. Every 

creaking stair tread made her heart pound harder. She pulled her gun out of her coat 

pocket and released the safety catch, then edged up the side of the stairs, so that if 

someone did jump at her she couldn’t be thrown off her balance. She reached the first 

floor and looked around her, all around: the landing was well lit, and the corridor 

stretched away to her right and left and straight ahead. Keeping her back to the 

bannisters and ready to scream the house down at the slightest noise, she edged her way 

around and started up the next flight of stairs. 

The landing at the top of the next flight was unlit. She could see the light switch at 

the top of the stairs; she edged slowly towards it, trying not to breathe, listening out for 

the slightest noise. Slowly she reached out and turned the switch; the second floor 

landing was immediately illuminated.  

She paused for a moment, gasping her relief. She could still see no one – she waited 

and listened, but could hear nothing but the pounding of her own blood in her head. 

Taking several deep breaths to steady her nerves, she shifted the gun from one hand to 

the other, wiping her hands on her coat to dry them. She realised that she was soaked in 

sweat, although the house and the night were cool. 

There was only one more floor now: the attics. But the front stairway ended here – to 

find Leon, she must walk back through the house to the back stairs. Supposing the 

murderer was in one of these rooms, and was able to slip out past her as soon as she had 

gone? She hesitated. 

At that moment the silence of the house was broken by a terrible yell from the floor 

above, followed by a thunderous knock on the front door and a shout of: ‘Police! Open 

up!’ At the sound of the yell, Mirabelle leapt towards the back of the house; and then 

skidded to a halt as a door opened ahead of her and a woman rushed out into the 

corridor, blindly, all but colliding with Mirabelle, knocking her back against the wall. 

As Mirabelle shouted in surprise, the woman turned and faced her, screaming: ‘You! 

You murderer!’ and launched herself at Mirabelle. 

Mirabelle was so taken aback by the accusation that for a moment she forgot to 

defend herself; then the woman’s hand grabbed her short hair, and the wrench of pain 

brought her to her senses. She raised the gun, firing it into the air to alarm her assailant, 

but it had no effect except that a shower of plaster and paint fell on them both as the 
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bullet went into the ceiling. She was aware of the thunder of knocking on the front 

door, and angry voices raised; at the same time, she could hear voices shrieking, and 

was vaguely aware that one of them was hers. The other woman hit her so hard on the 

jaw that she saw stars and staggered back against the wall; she managed to raise the gun 

to fire it, then heard a shot, and saw the other woman buckle and fall to the floor.  

Mirabelle spun round, expecting to see Leon, and found herself facing a man she had 

never seen before, aiming a gun in her direction. ‘Drop your gun or I’ll shoot,’ he cried, 

and sent a bullet flying over her head. Mirabelle dropped to the floor (she said later that 

her knees gave way beneath her); there was an almost simultaneous crack of a 

Browning pistol, and her attacker groaned and fell.  

A moment later, Leon was at Mirabelle’s side, arms about her, lips kissing her 

forehead, and exclaiming: ‘Mirabelle! Are you hurt?’ 

She managed to get up on her knees, coughing in the cloud of plaster dust that her 

own bullets had brought down. ‘No, darling – I’m fine.’ 

The thunderous pounding on the front door continued. Leon helped his wife to her 

feet and led her to the head of the stairs, where he opened a window and called out: 

‘Wait a moment! We’re coming down.’ Pausing only to check that the other man with a 

gun had been sufficiently immobilised by his shot, he then helped Mirabelle down the 

stairs, set her gently on a chair in the hall, and unbolted and unlocked the front door. 

Inspector Meadows stood on the threshold; half a dozen policemen stood behind 

him. ‘What the hell kept you?’ he demanded. 

‘A thousand apologies, Inspector,’ said Leon gently, ‘my wife and I were a little 

delayed by the murderer.’ 

Meadows led his men into the hall, nodded to Mirabelle (who was breathing deeply, 

trying to steady herself), and was directed by Leon up the stairs. Leon himself remained 

with Mirabelle, holding her hand and stroking her hair. ‘You were very brave, darling; 

how were we to know that there were two of them in the house?’ 

‘It was Mrs Peters,’ Mirabelle managed to say. ‘Why did she call me a murderer?’ 

‘Clearly she thought that we had murdered Armitage. In fact the murderer was 

Manners.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘Elsie’s brother.’ He saw her blank expression and explained: ‘Elsie Manners’s 

brother broke into the house tonight and murdered Armitage, in revenge for his sister’s 

death.’ 

‘That was Elsie’s brother?’ 

‘Yes – I have of course met him before. I’ve even beaten him at cards, which not 

many people have succeeded in doing.’ 

‘And you’ve shot him dead?’ 

Leon shook his head dismissively. ‘He isn’t dead. It’s just a flesh wound, but it 

prevented his firing at you. You did well to drop when you did – it took you out of my 

line of fire.’ 

‘I didn’t drop deliberately,’ she admitted, and he smiled. ‘It was excellent timing 

nevertheless!’ 
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Mirabelle breathed deeply, then said: ‘This is a mess! We came to punish Armitage 

for murdering his wife and Elsie. But Elsie’s brother had already punished Armitage, 

and now we’ve got him arrested.’ 

‘You must consider,’ said Leon gently, ‘that if we hadn’t caught Elsie’s brother, we 

would have been the prime suspects for Armitage’s murder – Meadows knows that I’ve 

been after him for months. You might also consider Mrs Peters’s role in all this. I will 

advise Meadows to question her regarding Mrs Armitage’s death.’ 

Mirabelle shook her head. ‘What? You mean she might have poisoned Mrs 

Armitage?’ 

He nodded. ‘You heard what Miss Baines said this morning. She kept control of the 

tea.’ 

‘But Elsie was blackmailing Armitage – oh, it’s too much.’ Mirabelle was laughing 

and crying both at once. 

‘Meadows can find out what that was about. It may have been that Armitage was 

party to his wife’s death. But Elsie also had plenty of other things to hold against him – 

his gambling parties, for example. Her brother should be able to tell us about that.’ 

‘Are you tiring our Mirabelle again?’ came George’s amused, sarcastic voice from 

the doorway. ‘You really should allow her to go to bed at a sensible hour.’ He stepped 

into the hallway and looked the pair up and down. ‘Covered in plaster dust, torn clothes 

– Leon, this is no way to treat your wife.’ 

Mirabelle saw Leon’s hands twitch in nervous agitation, and then Poiccart was 

alongside her, holding her hand, saying: ‘I’m very glad to see you safe.’ 

‘It was fine,’ she heard herself say. ‘Leon and I are a great team.’ 

‘They got their man and woman,’ came Inspector Meadows’s voice from the upper 

landing, and Mirabelle turned her head to see the Inspector come down the stairs, coat 

unbuttoned, hat on his head, a look of quiet satisfaction on his face. 

‘I’ll let you know the result of our interrogations,’ he went on, ‘but from what I have 

heard upstairs, Armitage and Peters are responsible for the two ladies’ deaths, and Mr 

Manners is responsible for Armitage. Just for a change, you four aren’t responsible for 

anything except breaking and entering.’ He looked around at the three men clustered 

about Mirabelle, and then down at the dusty figure on the chair. ‘I suggest that you 

clear out now and we’ll say no more about it.’ 

Leon looked at Mirabelle. ‘May I suggest we take a pleasant stroll back to Curzon 

Street?’ he asked. 

‘That would be lovely,’ she answered. ‘Shall we ask these two gentlemen to 

accompany us?’ 

‘I would certainly advise it,’ said Meadows drily. ‘They might encourage your 

husband to keep out of trouble.’ 

Leon shrugged hands and eyebrows. ‘Such gratitude I receive for finding your 

murderers and calling you to the scene! You don’t deserve my genius, Inspector.’ He 

turned to Mirabelle. ‘Let’s leave this ungrateful person to his work,’ – and he offered 

her his hand, helped her to her feet, and guided her out of the front door. 

George and Raymond paused to exchange a few words with Meadows. ‘There looks 

to have been quite a shoot-out,’ said that worthy. ‘Encourage the girl to take things 

quietly for a few days. She’ll probably be suffering from shock.’ 
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‘I’ll encourage her to concentrate on writing letters for a few days,’ said George. 

‘Which reminds me’ – he nodded at Raymond, who nodded acknowledgement and 

stepped into the study for a moment. When he came out, he said, ‘Everything in order 

there. We should follow Leon and make sure he goes straight back to Curzon Street.’ 

George and he departed, raising their hats to Meadows, who saw them off with a 

wave and went back to the crime scene. He had a good idea of what Raymond Poiccart 

had retrieved from the study, and considered that removing the Three Just Men’s final 

warning from the house of a murdered man would simplify the police case enormously. 

  

The following morning, when Mrs Wallis, Lucy Baines and the other servants arrived 

for work, they found the house full of police officers waiting to question them, but no 

information about what had happened to their employer or when they were likely to be 

paid. They each came out of the interrogation room frightened and thoroughly alarmed, 

unsure what they were supposed to know about events in the house and whether they 

were being accused of anything. Lucy and Mrs Wallis found their way to the kitchen, 

where they made themselves a cup of tea and gave themselves up to lamentation. Mrs 

Wallis was just saying: ‘I suppose we may as well take what we can and sell it – it’s the 

only way we’ll get what’s owing to us,’ when there was a knock on the back door and 

Leon and Mirabelle entered. 

‘We’ve come to see how you are,’ said Mirabelle, in greeting. 

‘Oh, Mary! Did you hear what’s happened? Is it in the papers?’ cried Lucy. 

‘No, we were here last night! We came back to look in Mr Armitage’s room because 

he was acting so suspiciously yesterday. And we found him dead!’ 

‘It was you that found him?’ Lucy exclaimed, and Mrs Wallis cried: ‘Sit down; I’ll 

make you a cup of tea.’ 

‘We’ll have Indian tea, please, Mrs Wallis,’ said Leon, sitting down at the table with 

Mirabelle at his side. 

‘Tell me all about it,’ begged Lucy, so Mirabelle began to tell the story of the 

previous night’s events, with corrections and interjections from her husband. Mrs 

Wallis interrupted from time to time with comments of ‘It’s as good as a film,’ and 

‘Who’d have thought it?’ and Lucy was agog with excitement. 

‘But when all’s said and done,’ said Mrs Wallis at the end of the recital, as they sat 

round the kitchen table drinking tea, ‘there’s Miss Baines and me here what have done 

nothing wrong, yet we’re out of work and no one to give us a good character. What 

with the police treating us like we were guilty just for working here, there’s no one will 

give us employment now. What’s to be done for us?’ 

‘I have an aunt who has a flat in Doughty Court,’ said Mirabelle. ‘She needs a good 

cook and a maid to come in in the mornings. The maid she has now has just got herself 

engaged to be married, so she’s leaving at the end of the month.’ 

‘Well,’ said Mrs Wallis. ‘That sounds like we might be able to help there. Perhaps 

Miss Baines and I will just walk round there this afternoon. Will your aunt be open to 

callers this afternoon, Mrs Brown?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Mirabelle. ‘I’ll phone her to tell her that you’re coming.’ 
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‘I can’t help feeling,’ she said, as she and Leon walked away from the house later, ‘that 

I haven’t done a lot for justice in this case.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘Mr Armitage and Mrs Peters murdered Mrs Armitage, but has anyone really 

benefitted from its being investigated?’ 

‘Two murderers have been punished,’ said Leon. ‘One is dead and one will probably 

go to prison for a long time.’ 

‘And all the other servants are out of work, and –’ 

‘I’ll ensure that they all find fresh employment,’ Leon assured her. ‘The vital point is 

that the guilty have not escaped justice. You forget that Mrs Armitage was murdered.’ 

‘Yes,’ admitted Mirabelle. ‘When someone is dead, it’s easy to forget that they had 

interests, when they were alive.’ 

Leon waxed rhetorical. ‘Who will speak up for the dead? Who will seek justice for 

them, and prevent the murderer from murdering again? When the law fails, who will 

ensure that justice is done?’ 

She turned a smiling face to him. ‘You will,’ she said, ‘and I’ll help you.’ 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

  

Miss Alma Goddard was not known as an excitable woman. Her idea of a happy 

evening’s entertainment was to put together a collection of press cuttings. Her calm 

determination during the defence of Heavytree Farm against Dr Oberzohn’s ‘Old 

Guard’ had won her the wholehearted admiration of Leon and Raymond Poiccart (no 

one was ever sure what George wholeheartedly admired). 

However, this even-headed lady was currently flustered. Her newspaper cuttings 

were out of order, her lace collar was creased, her hair was untidy. The reason for this 

aberrant behaviour was not hard to find. 

Alma had recently acquired a new maid and cook at her flat in Doughty Court, 

Bloomsbury. They came to the flat in the morning, stayed to make lunch and wash up, 

and left early in the afternoon. They had been recommended to Alma by her niece 

Mirabelle Leicester, and she had been very happy to give them a trial. She discovered 

that Mrs Wallis, the cook, was a very experienced and capable woman, and a very 

steady pair of hands in the kitchen. The maid, Miss Lucy Baines, was hard working, 

careful and intelligent. She could trust her with the care of the flat and know that 

nothing would be broken and nothing valuable would go missing. 

Miss Baines was a friend of Mirabelle’s. She called her ‘Mary Brown,’ because she 

had first met Mirabelle when she was working under that alias alongside her husband, 

the crime fighter and ‘Just Man’, Leon Gonsalez. The two young women always had a 

lot to talk about whenever Mirabelle came round to the flat. They had even been out 

socially together, which Alma did not approve of. Lucy Baines was respectable enough 

– her father was a grocer, an honest tradesman with a shop in north London – but she 

was not Mirabelle’s social equal. 

However, Alma was prepared to put up with the friendship, as (she said), since the 

Great War many of the old social barriers had been broken down. What had really upset 

her was that her nephew Mark had come up to London for a visit. 

Mark was now the manager of Heavytree Farm. He had been training as a barrister, 

but without family money to support him had been unable to complete his training. 

Now that Mirabelle was rich (with a gold mine in Angola), she could pay Mark to run 

the farm, but from time to time Mark came up to London to visit his cousin and aunt. 

He usually stayed at the family flat in Doughty Court, and he and Alma would go out in 

the evenings to see a play, or even to visit the cinema. 

On this current visit, however, Mark had arrived just as Mirabelle and Lucy were 

preparing to go out to see a new film, and Mirabelle had invited him to go along with 

them. By the time they returned that evening, Mark was talking to Lucy as if she was an 

old friend; he insisted on showing her home, and when he got back to the flat he told 

his aunt that Lucy was a charming girl of taste and breeding and he was seriously 

considering asking her to take a walk in the park with him the following afternoon. 

‘Mark!’ exclaimed his aunt. ‘You can’t seriously propose courting one of the 

servants. Miss Baines is not suitable company for you. She’s intelligent and a careful 

worker, but her father is a grocer!’ 
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‘She’s much cleverer than I am,’ came the response, ‘and she has a real head for 

figures. She’d be a real help on the farm.’ 

‘I don’t want to hear any more about it,’ his aunt retorted. ‘Don’t even speak about 

it!’ 

So Mark said no more to his aunt, but the following morning he spoke to Miss 

Baines as she served breakfast, and after breakfast his aunt found him chatting to her in 

the kitchen of the flat, and helping with the drying up. She told him briskly to let Miss 

Baines get on with her work and chased him out of the kitchen, but later found him 

helping her with the polishing. She told him to go out for a walk, only to see him later 

in the Court outside the flats, walking alongside Miss Baines, who had gone out on an 

errand. 

In despair, she lifted the telephone receiver and called her niece at 233 Curzon 

Street. 

It was Raymond Poiccart who answered. Alma was relieved to hear his deep voice; 

she always felt that the quiet, heavy Frenchman was a safe pair of hands. He asked after 

her health and promised to find Mirabelle and bring her to the phone. Alma waited 

impatiently, until a bright, cheery voice said: ‘Hello, dear! Is everything all right?’ 

‘Oh, Mirabelle!’ she burst out. ‘Mark’s in love with Miss Baines!’ 

She was disgusted to hear her niece break into a peal of delighted laughter. ‘Is he 

really? Good old Mark! He’s hardly even said “Good morning” to a girl before. She’s 

such a nice person, isn’t she?’ 

‘Mirabelle!’ insisted Alma. ‘Don’t say such things! You know he can’t have 

anything to do with her. She’s a grocer’s daughter, for goodness’s sake.’ 

‘Yes, dear, and Mark needs someone who can run a business; he’s no idea how to do 

it himself.’ 

‘Don’t joke, dear. You know this is no joking business.’ 

‘I’m not joking. I know you don’t approve, but Lucy is a dear and she’s well 

educated and she’d be so good for Mark. And you know Mark’s hardly capable of 

looking after himself; he’s only just managing the farm.’ 

‘She’s an excellent maid, dear, and I don’t want to lose her.’ 

‘Do you want me to come round to talk to him?’ asked Mirabelle. 

Alma frowned. ‘No, dear, I want you to get him out of the house; invite him round to 

Curzon Street.’ 

‘All right, dear. I’ll do that. Take care,’ and Mirabelle hung up. 

She was frowning to herself as she turned from the telephone. Raymond Poiccart 

saw the frown, and was concerned. ‘What is the trouble?’ he asked. 

‘Alma’s worried about Mark,’ answered Mirabelle. ‘She thinks he’s fallen in love 

with Lucy Baines.’ She saw Poiccart’s blank expression and added: ‘she’s the 

housemaid whom Leon and I rescued from Armitage’s house. I got her a job with my 

aunt.’ 

Poiccart nodded. ‘Your aunt is a very traditional woman,’ he observed. ‘She will be 

shocked at the idea of your cousin courting a tradesman’s daughter.’ 

‘Mark’s supposed to be in business, but he can’t add up,’ said Mirabelle, frankly. 

‘He does his best, and he does manage better than Alma did, but Lucy would be such a 

help to him.’ 
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‘What does the young lady feel?’ asked Poiccart. 

Mirabelle’s face cleared, and she laughed at herself. ‘Of course! It’s up to Lucy. 

What’s it to do with Alma or me? It’s up to Lucy and Mark.’ 

Poiccart relaxed, seeing her laugh so merrily. He disliked seeing Mirabelle anxious – 

he regarded her as a sort of surrogate daughter, and was deeply protective of her. 

Not as protective as Leon Gonsalez, her husband, whom Mirabelle had left frowning 

over one of his chemical experiments. When she did not return immediately, he came 

downstairs to see what had become of her, and found her just walking away from the 

phone, exchanging a few words with Poiccart. 

‘Raymond, what have you been saying to our lady?’ he exclaimed. ‘She has a frown 

on her face and a pucker on her brow.’ He kissed the brow lightly as he spoke. 

‘Señorinetta, what has cast a shadow over you?’ 

She smiled into his face, a smile which spoke of spring time, of apple blossom and 

mayflowers, April sunlight and fresh meadow grass. He smiled back joyfully; she 

always made him joyful. 

‘I’m fine,’ she said, ‘but Alma was worrying me. She’s fretting about Mark.’ 

‘Again? She worries too much about him.’ 

‘She thinks he’s in love with Lucy Baines.’ 

‘So? What is the problem?’ Leon was leading her upstairs again, hand in hand. 

‘She thinks there’s a social disparity.’ 

‘I would agree,’ said Leon, in mock solemnity. ‘Clearly Miss Baines is far too 

intelligent to associate with your cousin Mark.’ 

She laughed at him and said: ‘I know. And I don’t expect she’s at all interested in 

him.’ 

‘Then your good aunt needn’t worry. Come and help me finish these tests.’ 

  

Over lunch, Mirabelle mentioned to George Manfred the problem of Mark’s amours, 

and George agreed good-naturedly that Mark could visit that evening. Mirabelle 

gratefully offered to cook a meal; Leon, who enjoyed his wife’s simple cooking but 

knew that George’s tastes were more epicurean, suggested that they order a meal to be 

sent round from local restaurant. So it was agreed, and after lunch Mirabelle phoned up 

the flat in Doughty Court and invited Mark to dinner. 

‘Smart suit but not evening dress,’ she added. 

‘Great! I’ll be there,’ Mark promised. ‘Can I bring Lucy?’ 

Mirabelle hesitated, then asked herself why it should matter. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’d 

love to see Lucy.’ 

‘I forgot to mention,’ George remarked when she went back upstairs to the office to 

continue with her work on the Triangle Agency’s correspondence, ‘a client is coming 

round this evening. I will interview him in the reception room as usual; if it’s the type 

of case which requires more assistance, I will call the rest of the Agency to listen in.’ 

‘I expect Leon will be listening anyway,’ said Mirabelle. 

George nodded. ‘He usually does,’ he agreed. 

  

The evening went pleasantly enough. The meal, provided by a local restaurant which 

sent it round in a hamper, was acceptable even to George’s fastidious tastes. Mark and 
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Lucy arrived quietly but neatly dressed, and made intelligent conversation. The 

discussion centred on politics, the theatre, and literature. Lucy showed a good 

knowledge of classic English literature, based on a sound schooling; Mark succeeded in 

holding his own on politics. Mirabelle realised that she had been holding her breath, 

expecting her cousin to make a complete fool of himself in front of the Three Just Men. 

She gradually relaxed as the evening progressed, and even managed to laugh at 

George’s wit. 

Leon kept a careful eye on his wife. He realised that she was embarrassed by her 

cousin’s lack of social polish – she did not realise that part of her own attractiveness 

was her natural grace and lack of affectation. Always fascinated by human behaviour, 

he had quickly weighed Mark up at their first meeting as reasonably intelligent but 

lacking in self-esteem and confidence, while it was obvious that Lucy felt herself 

keenly to be the social inferior of George and Raymond. Yet she regarded Leon as a 

friend and thought of him as on her own social level. He made a point of drawing Lucy 

and Mark into the conversation on subjects that they were comfortable with, and was 

pleased to see them respond positively to his encouragement. 

At around nine o’clock the doorbell rang, and Poiccart went out of the drawing room 

to answer it, while Manfred went up to his first floor reception room to receive the 

visitor. The remaining four continued chatting in the drawing room. The conversation 

had turned to modern society and what was and was not acceptable behaviour 

nowadays. 

‘The Great War changed everything,’ declared Mark. ‘Social standards have 

changed completely. All the old institutions of society are breaking down. When I was 

a little boy, everyone went to Church on Sunday, and unmarried mothers were unheard 

of. Now young people of my age don’t get married – they just live in sin.’ 

‘I don’t agree,’ said Lucy firmly. ‘People claim that society has broken down just to 

excuse their own behaviour. I don’t think things have changed that much. I know 

people are always claiming that there’s more crime and more immorality, but when you 

think that the orphanages are full of children abandoned by their parents – well, those 

children weren’t all born yesterday.’ 

She looked challengingly at Mark, who blushed and said, ‘That’s all very well, but 

we live in a new era now. The old world was all destroyed during the Great War. What 

did all those standards do for us? Men fought and died and ever so many people died in 

the plagues afterwards. What’s the point of following the old fashioned morality? It 

didn’t help us and we don’t need it now.’ 

Mirabelle frowned at him: she knew he had had one glass of wine that evening, but 

he was talking like a man who had drunk too much. ‘You need to come up to town 

more often, Mark,’ she said, ‘you’re getting too countrified! People still believe in 

courage, and honour, and love and fidelity.’ 

‘Do you go to church?’ demanded Mark. 

Mirabelle was taken by surprise at the question. The Three Just Men did not go to 

church except on important social occasions. George Manfred had famously refused the 

attention of a chaplain during his weeks in the condemned cell at Chelmsford Jail. Leon 

referred contemptuously to institutionalised religion as ‘mere superstition’, although he 

did use the language of religion, advising (for instance) criminals to say their prayers 
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before he shot them. Mirabelle suspected that the silent and thoughtful Poiccart was the 

most genuinely pious of the Three. 

‘If you go to church,’ Leon interposed, ‘what is your motivation? Do you go to 

worship the sublime, or to be seen by others, or to see the great and the good? What do 

you gain by attending a Church service which you could not gain equally well by 

walking and meditating on your maker in the park or the countryside? Do you find God 

more readily in church, or in a storm at sea, the sunset of a peaceful summer’s day, or 

the face of a repentant criminal at the assizes? Do you attend church unthinkingly, 

because it is the socially acceptable norm, or because your own rational mind and 

informed conscience direct you to the action?’ 

Mark blinked in confusion and had no immediate reply; Lucy burst out laughing. 

‘Oh, I do love it when you argue!’ she exclaimed. ‘You say the most dreadful things, 

but when you say them it all makes good sense.’ She turned to Mirabelle. ‘Does he 

drive you crazy with all his questions?’ she asked. 

Mirabelle laughed. ‘I like his questions,’ she said. 

Lucy turned back to Leon. ‘You once asked me whether I enjoyed cleaning,’ she 

said. ‘I thought you were mad to ask me, and I said I did it because it was my job. And 

you said,’ she giggled at the memory, ‘that the action of cleaning was a spiritual act, the 

wiping away of chaos and disorder and the restoration of perfection. And the moment 

you’d said it, I knew you were right. And ever since then I’ve thought differently about 

my work. I even enjoy it! Especially now I’ve got that new polish you brought along. It 

really does clean without smearing.’ 

Mark began to laugh, thinking the subject ridiculous, but Mirabelle squeezed Leon’s 

hand, and Leon said seriously, ‘I’m glad you now understand the importance of 

cleaning.’ 

Mark opened his mouth to say something else, but Poiccart opened the door into the 

drawing room. ‘George would like to all to come upstairs,’ he said. ‘He’d like you to 

meet our guest.’ 

  

The guest turned out to be a respectably dressed middle-aged gentleman, slightly 

balding and with an anxious air. He was sitting in a comfortable chair when they 

entered, but rose and bowed to the ladies, shaking Leon’s and then Mark’s hand. 

Everyone then sat down: Leon on the edge of George Manfred’s desk, Mirabelle and 

Lucy on the settee, and Mark on the arm of the settee next to Lucy. Only Poiccart 

remained standing, in his butler role, in front of the door. 

‘This is Mr Price,’ George introduced him. ‘He owns a factory to the east of London. 

Recently he has had considerable trouble from competitors who are trying to undermine 

his business. They have even, he tells me’ – he looked towards the visitor, who nodded 

solemnly – ‘infiltrated his workforce and are sabotaging his factory. In fact he fears that 

they may try to destroy his manufacturing capability. I suggested that the obvious thing 

to do is to infiltrate his infiltrators.’ He looked Mr Price in the eye. ‘I believe you 

employ a great many female operatives, Mr Price?’ 

His guest nodded ‘That’s correct,’ he said. ‘The bulk of my workforce is comprised 

of women.’ 
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‘Then the obvious people to send are Mrs Brown’ – he nodded at Mirabelle, who 

smiled at the use of her pseudonym – ‘and Miss Baines, if she is happy to play a role in 

this investigation.’ 

Lucy’s face was a picture of delight. ‘Yes, of course I will,’ she exclaimed. 

‘Here’ – Mark began, but George interrupted him. ‘Then that’s arranged. Two new 

employees will report to your foreman tomorrow morning at – what time?’ he 

prompted. 

‘Seven am sharp,’ the other said. 

‘Seven am,’ George confirmed. ‘We’ll keep you informed as to the progress of our 

investigations, Mr Price. No fee will be due until the investigation is closed.’ 

‘Thank you, sir. My mind is greatly relieved to know you’re on the case.’ Mr Price 

rose, bowed to the company, and walked out of the room, escorted by Poiccart. The 

group in the room heard him go down the stairs, then the sound of the outer door, 

Poiccart’s solemn, ‘Good night,’ and the door firmly closed. Leon slipped off the desk 

and went to the window, peeking round the curtain to watch their visitor depart. 

‘He’s gone,’ he announced, returning to the desk and taking a cigarette from 

George’s box on the desk. ‘His factory is a sweatshop, of course. I’ve heard reports of it 

from ex-workers but I’ve never been inside. It’s about time that we dealt with such 

modern slave drivers, George.’ 

‘He’s done nothing illegal,’ answered his long-time colleague. ‘His factory satisfies 

every inspector and he has all the necessary certificates.’ 

‘No doubt. But he’s still a slave driver.’ Leon looked about for a means of lighting 

his cigarette. ‘The law should have a means of dealing with such men.’ 

‘But as it doesn’t,’ George observed, ‘some of those whose lives he has ruined are 

trying to get their revenge on him.’ 

‘So what will we do?’ asked Lucy. ‘Will Mary and I make a report to the police?’ 

‘No, you’ll report to me,’ said George. ‘The police are not interested – yet. When 

they see your report they may become interested.’ 

‘Can you contact any of the people you know who have worked there?’ Mirabelle 

asked Leon. ‘It would be useful to have some information before we arrive.’ 

‘At least one of the men in our ledger used to work there,’ said Leon, getting off the 

desk and going to the wall safe. ‘I’ll send him a message.’ 

‘At this time of night?’ wondered Lucy. 

‘Mark can take it round to him,’ said Leon, and gave Mark a challenging smile. ‘You 

were not expecting to go back to Gloucestershire for a few days, were you, Mark? I’m 

sure you would enjoy taking part in our little investigation.’ 

Mark frowned. ‘Last time I got involved in one of your investigations I ended up 

dressed up as a woman in the company of two gangsters.’ 

‘And you played a central role in the bringing to justice of a dangerous criminal 

gang. Don’t worry; you won’t have to dress as a woman this time,’ Leon assured him. 

After a moment’s pause, he added, ‘You may be going into considerable danger, but 

you can do it dressed as a man.’ 

‘Oh, do come along, Mark!’ urged Lucy, and the young man sighed: ‘All right. If 

you’ll promise not to do anything dangerous!’ 



PAGE 36 

‘It will be so exciting!’ Lucy assured him, but Mark didn’t appear to relish the 

prospect. 

Poiccart came back in at this point, and reported that Mr Price had left in a taxi. 

Leon, who was leafing through the ledger of the Triangle Agency’s various employees, 

appealed to him for a match to light his cigarette, but Poiccart said only: ‘You took the 

last box of matches up to the laboratory earlier this afternoon.’ 

‘So I did,’ said Leon, absently stubbing out his unlit cigarette in the nearest ashtray. 

‘I’ve found some of the past employees of Mr Price’s sweatshop,’ he added, and began 

to scribble notes on a notepad. 

‘How are you going to get all those messages to your agents at this time of night?’ 

asked Mark, in a rather sneering tone, Mirabelle thought. 

Leon folded up six pieces of paper neatly so that they formed their own envelopes 

and began to address them. ‘As I’ve already told you, you are going to deliver them,’ he 

replied. ‘They are hardly out of your way on your route back to Miss Baines’s house. 

You will, of course, be walking her home?’ he added, giving Mark one of his charming 

boyish smiles. 

‘Of course,’ retorted Mark.  

Leon handed him the folded notes. ‘I’ll pick you both up in the car from Doughty 

Court tomorrow morning at 6.30am,’ he said, ‘don’t oversleep.’ 

‘What should we wear?’ asked Lucy, who was clearly very excited at the prospect of 

the adventure.  

‘Some old work clothes,’ Leon advised her. ‘Not the new clothes you’ve bought to 

work at Miss Goddard’s – wear that dark blue dress you wore the day that you and 

Mary were cleaning Armitage’s rooms; and put on one of your old aprons.’ 

‘How did you remember that dress?’ wondered Lucy, flattered that he had noticed it. 

‘He notices everything,’ Mirabelle reminded her. ‘But tell him you’re impressed – he 

likes people to notice.’ 

‘I’m always impressed by his memory,’ said Lucy, shaking her head in 

bewilderment. Mark took her arm before she could say any more, and remarked, ‘Shall 

we walk back now? We can see everyone in the morning.’ 

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Lucy was clearly disappointed to be leaving so early. ‘Thank 

you for a lovely evening,’ – this to George Manfred, and then turning to Mirabelle: ‘it 

was so lovely to see you. Do come and see me again soon.’ The two young women 

exchanged kisses on the right cheek, and then Lucy said ‘Good night,’ and shook hands 

with Poiccart and Leon. Mark said ‘Good night and thank you,’ to everyone in the 

room, and Poiccart showed them out. 

‘Please stop annoying Mark,’ Mirabelle said to Leon, as soon as they had gone. 

‘He’s very insecure.’ 

Leon laughed ironically. ‘Yes, carina, he is; but he is also very jealous, because his 

beloved admires my skill. Which of course she should, because it is amazing’ – 

Mirabelle pretended to slap him at this, but he dodged her, and continued: ‘but he 

hasn’t yet realised that he has nothing to fear from me in matters of the heart.’ He 

kissed Mirabelle’s forehead, and added, ‘if Lucy does well in this case, perhaps your 

aunt will look more fondly upon her relationship with Mark.’ 
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George interrupted them. ‘As we’ve finished work for this evening, we should retire 

to the drawing room – or perhaps you two lovebirds should have an early night?’ 

Leon shrugged. ‘You and George may mutter into the newspapers if you wish; 

Mirabelle and I have more constructive things to do upstairs. I have an experiment to 

complete in the laboratory.’ He took Mirabelle’s hand and began to lead her towards 

the door. 

‘Experiment as to whether you can find the matches,’ George suggested 

sarcastically, as they left the room. Leon pretended that he hadn’t heard him. 

  

Leon and Mirabelle rose early the following morning and dressed with care. Mirabelle 

found an old dress that she used to wear for working around the farm, back in 

Gloucestershire. It was clean, but faded and worn; it came down nearly to her ankles 

and the hem was a little frayed. Leon approved it as suitable for their current task.  

‘Let me see your hands,’ he urged her, and when she showed them to him, he said: 

‘You need to cut your fingernails, darling. Much as I hate to ask you, you’ll need short 

fingernails for this job.’ 

‘They are already short,’ Mirabelle objected, examining them. ‘I cut them for 

helping you in the laboratory.’ 

‘I think they need to be shorter still, so that you don’t catch them on the valuable 

fabrics you’ll be working on today.’ 

‘You said that you’ve heard about the factory,’ Mirabelle said, as she began to trim 

her fingernails. ‘Where is it?’ 

‘In Stepney. It produces ladies’ artificial silk dresses. Fifty seamstresses work long 

hours either cutting out or on sewing machines sewing up the dresses. The working hall 

is on the first floor; there’s a warehouse on the ground floor where the stock is stored 

until it’s dispatched. The company has a full order book and the product is sold all over 

Britain.’ 

‘You called it modern slavery,’ Mirabelle remembered. 

‘The workforce is very poorly paid, especially the seamstresses. The Triangle 

Agency has investigated cases of white slavery overseas, but we’ve never investigated 

it nearer to home. It’s an oversight we need to address.’ 

Mirabelle looked up at him and saw his thin, sharp-featured face staring grimly into 

the mirror as he shaved. She felt a thrill of pride in him as he spoke: the passionate 

priest of Justice, she thought.  

‘Aren’t there laws controlling wages and how long people can work?’ she asked. 

‘They only cover factories over a certain size, and certain types of production,’ 

explained Leon. ‘Men like Price grow fat on the sufferings of his workers.’ 

‘So is it true that his factory’s been sabotaged?’ 

‘Possibly.’ Leon had finished shaving, and turned to face her. ‘But it’s more likely 

that he plans to sabotage his own factory and claim the insurance. Let’s go and see.’ 

  

Leon drove Mirabelle in the Buick round to Doughty Court to pick up Mark and Lucy. 

When they arrived they found Mark and Lucy waiting in the Court, arguing. Mirabelle 

got out of the car to help them get in to the back seat. 

‘Good morning,’ she said politely. ‘How are you both?’ 
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‘We were just arguing about you,’ said Lucy, getting into the back seat. She was 

dressed as Leon had instructed her, in her old working clothes. Mark had also found 

some older clothes to wear. 

‘About me? Why?’ 

‘I said your name is Mary, and Mark says it’s Miri.’ 

‘It’s Mirabelle,’ said that person, getting back into the front seat, ‘Leon calls me 

Mary for short, but Mark calls me Miri. Mary’s a good name.’ 

‘And Mark says Mr Brown is a dago called Gonsalez.’ 

‘Mark!’ exclaimed Mirabelle in annoyance at her cousin’s rudeness. 

Leon laughed heartily. ‘I have many names,’ he said. ‘I’ve been called Mandrelino, 

Heckford, Farmer, Dr Wilson Graille, Lucas, Heinz – and Gonsalez. Perhaps they are 

all aliases, who knows? I speak Spanish like a native, but English, German, French and 

Italian too. To which nation do I belong, Mark?’ 

‘Too many,’ snarled Mark from the back seat of the Buick, and Leon laughed 

heartily. 

The car sped through the early-morning London streets to Stepney, where Leon 

parked it in the mews behind a public house with a painted sign of an eagle outside it. 

He went into the pub for a few words with the publican, then came out and urged the 

other three to follow him. Mirabelle looked over her shoulder as they set off up the 

mews, and noticed that a youth came out of the pub, got into the car and got out a 

newspaper – presumably he was one of Leon’s agents, and would keep an eye on the 

car until they needed it again. 

At the end of the mews Leon led them across a street and down an alleyway to a tall, 

brick building around forty years old. There were no windows on the ground floor, 

although large doors opened on to the street; the first floor was well equipped with tall 

windows, showing that to be the location of the workshop. Smaller windows on the 

upper floor indicated offices. 

Leon directed the women to go in at a side door, while he led Mark round to the 

front of the building to knock on a small door in the large warehouse door. A number of 

men who were lounging around the street walked across to join him and it was a group 

of five men who went in with Leon.  

Lucy glanced at Mirabelle, who nodded and said: ‘Leon’s agents are here. Let’s go 

in,’ and led the way in at the side door and up a flight of stone stairs, dimly-lit by gas 

light and rather dank from lack of ventilation, to the first floor. 

The first floor workshop was, as Mirabelle had guessed from the outside of the 

building, a long hall with high ceiling and tall windows positioned to let in light without 

giving the workers a view. The daylight was supplemented by gas lights hanging from 

the high ceiling. At the far end of the workshop was the overseer’s desk and chair; the 

rest of the room was filled with rows of small tables with sewing machines, and at each 

sat a woman, treadling away at the machine and stitching up brightly-coloured dresses 

of artificial silk. The pieces came out of a basket on one side of each woman and the 

made-up dresses were placed in a basket on her other side. The women worked in 

silence; not one of them looked up to acknowledge the arrival of two new workers. 
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Mirabelle walked up to the overseer’s desk and said politely, ‘Good morning. My 

name is Mary Brown and this is Lucy Baines. Mr Price has engaged us to work here 

today.’ 

The overseer, a frowning woman dressed in a dark dress and with her long hair tied 

back in a bun, nodded briefly. ‘He told me you were coming,’ she said. ‘You’re late.’ 

‘We were told to come for 7am,’ said Mirabelle. 

‘We start at 6.30am in summer,’ the other replied. ‘You’ll have pay docked for a late 

start. I’ll show you your machines.’ 

The two were placed in the middle of the hall, not side by side but in the same row. 

The overseer indicated their basket of work, and told them to get started. 

Mirabelle realised that she hadn’t the faintest idea what to do. She knew how to use 

a treadle sewing machine, and she could even thread up the machine, but she expected 

to pin fabrics together before sewing them, and now she had loose pieces of fabric and 

no idea how they went together. She looked blankly at the pieces of fabric she had 

pulled out of the basket to her left. 

‘It’s like this,’ said a voice to her left, and the woman at the next machine leaned 

across, took the two pieces of fabric from her, shook them and placed two pieces 

together, and then handed them back. ‘This stuff sticks together pretty well. You don’t 

need pins. Just run a seam down both sides; the finishers will do the edges.’ 

Mirabelle thanked her and tried to get to work. Further across the room, Lucy was 

also listening to this and tried to follow instructions. 

It wasn’t easy. Mirabelle found that she was all thumbs; she pricked herself on the 

needle and shed blood on the flimsy fabric; the fabric snagged on the needle and the 

machine puckered up the seam. She found that she was getting warm with anger, so that 

her fingers became sticky. The women around her worked steadily. How could they 

stand it? She managed to finish a seam, only to find that she had had put a right and a 

wrong side together – and then she found that the thread would not break; she tried to 

tear it, and made her fingers bleed. 

The woman on her left said, ‘Morris has scissors,’ and nodded at the overseer at the 

front. 

Mirabelle got up from her seat and went to the table at the front. The overseer 

watched her coming and as she came up to the table said, ‘Well?’ 

‘May I have some scissors, please?’ asked Mirabelle, feeling ridiculous. Surely 

scissors should be supplied, she thought. 

The woman opened a drawer in the table and pulled out a small pair of scissors. 

‘They’ll be deducted from your pay,’ she said. 

‘I need a pair for my friend, too,’ insisted Mirabelle. A second pair followed the 

first, and the woman then pulled out a small ledger and noted the issue of the scissors. 

Mirabelle went back to her machine, pausing to give Lucy one pair of scissors. 

Lucy took them with thanks. She was having an even worse time than Mirabelle. 

Although she kept her fingernails carefully trimmed, she had managed to break one 

while trying to thread the machine, and had snagged her finger on the needle. She had 

caught the cuff of her dress on a corner of the bobbin case and pulled a thread, and the 

first seam she had sewed was so puckered up that the dress was ruined. Lucy was sure 

that artificial silk should be sewn with tissue paper so that it would slide smoothly 
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through the machine, but none of the other women were using it. Now she used the 

scissors to cut the threads of her first seam and pulled it back, then adjusted the tension 

and started again. 

As she struggled with the slippery fabric, she wondered about this task she was 

engaged in. What were she and Mary (she preferred the simple ‘Mary’ to ‘Mirabelle’) 

intended to find out here? This was clearly a sweatshop, and she would not be at all 

surprised if some disaffected worker tried to sabotage it. But the women were all 

working very hard, quietly and efficiently; there was no gossiping and no opportunity 

for plotting secretly, so far as she could see. The overseer’s eye was on them all the 

time. Perhaps they would talk over their midday meal, or when they left the factory in 

the evening. 

But—no, that didn’t make sense. All these women looked really poor. They needed 

to work here. They wouldn’t want to sabotage the only means that they had for making 

a living. 

She wondered about Mr Brown. She had laughed when he recited that list of names 

to annoy Mark, but it was strange that he had so many aliases. Probably, she told 

herself, he worked for military intelligence or a special branch of the police. It was 

funny how angry Mark got when she laughed at Mr Brown’s jokes. She liked Mark a 

lot; although she knew that he was ‘far too good for her,’ as her father would say, she 

also knew that he was not very practical and needed someone like her, with a sensible 

head on her shoulders, to look after him. Mark was quite boring compared to Mr 

Brown; he was safe and predictable, but he was kind and she knew he liked her. She 

would have to think carefully about what to do about Mark. 

Mr Brown was very good at organising people, she realised. He had organised her 

and Mary into coming here, with all those men whom he’d worked with before. She 

expected that he already knew what was going on here and that he just needed a bit 

more evidence to bring Mr Price to justice. 

She sighed as she manipulated the silky fabric across the sewing machine. Such 

lovely material – she had often admired such dresses in the shops and had been saving 

up to buy one; she had never stopped to think how they were made or who made them. 

She’d assumed that they were lovingly crafted by skilled, well-paid seamstresses in 

elegant boudoirs, not turned out by the hundred by tired, pale, thin-faced women 

working long hours in dimly lit factories. 

  

While Mirabelle and Lucy sweated over the sewing machines, with aching legs from 

treadling and aching arms from manipulating fabric, in the warehouse downstairs Leon 

and his confederates were moving crates and bundles around as instructed by the 

warehouse manager, loading them into horse-drawn wagons or lorries for delivery to 

stores in and around London, or for taking to the railway depots for despatch further 

afield. Loads were weighed on a big set of weighing scales which stood to the right of 

the main entrance door, and then the despatch note was completed and attached to the 

load, before the carrier was waved out and the next vehicle brought in. They worked 

quickly to clear the morning’s despatches in time to catch the early trains and the 

opening of the London stores, and then stopped for a tea break at nine. The manager 

went into his office to make various phone calls and sort out the next batch of 
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despatches, while Leon and his men went out into the yard at the back of the factory for 

a breath of fresh air and discussion. 

‘Where are the girls?’ asked Mark. 

Leon waved a hand in the direction of the first floor. ‘It’s not a pleasant 

environment,’ he said. ‘We must hope we can finish here as soon as possible.’ 

‘What are we looking for?’ Mark insisted. 

‘We are waiting for a moment’s quiet so that I can find an excuse to search the 

warehouse,’ said Leon. He addressed the group. ‘When we go back inside, I’ll tell you 

to look very carefully round the warehouse for something. I believe that the owner has 

been making plans to destroy his own factory and claim the insurance, so look for 

anything that could be used to that end. When we have got it, one of you must go back 

to the Eagle and telephone to Curzon Street to tell Mr Manfred or Mr Poiccart.’ He 

looked round at all of them, and seeing that none of them had any questions he said, 

‘Let’s go back inside now.’ 

As soon as they were all through the door, Leon cried: ‘A mouse! Get it!’ and leapt 

to the right. His men scattered in pursuit, running through the warehouse in pursuit of 

the imaginary creature. Mice, of course, could do considerable damage to the stock; 

traps and poison were regularly set for these vermin, but some still managed to avoid 

detection. Mark was left standing alone, and then realised that this would appear 

suspicious; so he went after the others, peering under racks and shelving and into 

corners, lifting up cables and wires and shifting furniture. 

The warehouse manager came out of his office and demanded: ‘What’s all this 

noise?’ 

‘Mice, sir,’ said Mark. ‘We thought we saw a nest of them, but they’ve escaped.’ 

The warehouse manager cursed, went back into his office and came back with a trap, 

which he placed on one of the shelves. ‘We had the pest controller in only last week,’ 

he grumbled. ‘What do we pay them for?’ 

Mark thought it best not to answer. He was waiting for some indication from Leon 

that something had been found, but the man appeared to have vanished. The manager 

told him, ‘Stay where you are; I’m expecting the next delivery of Paris silks any 

moment,’ and Mark nodded, and sat down on a workbench. 

The telephone in the manager’s office shrilled, and the manager went to answer it. 

The moment he had closed the door behind him, a voice in Mark’s ear said, ‘Come and 

look at this.’ 

Mark jumped and turned: Leon had appeared beside him, silent as a mouse himself. 

Leon gestured to him to follow; he nodded and followed along the racks of boxed-up 

garments (‘red silk’; ‘green silk’; ‘harlequin’) and into the next storeroom. Here Leon 

crawled under a workbench and along a row of shelving, then put his hand under the 

shelving and pulled out a wire which was running along under the shelf. 

‘It’s a fuse,’ said Mark, wonderingly. 

‘There is explosive hidden all through the stores,’ said Leon. ‘The question is, when 

does he intend to set it off?’ 

Mark stared at him as the significance of the find dawned on him. The factory could 

be blown up at any moment – with all of them inside it. ‘We’ve got to get the girls out,’ 

he exclaimed. 
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‘I’ve already sent Ellis to get help from Curzon Street,’ Leon continued, referring to 

one of the men he had brought along. ‘Price can’t set it off without a detonator. The 

question is, where is his detonator?’ He began to move further along the shelf, but Mark 

caught at his arm and pulled him back. 

‘Let’s just get the girls out and get out of here,’ he pleaded. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling 

about this.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘So have I. I haven’t seen Price this morning.’ He began to make his 

way out of the storeroom, and Mark followed – but then Leon stiffened, listened, said: 

‘This way,’ and dived through a door into another room. 

Mark hesitated, wanting to go upstairs to fetch the girls; then realised that this would 

make him appear too ready to panic, shrugged and was about to follow Leon when he 

heard another familiar voice call out softly, ‘Mark!’ 

  

Mirabelle had been working without a break since 7am. It was now 10am and she was 

exhausted. Her eyes were defocussing, her fingers were stiff and clumsy, and her knees 

were aching. She looked around at the other women, but they kept working, on and on, 

while the overseer walked up and down the rows of workers, checking their work. 

There were also two assistants who came and removed full baskets of sewn dresses, 

bringing in fresh ones; and putting piles of freshly-cut fabric in baskets ready for 

sewing up. Baskets of sewn dresses were taken to the table at the front of the hall and 

sorted, quantities were recorded, and then they were taken away – presumably for 

finishing. 

So far the overseer had not been happy with either Mirabelle’s or Lucy’s efforts. 

Their completed dresses had been thrown to one side, presumably as rejects. Now 

Mirabelle started yet another seam, then stopped with an exclamation as the thread 

jammed. The overseer strode down the room towards her and yanked the fabric out of 

her machine. 

‘I’ve never seen such a clumsy, incompetent, complete idiot in my life!’ she 

declared. ‘What rubbish do you call this?’ She brandished the crumpled, now torn 

fabric in Mirabelle’s face. ‘You’re wasting my time here – get out!’ and she raised a 

hand, as if to strike Mirabelle across the face. 

Mirabelle dodged back out of range. She was about to shout, ‘Keep your job and 

welcome,’ when there was a flurry and Lucy appeared on the scene. 

‘Your machines are wrecks,’ she shouted, ‘your thread is lousy, your fabric is 

rubbish and no one could produce good dresses in this place! Leave my friend alone!’ 

‘Get out!’ shouted the overseer, and ‘We’re leaving,’ said Mirabelle quickly, before 

Lucy could respond. She grabbed her friend’s arm and marched her out, down the stairs 

and into the sunlit street. 

Both stood gasping for a moment, soaking in the sunlight and breathing out the gas-

filled, dusty, sweat-filled air of the workshop. Then Lucy said, ‘Oh dear! I suppose 

we’ve failed. We were supposed to be finding things out.’ 

‘It was impossible,’ said Mirabelle, squaring her shoulders and shaking her head as 

if to get the dust out of it. ‘Let’s go and find the men.’ 
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They went to the big doors of the warehouse and, finding them ajar, stepped inside. 

There was no one about. Mirabelle, noticing that the manager’s office door was open, 

looked in – but the manager had vanished. 

‘Where are they?’ she asked, looking around. Then Lucy said, ‘I hear voices.’ 

The two women walked down the storeroom and looked through the doorway into 

the next room. ‘Mark!’ called Lucy softly. 

A figure which had been headed away from them turned and came towards them, 

with a look of relief on his face. ‘Lucy!’ he exclaimed, and hugged her. ‘I’m so glad to 

see you! You must get out of the factory now.’ 

‘What’s happening?’ asked Mirabelle. Her cousin turned to face her, still holding 

Lucy’s hands in his. 

‘Price is planning to destroy the factory. Your husband found the explosive, but 

can’t find Price. The whole place could go sky-high any moment.’ 

‘But what about the women upstairs?’ exclaimed Lucy. 

‘We must get them out,’ said Mirabelle. ‘Come on.’ She turned towards the exit, but 

Lucy objected: ‘How can we? They’ll never come with us.’ 

‘Then we’ll shout “Fire!” or something like that.’ Mirabelle ran back towards the 

exit, with Lucy and Mark close behind; but as she reached the main door a tall figure 

came in. 

‘Oh, George! I am glad to see you!’ Mirabelle almost fell on George Manfred’s neck 

in relief. ‘We need to get everyone out of the building.’ 

He smiled tolerantly at her excited urgency: Leon had that effect on everyone. 

‘Do you have any plans?’ he asked.  

‘Can you be a policeman and ask them to come for questioning? You could say that 

some stolen goods have been traced to the building,’ Mirabelle invented rapidly. 

‘Yes, I could say that.’ Manfred was always so calm and apparently in control, 

thought Mirabelle; sometimes it could be annoying, but she knew that it was his way of 

keeping control of his own emotions. ‘Will you show me the way, Miss Leicester?’ 

Glad to pass over control to him, she led him back out of the warehouse and up the 

staircase. ‘In there,’ she said, gesturing at the door; but when Manfred tried it, it was 

locked. 

‘It was open a moment ago,’ said Mirabelle, frowning in puzzlement. Manfred 

pushed it. 

‘It’s locked now,’ he said, and banged on the door, shouting: ‘Open in the name of 

the law!’ Mirabelle gasped in alarm; Lucy, coming up behind them on the stairs, 

giggled in excitement. 

Manfred put his ear to the door. ‘No response,’ he said. ‘Stand clear, ladies.’ He put 

his shoulder to the door, and pushed. The door burst open, and Manfred strode into the 

workshop as calmly as if he had just walked into his own house. The overseer leapt to 

her feet; her assistants stopped in their tracks; the women on the machines carried on 

working. 

‘Everyone stop where they are!’ commanded Manfred – and although he didn’t 

shout, his clear voice penetrated to the furthest corners of the room. Even the women on 

the machines now stopped what they were doing and looked up, wonderingly. 
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‘Everyone in this room is wanted for questioning by the police,’ said Manfred. ‘You 

will oblige me by accompanying me to the nearest police station.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ demanded the overseer, striding towards him. ‘Those women 

with you are criminals: I’ve just ejected them for disrupting the work.’ 

‘These women,’ said George, gesturing at Mirabelle and Lucy standing in the 

doorway behind him, ‘are working with the police, investigating the theft of some 

valuable materials, which have been traced to this building. Following their report, I 

must ask you all to accompany me to the police station.’ He looked the overseer firmly 

in the eye. 

For a moment Mirabelle thought she was going to refuse; but George’s will was the 

greater. He had cowed the Red Woman of Gratz, and the evil Colonel Black; Mrs 

Morris the overseer was a minor personage in comparison. She turned to the women in 

the workshop and said, ‘We will go with the police officer. Leave your machines. The 

time lost will be deducted from your wages,’ and walked towards the door, where 

Mirabelle and Lucy stepped aside to let her pass. She did not look at them, but passed 

them with eyes fixed firmly ahead of her, and proceeded down the stairs, followed by 

the rest of her workforce.  

Once out in the street, the group met Poiccart and some of Leon’s assistants, who 

escorted the women away down the street. Mirabelle didn’t ask where they were going; 

she looked around her. 

‘Where’s Mark?’ she asked. ‘He was with us a few minutes ago.’ 

‘Your cousin went up to the top floor,’ said George. Lucy exclaimed in alarm and 

was about to run back into the building, but George caught her shoulder. ‘Stay here for 

now,’ he said. ‘It’s dangerous in there.’ 

‘I know – but Mark’s in danger!’ Lucy cried. 

‘You won’t help him by running into danger yourself,’ George chided her. ‘Wait 

here.’ 

Lucy struggled in his grip. ‘Let me go! I must go and find him.’ 

‘Child,’ said George severely, ‘you are now involved in my organisation, seeking to 

install justice where it is lacking in the world; and you are under my command, like a 

soldier under his general. You must obey my orders, and I’m telling you to stay here 

and wait.’ 

She looked up at him wonderingly, her lips trembling and tears welling up in her 

eyes. Mirabelle, watching her, thought that until that moment Lucy had not realised 

what she was dealing with: she had never encountered the authority of the Three Just 

Men. She had thought it was all a good laugh and a game; she hadn’t read Aunt Alma’s 

press-cuttings or seen the Just Men in action. 

‘Will it be all right?’ Lucy asked tremblingly. ‘Will Mark be safe?’ 

‘Yes,’ said George Manfred. ‘He will be safer if you wait here than if you run back 

inside, because when he comes out he won’t run back inside immediately, looking for 

you.’ 

Lucy seemed to deflate; all her anger seemed to flow out of her. She relaxed into 

quietness. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll wait here.’ 
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Just so, thought Mirabelle, must the Red Woman of Gratz given way before 

Manfred’s determination all those years ago. She had started by hating Manfred and 

ended up by loving him; he was a dangerous man. 

  

Mark had been about to follow Lucy into the workshop, when he had remembered that 

there was another floor above the workshop, where the offices were. He ran up the 

stairs to the upper level and pushed open the door at the top. 

He found himself in another workroom, lit by tall windows. Fabric was laid out on 

tables – this was clearly where pieces were cut out for sewing up in the workshop 

below. But there was no one here. He walked down the room, noticing scissors had 

been laid carelessly down, and fabric left lying in untidy heaps. The workers had left in 

a hurry. 

Where had they gone? He went through the door at the other end of the workroom 

into a corridor with offices off it on either side. Presumably clerks normally worked 

here, but the place was deserted. A typewriter had been left with paper in it, half way 

through a letter: ‘We refer to your communication of the 3rd inst.’ A cup of tea had been 

left half-drunk, and was now growing cold. 

The corridor ran the remaining length of the building and then turned right, down a 

side wing. The final office on the corridor had the words ‘general manager’ on the door. 

Mark knocked, and then pushed the door open. The room was empty; the chair at the 

desk had been pushed back, and its occupant had left it. The position of the telephone 

suggested that he had received a call just before he left. 

Leaving the office, Mark continued through another door and on to another flight of 

stairs downwards. Wondering whether this was the way that the office workers had left 

the building, he ran down. The door opened on to the street at the back of the factory. 

This must indeed be the route by which they had made their escape.  

He turned back into the building – another door led back into the ground floor 

warehouse. He pushed the door open, then froze. 

  

Leon Gonsalez had made his way through the storerooms, following the route of the 

wires which linked explosive placed at intervals around the ground floor. It was Price’s 

clear intention to sabotage his own factory. He knew that Price had had the building and 

its contents insured for far more than their value, and that Price could claim that the 

destruction was the work of his disaffected workforce. The question was whether he 

intended to sabotage the factory with the investigative team inside it, or whether they 

would be allowed to get clear first. Leon’s own guess was that Price intended to blow 

up the investigators with the building. But where was Price? 

What would make the best story for Price to tell? He would not, obviously, wish to 

be in the factory building itself when it went sky-high, but he would have to be 

somewhere near in order to set off the explosive. Leon made his way through the 

storerooms towards the back entrance. This would be the best place, he judged, for a 

would-be saboteur to set off his sabotage. 

He moved quietly and swiftly. Leon’s ability to fade into the background was a great 

asset to his work. His slim form and smooth movements enabled him to slip between 

obstacles without touching anything, and vanish. He could move as lightly as a cat; his 
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slender hands touched noiselessly, without damaging. Every sense was on the alert as 

he searched for the detonator which would send the factory tumbling into ruin. 

He put his eye to the crack between two doors – pushed one a little open – and 

slipped through. He put his hand to his pocket, and pulled out his Browning. He was 

absolutely silent, and it was the most tremendous bad luck that at that moment Mr Price 

coughed, reached in his pocket for a handkerchief, and looked up into the muzzle of 

Leon’s pistol. 

‘Well, well,’ he said jovially, ‘so you found your way here? I heard that you are 

efficient, Mr Gonsalez.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Leon coolly. ‘It was finding your insurance certificate that clinched the 

matter.’ 

‘So it was you who went through my safe? I did wonder.’ Mr Price was unusually 

cheerful for a man who is at the wrong end of a lethal weapon. 

‘No,’ said Leon. ‘I left your safe in perfect order. It was the burglars who broke in 

after I’d left who messed up your safe and took your share certificates. I stood in the 

shadow of your porch and watched them leave. It hardly seemed worth while stopping 

them.’ 

‘Of course. Well, that’s all beside the point for you now. As you can see, I’m about 

to put these two wires together; and if you shoot me now, they’ll come together all the 

quicker.’ 

Leon looked at Price’s hands, and nodded. ‘So I can see,’ he said. ‘It’s a question of 

which of us can move faster – or delay longer.’ 

‘There’s no delay,’ Mr Price corrected him. ‘I intend to put these two together 

whatever you can do.’ 

‘Do go ahead,’ Leon invited him. ‘I’m waiting for you. I assume you’ve chosen this 

room because you will be at a sufficient distance from the explosion to escape its 

effects?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘However, I will naturally shoot you dead the moment you put those wires together – 

so you won’t escape.’ 

‘But your wife will be killed in the explosion,’ Mr Price reminded him. ‘I’ve been 

most careful to arrange that.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘I noticed that your planning has been most thorough.’ 

‘So I will die, and your wife will die. That thought gives me enormous pleasure.’ 

‘I’m curious,’ mused Leon. ‘Why exactly are you so determined to cause me pain? 

As you will be dead, surely it will make no difference to you? If you believe in an 

immortal soul, you must be certain of your damnation; and if you do not, surely it’s a 

matter of complete indifference to you.’ 

Mr Price shook his head smilingly. ‘You’ve been interfering in my business,’ he 

said. ‘You’ve tried to intervene on behalf of people who’ve annoyed me. They have 

threatened me with you; they’ve told me: “You wait! The Four Just Men will sort you 

out”. So I decided to sort you out first.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘There are in fact three Just Men and one 

Woman, but let that pass. Did it not occur to you that there must be many people who 
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feel the same way as you do? And that perhaps the Just Men are used to avoiding their 

ill-will?’ 

‘You haven’t avoided me,’ said Mr Price. ‘I’ve got you here, and I’m going to kill 

what you love; to teach you that sometimes justice hits both ways.’ And with that he 

put the wires together. 

There was a silence. Price looked up at Leon with puzzlement on his face. ‘What 

happened?’ he asked. 

‘I cut the wires, of course,’ Leon told him patiently. He looked up at the person who 

had just come in the doors at the other end of the room. ‘Mark, I’m glad you’ve found 

us. I hope you were listening to everything he just said? Come and help me accompany 

Mr Price to the police station.’ 

  

‘Obviously, he’s insane,’ Leon explained, as he drove his assistants and colleagues 

back to Curzon Street in the Buick. ‘You only need to look at the shape of his head and 

his bulging eyes. His ears are also a clear indication of insanity and delusions. I doubt 

he’ll be fit to stand trial, but at least Meadows can’t complain that I shot him dead.’ 

‘Yes, that has been becoming an embarrassment,’ George agreed. ‘Meadows is very 

happy to have a live criminal to interrogate, for a change.’ 

‘But what about the women who worked in the factory?’ asked Lucy. ‘They’ll lose 

their jobs.’ 

‘It must be possible to run such a factory honestly and make a profit,’ Leon mused. 

‘Stop dreaming and keep your eye on the road,’ George retorted. 

‘If you take over the factory and run it honestly, can I be manager?’ asked Lucy. ‘I’d 

love to run a proper dressmakers.’ 

‘You can’t,’ said Mark. ‘You’re going to marry me.’ 

Lucy’s response was lost when Mark kissed her. The Buick drove on in silence, but 

George, Leon and Mirabelle were laughing. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

  

Leon Gonsalez sat in a deep easy chair, reading a French scientific journal. He wore 

tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses and his lips moved slightly as he read, his forehead 

furrowed in concentration. His wife Mirabelle, sitting on the sofa opposite his chair, 

watched him with affection in her eyes. Whatever the subject of this article he was 

reading, it was clearly giving him considerable food for thought. In any case, she and 

the other two Just Men would hear all about it shortly. 

Raymond Poiccart was ensconced in an armchair to one side of the window, reading 

the financial newspapers. With the papers raised up in front of his face, he could hardly 

be seen behind them; he apparently had two papers in his hands at once and another on 

his lap. 

Mirabelle turned her head a little to glance at George Manfred, who was reading the 

international newspapers. The Silver Triangle Agency had a selection of journals 

delivered every day; in addition to the England press there were papers from the USA, 

France, Germany, Italy, Russia and Spain. So far as Mirabelle could see, George was 

reading a German paper at the moment. Its poor-quality paper and dark gothic font 

were evident even from the distance that she was sitting. 

Mirabelle looked down at the book that she was reading. She had read the 

Megaphone and the Times earlier that day, and she was now relaxing by reading a light 

novel, an adventure story set in South Africa. It made her think of her late father, which 

was comforting in an odd way. 

Leon put down his journal, with a slight sigh which made Mirabelle look up. There 

was a light of mischief in her eyes as her glance met his. Leon took off his glasses, 

folded them and put them away in his pocket. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that leaves me 

questioning the operation of the Universe.’ 

Mirabelle laughed. ‘Is that all? It doesn’t question Lombroso?’ 

Leon shrugged. ‘The excellent Lombroso was mistaken on so many things.’ He was 

clearly about to go on, but Poiccart interrupted him. 

‘I see that Cornish tin mines are rising in value,’ he said. 

‘Interesting,’ said George. ‘But is there any tin?’ 

‘That is what I question,’ said Poiccart, and went back to his reading. 

George looked at him, then at Leon and Mirabelle, and said, ‘Let us consider what 

uses there are for a mine other than mining.’ 

‘Storage,’ said Mirabelle at once. 

‘As a prison,’ said Leon. ‘Or as a cover for some other activity.’ 

‘Who’s bought the mine?’ asked Mirabelle. Raymond looked up from his 

newspapers. 

‘An Italian businessman,’ he said, ‘A gentleman from Naples. He has interests in 

shipping.’ 

‘Smuggling,’ said Mirabelle and Leon together. 

George nodded. ‘That’s the most likely solution,’ he said. ‘Is this a name we know?’ 
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‘I believe so,’ said Raymond, retreating again behind the newsprint. ‘I seem to 

remember his name in connection with some unsavoury business in Naples a few years 

ago.’ 

‘I will mention the subject to Meadows,’ George decided. ‘This isn’t a case which 

need concern us – the police can deal with it.’ 

Raymond grunted assent, and silence fell again on the room. George neatly folded 

the paper he had been reading, and picked up another. This one had a lighter font; from 

where she sat, Mirabelle thought it might be Spanish. 

Leon noticed her studying George’s reading matter, and let his own gaze follow 

hers. ‘Anything of interest to us in Barcelona?’ he asked. 

George looked up – Mirabelle thought he might have blushed. ‘Not particularly,’ he 

said. 

‘I wondered whether you were looking for old friends,’ remarked Leon. ‘I believe 

that Maria of Gratz was last heard of in Barcelona.’ 

Raymond raised his head from behind his newspapers and gave Leon a warning 

look, but Leon was watching George. George, however, only shrugged. 

‘You would know better than I do,’ he replied. 

Leon was about to speak, but Raymond caught his eye and shook his head; and 

silence fell again. Mirabelle and Leon looked at each other. 

‘It’s a lovely evening,’ Mirabelle said. 

‘Isn’t it? Shall we walk down to the river?’ 

‘That would be lovely!’ They both jumped up and headed for the drawing room 

door. 

‘Going out?’ said George, without looking up from his newspaper. 

‘We’re going to feed the ducks on the Thames,’ said Leon. ‘Don’t wait up.’ 

‘We never do,’ said George. ‘Don’t forget to put the cat out and lock up when you 

get back.’ 

Leon made a ‘go away’ gesture at him and led Mirabelle out by the hand. When they 

had gone: 

‘I hope Leon won’t get Mirabelle into any trouble,’ said Raymond, anxiously. 

‘I hope that even Leon can’t find any trouble between here and the river,’ answered 

George. 

  

In fact the two lovers did not walk straight down towards the river. When they emerged 

into Curzon Street, clad in overcoats and hats, Mirabelle said, ‘Let’s walk up the street 

for a change,’ and they set off arm in arm eastwards, rather than going through the royal 

parks to the Thames. 

It was indeed a lovely evening. The streetlamps had just been lit as they walked 

down Curzon Street; the sky was a beautiful deep blue, and a few birds still sang from 

rooftops. A cat crossed the street ahead of them as they walked, intent on its evening 

business. Mirabelle smiled when she saw it, thinking of George’s joke about the cat. 

There was no cat at 233 Curzon Street, but the joke was that Leon was apt to wander in 

and out at all hours of day and night and sometimes forgot to go to bed at all. Putting 

the cat out and locking up the house was, George argued, the sort of thing that normal 

people who keep normal hours would do. 
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As they walked down the street they came to a section where the pavement had been 

fenced off because construction work was in progress on the buildings which abutted 

on to the street. They crossed to the other side of the street and carried on walking, 

pausing to look up at the building work. A sign attached to scaffolding gave the name 

of the builder and architect, and Leon stopped for a second look. 

‘T. Bridges and R. Westbury,’ he said. ‘They win a great many of our local council’s 

building projects.’ He sounded thoughtful. 

‘Is that bad?’ asked Mirabelle, moving slightly closer to him. 

‘It depends why they win them.’ Leon shook his head and looked smilingly into her 

eyes. ‘Let’s go on with this walk.’ 

They walked on, Mirabelle’s head on Leon’s shoulder, enjoying the closeness of 

each other’s company in the peace of the evening street. Sometimes at the Agency it 

was so hard to get a moment’s privacy – it was good to get out by themselves, together. 

There was a loud ‘clunk’ from the partly-constructed building on the other side of 

the road, followed a moment later by a cry: ‘Help! Help!’ 

Mirabelle stopped in her tracks. ‘There’s someone trapped in the building!’ she 

cried. 

Leon turned at once and ran across the road, his wife clinging to his arm. They 

approached the front of the building and looked for a door, but in the twilight it was 

difficult to see anything at first. As their eyes adapted to the dark, they could see that 

the building work was a series of modern terraced houses, and that there were boards 

across the doorways. Leon approached one and lifted it aside, peering into the dark 

interior within. 

‘Who’s there?’ he called. 

He was answered by a fit of coughing, and a strangled voice. He stepped into the 

dark void within, Mirabelle still holding on to his arm. A moment’s groping down a 

passageway led them into a room at the back of the building, where it became clear 

what had happened: a wall had collapsed, trapping a workman under it. Nearby, a 

lighted hurricane lamp, some lead piping and a toolbox stood just clear of the fall, 

indicating that the workman had been engaged in installing water pipes before the wall 

collapsed on him. Leon and Mirabelle hurried to his assistance. By the light of the 

hurricane lamp they were able to get the masonry off his legs relatively quickly; but he 

was too shocked and in too much pain to be moved. 

Leon took off his coat and laid it over the man to keep him warm, while Mirabelle 

ran out in search of a policeman on the beat. She found the local policeman at the 

corner of the street and brought him back. 

‘I might have known you’d find me something to do, Miss Mirabelle,’ the man was 

saying. ‘You’ve been a real live wire ever since you came to Curzon Street – if ever 

anything happens round here, I’m sure you’ve got a hand in it.’ 

‘Do have a look at him,’ begged Mirabelle. ‘He looks really badly hurt. A wall fell 

on him!’ 

The policeman followed her into the ruins of the back of the newly-built house and 

bent over the invalid. Leon had checked him over as well as he could, had staunched his 

wounds and now was talking to him gently but persistently, to stop him fainting away. 
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‘Yes, he looks bad,’ the policeman said. ‘I’ll call for assistance,’ and he went out 

into the street to blow his whistle. 

  

Mirabelle and Leon did not walk down to the Thames; instead, they walked down to the 

nearest police station to give their account of what they had seen that night. Leon then 

phoned the hospital to check on the condition of the workman, who was ‘comfortable’, 

as the night nurse put it, and at last they walked back to 233 Curzon Street, let 

themselves in the back door, checked that everything was locked up and went upstairs 

to bed. As usual, they disturbed Raymond Poiccart, who found that he was unable to get 

to sleep before they came in (from worrying about Mirabelle’s safety) and then unable 

to get to sleep after they came in (because of the giggling from their bedroom, on the 

floor above his own). Eventually he went to sleep with his head under the pillow. 

Over breakfast the following morning, George and Raymond discussed the 

newspapers and pointedly refrained from asking the other two about their walk the 

previous evening. Eventually Leon said: ‘We must enquire into how building contracts 

are granted by the local metropolitan council. I keep seeing the names of T. Bridges and 

R. Westbury, but last night Mirabelle and I saw one of their buildings collapse and trap 

a man.’ 

‘Yes, we heard that there had been an incident,’ George said, ‘and assumed that you 

must have been involved. I thought you were going to walk down to the river?’ 

‘We took a different route,’ explained Mirabelle. 

‘And witnessed an accident. I am convinced,’ said Raymond, ‘that Leon prompts 

these events. An accident that is waiting to happen will spring into action when Leon 

approaches, although any other person could pass without incident.’ 

Mirabelle laughed. Leon shrugged, waving his slim hands expressively. 

‘My dear Raymond, how can I help it if things happen when I am present? It is pure 

co-incidence – but you know my theories about co-incidence.’ 

‘Yes,’ observed his colleague, ‘and I’ve read your paper on the subject. Spurious 

science, in my opinion.’ 

‘My dear Raymond’ – Leon began again, but Mirabelle interrupted. ‘It’s a good 

thing we were passing, because there was no one else about, and that poor man would 

have died otherwise. We must go and see him today and find out why he was working 

so late!’ 

‘I think we have some records of council contracts,’ said Raymond. ‘They have 

come to our attention before – I recall that Black tried to buy influence on the council.’ 

He looked at George for confirmation. 

‘I’d forgotten that,’ mused the other. ‘But now that you mention it, I believe you are 

right. And I’m sure that the city council have had dealings with other clients of ours. 

We must look through the files this morning.’ 

‘Have you nothing else to concern you?’ asked Leon sarcastically. ‘No noble scion 

to interview? No anxious lady, searching for her pearls – which we will eventually 

discover she dropped behind the sofa?’ 

‘I believe she found them yesterday,’ answered George, ‘and this time they were 

emeralds – but no, I have no other urgent cases, and I’m intrigued by this building firm 
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of yours. Their name does appear with surprising regularity on council contracts, and 

I’d like to know what pull they have with our metropolitan burghers.’ 

‘While you are going through our dusty files, Mirabelle and I will go and see our 

patient victim,’ Leon retorted. 

‘Don’t take the car,’ George advised him, ‘or the hospital authorities will assume 

you caused his accident.’ 

‘It will be a lovely walk,’ said Mirabelle quickly, before Leon could think of a 

suitable response. 

  

After breakfast, George and Raymond sat down in the little first-floor office across the 

landing from George’s client reception room, and began to go through files of 

newspaper cuttings and letters, looking for references to the Westminster metropolitan 

borough council; and Leon and Mirabelle put on hats and coats and went for a walk. 

‘Try not to discover any more accidents,’ George advised them. 

‘If we do, I’ll give you a call,’ Mirabelle promised. 

It was a bright and sunny morning in early autumn: the leaves were just turning 

yellow, orange and red, and the air held that bitter edge which announces the coming of 

damp, cold days. But there was a fresh breeze that blew away the smoke from a 

thousand house fires of Westminster metropolitan borough, and Leon and Mirabelle 

walked down the street hand in hand, chattering of nothing and laughing together. The 

neighbours, looking out of their windows, wondered whether ‘Mr Lightning’ and his 

pretty young wife ever did a stroke of work. 

On arrival at Middlesex Hospital, Leon introduced them as ‘Mr and Mrs Gonsalez,’ 

and explained why they were there. The receptionist told them that it wasn’t the visiting 

hour, but agreed to call down the ward sister, who – on hearing that it was they who had 

found and rescued ‘poor Mr Cleeve’ – agreed to escort them up to the ward to see him. 

Mr Cleeve was looking better than he had the previous night; his wounds were 

dressed and in daylight his face looked less lined and a better colour than it had by lamp 

light. He recognised them and greeted them weakly but cheerily, thanking them for 

coming to his rescue the night before. ‘If you hadn’t turned up like that, I don’t know 

what I’d’ve done. I’d’ve frozen to death last night, in that chill, I would.’ 

‘We were glad we were there to hear you call out and come to your assistance,’ Leon 

told him. ‘How did the accident happen?’ 

Mr Cleeve shook his head.’Blowed if I know! I was working late to finish the job – 

Bridges and Westbury pay by the job; don’t finish the job, don’t get paid. And suddenly 

– crash – and I was on the floor with a pile of bricks on me. Thank God you come and 

dig me out.’ 

‘Do you have any family?’ asked Mirabelle. ‘Is anyone waiting for you at home? Do 

they know where you are?’ 

Cleeve nodded. ‘Wife ‘n’ kids. That policeman you brought went to tell ‘em.’ 

‘We’ll go round and tell them that you’re all right,’ Mirabelle promised. ‘Where do 

you live?’ 

Cleeve was anxious not to put them to any trouble, but when Leon repeated 

Mirabelle’s request he consented to tell them where to go. ‘The missus won’t mind 

hearing I’m all right,’ he conceded. 
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They left him with assurances that they would find out from Bridges and Westbury 

what had happened, and set off for his home, which was to the south of the Thames. 

Leon suggested taking the ‘Tube’ for speed, and they headed for the nearest London 

Underground station. 

  

Mrs Cleeve was suspicious when the unfamiliar couple arrived on her doorstep, but 

cheered up when Leon told her that they had come to bring some money on account of 

her husband’s wages, and put a few pounds into her hands. She then invited them in for 

a cup of tea, sitting them down in a stiffly starched front room while she vanished into 

the kitchen to boil the kettle. Young children came and peeped round the door of the 

room at the visitors, running away when Leon or Mirabelle spoke to them, and finally 

Mrs Cleeve returned with tray and what was clearly her best china, and some bread and 

jam on a plate; she was determined to play the hostess, despite her evident poverty. 

Leon tried to put her at her ease, explaining how Mirabelle and he had found her 

husband and called the police, and asking whether the police had brought her husband’s 

tool box back to her. She agreed that they had returned the box, and the lead piping that 

he had not yet fitted – sooner that than it be stolen by some passing thief, she added 

fiercely. She then explained that ‘Bert’ had to take every job he could get, and work all 

hours of the day and night, as the pay was so poor and the employers docked pay on 

any and every excuse. 

‘And no wonder there was an accident, with ‘im alone and working by ‘isself, no 

one to keep an eye on ‘im, and them houses are no better than jerry-built.’ 

‘They are building a lot of them,’ ventured Mirabelle. 

‘They’re building them quick,’ Mrs Cleeve agreed, ‘too quick, Bert says; he says as 

the mortar’s not set and the timber’s not seasoned and they’re an accident waiting to 

happen.’ She hesitated. ‘And last night it happened,’ she concluded bleakly. 

Mirabelle looked about at the pokey little room, everything spotlessly clean, the 

cheap, ugly china and thick glassware in the glass-fronted cabinet, the home-made 

crocheted trims on the chairs and mats on the table, the cheap, uncoloured prints in 

cheap frames on the walls. There was a rag rug in front of a fireplace whose grate had 

been thoroughly blacked and the fire irons polished; everything was as correct as 

poverty could make it, but it was all terribly thin and worn, teetering on the edge of 

destitution. 

‘You must have to work very hard yourself, Mrs Cleeve, to keep the family 

together,’ she heard herself saying, and thought how feeble it sounded. 

‘I do my best,’ the woman said proudly. 

‘I will look into this accident,’ said Leon. ‘It appears that your husband has been 

badly treated, him and his fellow workers. The house wasn’t safe and your husband 

should not have had to work in the dark. I’ll speak to the company about it.’ 

‘Them! I wish you good luck,’ sniffed Mrs Cleeve. ‘They don’t pay attention to 

nobody.’ 

Leon put down his empty tea cup and rose to his feet. ‘Thank you for your 

hospitality, Mrs Cleeve,’ he said. ‘We won’t trespass on your time any longer.’ He 

nodded at Mirabelle, who drained her cup and rose. ‘I’ll ensure that you get any further 

wages that are due to you.’ 
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Mrs Cleeve’s hands twisted together. ‘I’m not sure what we’ll do while he’s in 

hospital,’ she said, ‘as he’s not earning, you see.’ 

‘I’ll ensure you get what’s due,’ Leon repeated, and stretched out his hand to shake 

hers; she shook their hands dolefully, and they made their way out of the house and 

down the street, saddened by what they had seen: the poverty, the desperate attempt at 

gentility. 

‘Are you going to send her money?’ Mirabelle asked, when they were well out of 

earshot. 

‘Naturally,’ said Leon, ‘but the company will pay. Their carelessness left one of their 

employees unable to work; so the company will pay.’ 

  

They arrived back at Curzon Street in time for a light cold lunch. Raymond and George 

had produced a report on the past activities of Bridges and Westbury and Westminster 

Council’s past dealings with them. Leon reached for it, but Raymond said: ‘I will read 

it to you. You should both hear it,’ so Leon listened impatiently while his colleague 

read down the list, which went back to the end of the Great War. 

‘In summary,’ Raymond said at last, ‘this company has won more contracts than any 

other builder from this city council. It has also been on the edge of three shady land 

deals, but has escaped the hands of the law, and has narrowly escaped prosecution on 

four occasions for reckless lack of regard for the safety of its employees. It appears that 

the company has evaded the reach of the law, so it’s time that we gave it our attention.’ 

The members of the Triangle Agency looked at each other. ‘George, do you know 

any members of Westminster Council?’ asked Raymond. ‘As I believe that they are 

members of illustrious and influential families.’ 

‘I expect so,’ George agreed, in a tone of voice which suggested that the work before 

him would be tedious. ‘I will contact them on some pretext of a social call and find out 

what responsibility they have. I suspect that they have very little,’ he added, ‘as they 

delegate everything to the council officers.’ 

‘I will visit my contacts at the sign of the Eagle and make enquiries into past 

employees of the company.’ Raymond was referring to the public house in Stepney 

where he regularly met his contacts in London’s underworld. 

‘I will pay a visit to the company and enquire about work,’ Leon said. ‘I’ll take some 

of the men on our ledger with me: Digby and Dennis, perhaps.’ 

Mirabelle hesitated for a moment. She was determined to play an active role in every 

investigation, but while the Three were so well practised at this and picked up their 

roles with such confidence, she was a newcomer who was still finding her way in. ‘I’ll 

talk to the council’s office workers,’ she said. ‘They must employ lots of typists and 

secretaries.’ 

‘Better than that,’ said her husband, ‘the council is always advertising for new 

secretarial staff.’ He picked up one of that morning’s newspapers, flicked through to the 

‘positions vacant’, folded the paper neatly and passed it to her. 

Mirabelle read the paper and felt a lump form in her throat. The advertisement 

demanded good typing skills – she knew that hers were not, although she had managed 

to keep up an acceptable standard of work when she worked at the bank during the 
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Armitage case. She smiled up at Leon. ‘That’s perfect,’ she said. ‘I’ll apply this 

afternoon.’ 

Raymond, who knew that Mirabelle was not a confident typist, was about to object, 

but Mirabelle pre-empted him. ‘I know my typing isn’t perfect,’ she said, ‘but we need 

to get someone into the Council office, to look at the files of contracts.’ 

Raymond nodded reluctantly, and George said: ‘In that case, children, to work! We 

seek justice for those who cannot win it for themselves, and we will impose justice on 

those whom the law has failed to reach!’ 

As they all rose from the table, Raymond said to Mirabelle: ‘I shall walk with you to 

St Martin’s Square, Mirabelle. Leon will have to go in the other direction, and it isn’t 

good for you to arrive at the Council offices by yourself.’ 

Mirabelle smiled at his kindness. ‘Thank you, Raymond,’ she said, ‘I’d be very 

grateful.’ 

Leon gave Raymond a mock scowl. ‘You only want to get my wife to yourself, to fill 

her ears with terrible stories about me! I shouldn’t allow you anywhere near her.’ 

‘This innocent maid needs to be warned,’ said George in mock severity. ‘Now, stop 

squabbling and get to work. My butler should make some phone calls for me, and then 

my chauffeur should bring round the car and take me to make a few calls. What you 

both do with your time after that is up to you.’ 

Leon led Mirabelle upstairs to change into appropriate clothing for their appointed 

tasks. ‘I thought that Raymond would take his motorbike to the Eagle,’ he remarked, 

‘But he’s having one of his fatherly days.’ 

‘He’s anxious about me because he thinks I was nearly blown up at Price’s factory,’ 

Mirabelle said. ‘I’d love a trip on the back of his motorbike! Do you think he’d let me?’ 

Now it was Leon’s turn to appear anxious. ‘I’d prefer you not to try, darling,’ he 

said. ‘Raymond drives his motorbike almost as fast as I drive the Spanz – and there’s 

no protection if you fall off.’ 

She was disappointed, but she laughed nevertheless and hugged him. ‘Don’t worry, 

darling—I’ll walk,’ she promised. 

  

Eventually, they set off on their appointed tasks in a very different order from that 

originally expected: having made the phone calls for George, to inform various 

illustrious members of the metropolitan council of Westminster that Mr Manfred would 

do himself the honour of calling on them that afternoon, Raymond set off for Stepney 

on the motorbike, Leon took George out in the Buick, and Mirabelle set off for St 

Martin’s Court and Westminster City Hall on foot. So it was that she arrived alone, and 

the chief clerk looked out of the window of his office and saw her arrive, a beautiful 

young woman in a neatly-cut blue outfit and hat, and fell in love with her on the spot. 

Mirabelle explained to the receptionist that she would like to apply for one of the 

secretarial posts that had been advertised in that morning’s newspaper. She had brought 

with her a letter of application and two testimonials (these were of course forged but 

gave an accurate impression of her skills). The receptionist took these from her with 

polite thanks and put them into one of the pigeon holes behind her. She was about to 

tell Mirabelle that she would be contacted within a few days, when the lift descended 

from the upper floors and the chief clerk stepped out. 
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He smiled and bowed slightly to Mirabelle, then said to the receptionist: ‘Any 

correspondence for me, Ellie?’ 

‘No, sir,’ replied that lady, ‘except for an application for the secretarial posts from 

this lady’ – she gestured at Mirabelle, and handed him the application. The chief clerk 

took it, looked it through and turned to Mirabelle with a smile. ‘Would you like to come 

upstairs, Miss Brown?’ he asked. 

‘Thank you,’ answered Mirabelle, and followed him to the lift. 

She had not mentioned on her application that she was married, because her assumed 

role was that of an innocent, guileless young girl on her first or second job, not a spy for 

the Council of Justice – as the Four Just Men had called themselves in the past. 

However, glancing at the man standing next to her in the lift, she noted that he was 

sweating and blushing slightly, and wondered whether she should have left her wedding 

ring on its proper finger rather than moving it to her right hand. 

The lift ascended to the second floor, where her guide led her down a carpeted 

corridor to an office door marked: ‘chief clerk to the council’. He opened the door and 

ushered her in. 

‘Do sit down, Miss Brown’ – gesturing towards a chair: Mirabelle sat. He sat behind 

his desk. ‘Now, tell me about yourself. Where do you come from? What previous 

secretarial work have you done?’ 

Mirabelle hated this part of getting a job – it had been just the same at the bank, on 

the Armitage case. She had to tell enough of the truth to sound convincing, and not 

enough to give the game away. Fortunately her role as the shy, innocent young thing 

allowed her to stammer and become slightly confused. With a little prompting from the 

chief clerk, she explained that she owned Heavytree Farm near Gloucester, but it didn’t 

pay; that she had worked in a laboratory for a short time for Oberzohn and Smitts, but 

the company had been wound up; then she had worked in a bank, but had left because 

she had to return to Gloucestershire to care for her aunt, who was sick. (Mirabelle 

hoped that Alma would forgive her this slur on her health.) Her aunt was now better, so 

she needed another job. She had seen this one advertised in that morning’s newspaper, 

and had applied. Could the chief clerk tell her exactly what the post would entail? 

The chief clerk sat back in his chair. ‘Well, Miss Brown,’ he said, ‘the more I hear 

you speak, the more I think you are the perfect person to fill a position that has been 

vacant for nearly six months. I need a new personal secretary, and you will fill the role 

excellently: you have charm, secretarial and management experience, and I can tell that 

you have a clear head. Can you start this afternoon?’ 

‘Yes,’ answered Mirabelle, so surprised that the blush on her face was real, not 

faked. 

‘Excellent. Let me show you your desk, and introduce you to the girls in the office.’ 

  

The Three were becoming rather worried about Mirabelle by the time she arrived back 

in Curzon Street. All three had been longer at their investigations than they had 

intended, and all arrived back expecting to find Mirabelle in the little first-floor office, 

writing up her report on the afternoon’s events. Instead, the house was in darkness: the 

cook, maids and general boy had gone home at 6pm, and there was no sign of Mirabelle 

at all. 
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Leon’s first reaction was to go out in search of her; George suggested telephoning 

the City Hall to see whether late business would have delayed her; Raymond was all for 

calling the police. They were still debating this when Mirabelle walked in. Leon 

promptly fell on her neck and kissed her more warmly than he usually did in company. 

‘Where have you been?’ he demanded, as soon as he let her go. 

‘I’ve got the job,’ answered Mirabelle, ‘I’m working in the chief clerk’s office! I’ve 

got the keys to all the cabinets and I can get at all the records. The problem is that I 

think he’s sweet on me – he tried to ask me out to dinner.’ 

She noted with interest that all Three appeared indignant at the suggestion. 

‘How did you avoid the invitation?’ asked Leon, ever practical. 

‘I told him I have an appointment with a girlfriend.’ Mirabelle said. ‘I really don’t 

want to encourage him,’ she went on, ‘I can’t forget the trouble I had with Doctor 

Oberzohn.’ 

‘We should have sent one of the women on our ledger to the city council,’ said 

Raymond. ‘This sort of work is too risky.’ He meant: ‘too risky for our sweet 

Mirabelle.’ 

‘No, I want to be part of the investigation,’ Mirabelle insisted, ‘and this position is 

ideal. It’s just that the chief clerk is going to be a nuisance. I’ll have to tell him that I’m 

engaged to be married.’ 

Leon took her hands in his. ‘Has he done any more than ask you out to dinner?’ he 

asked. 

Mirabelle shook her head emphatically. ‘No.’ 

‘If he gives you any trouble, you must tell me at once.’ Her husband looked deep 

into her eyes. Mirabelle smiled. 

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I will.’ 
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CHAPTER SIX 

  

After dinner at a local restaurant, they retired to George’s first floor office/ reception 

room to discuss their progress on the case. George had, it turned out, not found out 

anything productive from the councillors he had visited that afternoon. They knew the 

names of Bridges and Westbury, builder and architect, but they could not, or would not, 

say anything more about how they had come to undertake so many council projects. 

Raymond, meanwhile, had discovered that Bridges and Westbury were well known 

among the frequenters of the Eagle, who regarded their work as a mug’s game. Anyone 

foolish enough to take up employment with them could be certain that he would not be 

paid, or if he was paid he would be underpaid, he would be expected to work all hours, 

and his personal safety was no concern of the company’s. If anything were go amiss, he 

and his family would be the losers – not the company. In fact, in the case of one 

notorious accident when a worker and the equipment he was using had been buried in a 

trench that collapsed (due to the sides not being properly lined with wooden shuttering 

to support them) the company had reclaimed the cost of the lost equipment from the 

dead man’s family. 

Leon had got into the company’s head office, and had distracted the office clerks for 

long enough to get his hands into the filing cabinets. He was quite vague as to how he 

had done this, but Digby later told Mirabelle that Leon had instructed him and Dennis 

to start a fight in the street, and then had run into the office, pretending to be a passer-

by in a panic, and asked the clerks to come out into the street and stop the fight. They 

had rushed out to join in the fun, leaving Leon enough time to look in the filing cabinets 

and extract a few likely-looking documents. By the time that the clerks returned, 

covered in dust from joining in the fight, Leon had vanished. 

Leon had extracted the company minute book from the previous year (the current 

one would have been missed too quickly), a file of correspondence between Bridges & 

Westbury and Westminster Metropolitan City Council, and a draft of the previous 

year’s accounts. These indicated that the company was in constant negotiation with the 

Council officers, with references to ‘normal rates’ and ‘usual expectations’, and – when 

Raymond sat down with the minute book and compared it to the list of contracts which 

the Council had advertised – Bridges & Westbury regularly stated in their minute book 

that they had obtained contracts which had not even been advertised for tender. 

The annual accounts showed costs of tendering for contracts, but not what these 

comprised. Leon suspected that Bridges & Westbury were making payments to a 

Council official or officials in order to get contracts at favourable rates, but to prove it 

the Triangle Agency needed to see the bank accounts and cheque books. The annual 

accounts also set him off on another tack: Bridges & Westbury held large areas of 

prime real estate in the city of Westminster, which they had purchased and which they 

obviously wanted to develop. To judge from the Triangle Agency’s records of planning 

applications (culled from the local newspaper), they were given preferential treatment 

on their applications, which were apparently approved by the Council without going 

through the normal legal processes. This meant, as Raymond pointed out, that their 
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housing plans did not receive the proper scrutiny, and weren’t checked for safety or 

compliance with regulations. 

‘So they borrow from the bank to buy land, build on it and sell the properties 

quickly, then repay the bank, borrow some more and invest in more land,’ said Leon. 

‘The bigger their investments become, the more they have to build and the quicker they 

have to sell, so the more they cut costs and the less attention they pay to the safety of 

their workers.’ 

‘I wonder who buys these properties,’ George mused. ‘Being well located and 

relatively cheap, they must be a good investment for the would-be landlord. I shall 

contact Bridges & Westbury and ask them what they have for sale. Do you have the 

name of their agent, Leon?’ 

‘It’s in the minute book,’ said Leon, passing the book to him. 

‘And perhaps he will tell me which other landlords have invested in these 

properties,’ George considered aloud. ‘It would be interesting it if were your chief 

clerk, Mirabelle.’ 

Mirabelle smiled. ‘He didn’t mention this afternoon that he has any tenants,’ she 

said. 

‘What did he say, apart from inviting you for dinner?’ Raymond enquired. 

‘He showed me round the office, introduced me to the ladies in the typing pool, 

dictated a letter for me to type and asked me to make phone calls for him. Nothing to 

Bridges & Westbury, though.’ She paused, trying to remember. ‘There was a road 

contractor, something to do with trams, and the chair of a school board.’ 

At that moment the phone rang, and Raymond answered it. After a few moments’ 

conversation, he passed it to George. 

‘It’s Meadows,’ he said, ‘about the accident of yesterday evening.’ 

George thanked him and spoke into the instrument, while the others continued 

looking through the evidence they had gathered together. Leon started doing 

calculations on the back of a used envelope, and Raymond argued with his figures. 

They were interrupted by George, looking up from the phone. 

‘Meadows is coming round to see us,’ he said. ‘He wants to discuss the case with 

us.’ 

‘Once again,’ complained Leon, ‘he will not allow us to pursue this in our own way. 

How much simpler to allow us to investigate and tie up the case ourselves! But no, he 

wants to burden us with police procedures and law must come before justice.’ 

‘The terms of our pardon, Leon,’ George reminded him.  

Leon shrugged. ‘Sometimes I think we were better off unpardoned,’ he said. 

Raymond frowned, George smiled, and Mirabelle laughed. ‘Meadows wants us to do 

something shocking,’ she said, ‘you’ll see. He wouldn’t ask us if he could do it 

himself.’ 

Leon nodded, somewhat mollified. ‘Perhaps. We shall see. I shall be very angry if he 

tries to take this case away from us, after we have put in a day’s work on it!’ 

  

It turned out that Mirabelle was right: Meadows wanted them to pursue some of the 

investigation quietly, while the police went on with their public enquiries into the cause 

of the accident the previous evening. He asked Leon whether he had any women on the 
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ledger whom he could get into the City Council’s offices, or into Bridges & Westbury’s 

office. 

‘We have already put our best woman on to it,’ said Leon, ‘Mirabelle.’ Mirabelle 

smiled modestly, knowing that Meadows would object. 

He did. ‘Mrs Gonsalez is a little too well known,’ he said. ‘Won’t she be 

recognised?’ 

‘No, really, Inspector,’ Mirabelle assured him, ‘no one knows me there. And the 

chief clerk is really impressed by me – that has its disadvantages, but it means that I’ll 

have easy access to the files.’ 

Meadows still appeared doubtful. ‘I think you need another woman or two in the 

general office,’ he said, ‘if only to give support to Mrs Gonsalez. Do you know how to 

defend yourself?’ he asked her. ‘I mean, from physical attack? I’d feel happier if you 

come up to Scotland Yard this evening and I’ll ask one of the women in the service to 

show you self-defence.’ 

‘The only self-defence we use is a gun,’ said Leon, but Meadows shook his head. 

‘You’re licensed, although I wish you weren’t. Mrs Gonsalez isn’t. In fact,’ (turning 

to Mirabelle again) ‘you should have some proper lessons in how to use a weapon, 

before you hurt yourself. I’ll arrange that. Can you walk up to the Yard with me now?’ 

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Leon. ‘I have some files to check, and I’ll keep Mirabelle 

company.’ 

Mirabelle laughed and kissed him. ‘Very wise, darling!’ she teased, ‘I might run off 

with Meadows!’ 

‘Seriously,’ said Leon, as they walked down the street together, ‘I want to look up 

this chief clerk in the police files. What’s his name?’ – this last to Mirabelle. 

‘John Chadwell,’ she answered, ‘he told me to call him John.’ 

‘I wonder whether it’s an alias,’ said Leon, thoughtfully. ‘if he has a police record, 

he would probably use a different name.’ 

‘Not everyone is a criminal, darling,’ Mirabelle reminded him gently. 

‘But someone at the City Council is,’ he responded, ‘and the chief clerk is in an 

excellent position to control the award of contracts.’ 

At Scotland Yard, Leon went off with the records clerk to look through the files for 

John Chadwell, while Meadows introduced Mirabelle to one of the women police 

officers working for Scotland Yard. Woman police constable Anne Busby welcomed 

Mirabelle briskly and suggested that rather than working with ‘those former criminals’ 

the Three Just Men she would be better off ‘joining the service’. 

‘I’m married,’ said Mirabelle, ‘doesn’t that bar me from joining?’ 

‘Are you? Damn,’ said WPC Busby, with a careless disdain for social convention. 

‘Well, in that case I’ll just have to give you a talk through our personal safety 

procedures. You’ll probably say it’s all common sense, but better safe than sorry, eh?’ 

Mirabelle liked WPC Busby; she reminded her of her Aunt Alma in her brisk, 

positive approach, but she did feel that she would be an exhausting person to work with 

for any length of time. The police officer showed her some simple moves for getting 

out of trouble ‘if a man tries it on with you,’ and they practised them a few times, to 

ensure Mirabelle could get them right under stress. Leon came in part of the way 

through this and stood in the doorway, watching silently. When at last WPC Busby 
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stood back and said, ‘You’ll do!’ he stepped forward and said, ‘And now I draw a gun 

on you.’ 

‘Don’t do that! I nearly jumped out of my skin,’ exclaimed Mirabelle. ‘How long 

have you been standing there?’ 

He shrugged. ‘For the past five minutes. I was about to become jealous of your 

relationship, until you knee’d Miss Busby in the groin.’ 

‘You watch it, Gonsalez, or I’ll knee you in the groin,’ WPC Busby retorted 

cheerfully. ‘Do you have a licence for your gun?’ 

‘I do, but Mirabelle doesn’t. The good Inspector Meadows insists that she needs gun 

training, although she’s already had battle experience.’ 

Busby looked puzzled, and then said: ‘Oh, you mean shooting criminals. You need 

to stop doing that, Gonsalez; it gets you into trouble.’ 

Leon grinned. ‘Not half so much trouble as it gives the criminals. If Mirabelle 

decides that she wants to be a legal gun user, what does she have to do?’ 

‘She needs to show she has good reason for needing a firearm certificate. What’s 

your excuse?’ 

‘Self defence,’ said Leon promptly. ‘I do work for the English police and for other 

European and North American law-enforcement agencies. Mirabelle needs a gun 

because as my wife she works alongside me.’ 

‘You’ll need to come back during office hours,’ said Busby, ‘and fill out the proper 

forms. But I’d advise you to have some training, too. Come out the back and show me 

how good you are.’ 

‘So do you use a gun?’ Mirabelle asked, as she followed Busby down to the gun 

store. 

‘Yes, sometimes the women officers need to be armed. Just like the men.’ 

  

‘So I need to come back tomorrow morning at 8 o’clock to get a firearms certificate,’ 

Mirabelle said to Leon later, as they walked back through the lamp-lit streets. ‘Did you 

find anything in the records department? 

‘Not under the name of John Chadwell,’ her husband answered. ‘We will have to 

find out whether he has any other names.’ 

  

Mirabelle was eating her breakfast at 7.30am the following morning when the doorbell 

clanged. Poiccart rose from the table and went to answer it. He returned a few minutes 

later to announce: ‘Miss Busby to see Mrs Gonsalez. I have shown Miss Busby into the 

drawing room.’ 

‘Thank you, Poiccart,’ responded Mirabelle, echoing his formal style – then, 

dropping into her natural mode of speech: ‘Did she say what she’s come about? Is there 

an emergency at Scotland Yard?’ 

‘She said that she had come to escort you to the Yard,’ said Raymond Poiccart. He 

remained standing, and Mirabelle realised that she must go and speak to Busby. She got 

up. 

‘She’s come to make sure I get my firearms certificate,’ she said, ‘but she didn’t 

need to go to so much trouble!’ 
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‘I expect she wants to ask you about your work,’ Leon said. ‘Now the police are 

spying on our methods!’ He laughed as if he were joking, and was going to get up and 

accompany Mirabelle, but George gestured to him to sit down as Mirabelle left the 

room. 

‘Mirabelle can interview Miss Busby by herself,’ he said firmly. ‘She doesn’t need 

your presence as a chaperone. You need to get on to Bridges & Westbury – get your 

gang a contract of work.’ 

‘So whom should we have in the gang?’ wondered Leon. 

‘Obviously Digby and Dennis,’ said Raymond. ‘They have proved their worth 

before.’ 

‘And Dick Jones, William Smith –‘ 

‘That should be sufficient,’ George interrupted. ‘A gang of five – with you as their 

gangleader.’ 

‘Do not assume, my dear George, that I have any intention of getting my hands 

covered in mortar,’ Leon returned. ‘I will negotiate their terms of work, however. Let’s 

see whether I can persuade Bridges & Westbury to pay a living wage!’ 

  

Mirabelle found WPC Busby looking at the pictures on the wall of the drawing room. 

She turned as Mirabelle entered and greeted her with a smart: ‘Good morning, Mrs 

Gonsalez. Ready to go and get certificated?’ 

Mirabelle had to smile at her brusque enthusiasm. ‘Good morning, WPC Busby. 

Yes, I’ve just finished my breakfast, so I’m ready to join you.’ 

‘Not early birds, are you?’ enquired the policewoman. 

‘Not this morning. Sometimes we’re up all night.’ 

‘Fetch your coat and hat and we’ll be on our way.’ 

Mirabelle put her head round the door of the dining room to let the Triangle know 

that she was going out. They stopped arguing for long enough for George and Raymond 

to wish her a productive day and Leon to kiss her goodbye. 

‘I’ll drop round during the day to see how you’re getting on,’ he promised, and they 

parted with loving smiles. 

‘Really, Leon,’ George chided him when Mirabelle had gone, ‘you two are as good 

as a play, but when are you going to settle down to respectable steady matrimony and 

stop embarrassing Raymond and myself every time you speak to each other?’ 

Leon’s eyes sparkled. ‘If we are pricking your conscience, George,’ he answered, ‘I 

think I can lay hands on Maria of Gratz.’ 

George made a dismissive gesture; but Leon was sure that his friend blushed under 

his tan. 

  

Mirabelle and WPC Busby walked up Curzon Street, heading for Scotland Yard. ‘You 

were involved in the arrest of Marthon and Phipps, weren’t you?’ Busby asked. 

‘Yes! I lured them out of hiding.’ 

‘Well done. That was a good job.’ Busby was brusque but clearly impressed. 

‘Thank you.’ Mirabelle smiled her appreciation of the compliment. 

‘The other woman in the case is still in hospital,’ Busby went on. ‘You know her 

too, don’t you?’ 
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‘Joan Newton? Yes.’ 

‘I’ve been involved in that aspect of the case; we’ve been trying to persuade her to 

give a statement, but we’ve only had the briefest comment from her so far. Could you 

come over to the Middlesex one day to talk to her? I just need to get some details from 

her about Newton’s killing.’ 

‘I think the man who did it is dead,’ ventured Mirabelle. 

‘Yes, but the Phipps woman was involved, and then some of Oberzohn’s heavies 

were in on it too. They called them the “old guard”,’ said Busby. 

‘Yes, that’s right.’ 

‘We’ve got them safely locked away, but we’re still framing the case against them. 

So anything that woman can say will be useful.’ 

‘Right,’ said Mirabelle. ‘Let me know when you want me to come along to the 

hospital.’ 

‘Will do.’ 

They were getting close to Scotland Yard now, and Mirabelle asked Busby about her 

work there: how long she had been working there, and what the work involved. Busby 

was happy to talk, and Mirabelle got the impression that Busby really wanted her to 

join the force. Of course I can’t, she thought: I’m married, and married women can’t 

join. She thought lovingly of Leon; she would much rather be married to him and an 

unofficial crime-fighter than single and a member of Scotland Yard. 

I hope he can come by Westminster City Hall later, she thought. Ten hours is a long 

time to go without seeing him. From this, the reader will detect just how deeply in love 

our young couple were. 

  

Mirabelle left Scotland Yard at 8.30am with a firearms certificate and a promise to go 

to Scotland Yard that evening for training in firearms. Busby explained that she would 

be there: ‘I’m on nightshift,’ and then went off home to get some sleep. Mirabelle 

walked round to Westminster City Hall to her work. 

Mr Chadwell was not yet in his office when she arrived at nine o’clock. She went 

into her own little office and opened the door into the general office where the typists 

worked, stepping into the office to say ‘good morning’ to the women there, and to 

exchange some general chit-chat. She was interested that two of the women asked 

whether she had enjoyed her evening out with her girlfriend, although she had 

mentioned her fictional outing only to Mr Chadwell. 

So I’m under observation, she thought to herself, but she smiled and went on 

chatting for a few minutes, then returned to her own little office and sat down to work. 

The previous day she had hardly used the typewriter; now she set about setting it up. 

The keys and motion seemed very stiff, so she looked in the desk drawer for a small can 

of oil, such as typists use to lubricate their machines. She didn’t find one, but she did 

find a cigarette case, apparently shoved in there out of the way. It was silver, and 

seemed quite new; she pulled it out and opened it. 

There was an inscription: ‘To RS from his dear MG,’ but no cigarettes. Mirabelle 

placed it on a shelf out of the way and stepped into the general office to ask the women 

there whether anyone had any oil for the machines. One of them brought her can 

through and lubricated Mirabelle’s machine for her, chatting all the while. 
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‘It’s been a while since the boss had a secretary,’ she said. ‘The last one left at Easter 

and he’s been relying on us ever since. This machine’s dusty, isn’t it? You’ll need to 

give it a polish – you can’t use it like that!’ 

Mirabelle pulled a handkerchief out of her bag to wipe the machine, but her 

colleague exclaimed, ‘Use this one of mine,’ and handed her a cloth. Having cleaned 

the typewriter down, Mirabelle seated herself and tried the keys. 

‘Much better,’ she said. A few rattles of keys later, however, and the ribbon jammed. 

Her colleague applied a little more oil and pushed a few things about. 

‘Now try,’ she said. 

Mirabelle started again, and this time it worked smoothly. ‘That’s lovely,’ she said, 

‘thank you!’ 

‘No trouble.’ The other woman hesitated a moment, then said: ‘Would you like to 

join the group of us who go round the corner to Jeremy’s at lunch time? It’s a nice 

teashop and they do an excellent lunchtime bun.’ 

‘That would be lovely,’ Mirabelle replied, giving her one of her brilliant smiles, 

‘thank you!’ 

The other smiled back. ‘See you later, then,’ she said, and left Mirabelle to it, 

leaving the door open as she left. 

Mirabelle elected to leave the door open: she thought it might discourage John 

Chadwell from trying anything. This morning she was still wearing her wedding ring on 

her right hand, but had decided that if Chadwell asked about it she would tell him that it 

was an engagement ring. She did not intend to tell him why her right hand was slightly 

bruised – that was the result of her firearms practice the previous evening. 

She typed two letters which he had dictated the previous day and which she had 

noted down in her own version of shorthand, and then she took the two letters into his 

office and laid them on his desk for signature. Then she went back into her own office 

and began checking in one filing cabinet, as if looking for a document that Chadwell 

had told her to find – but in fact she was looking for any files relating to Bridges & 

Westbury. 

Aha – there was a file relating to building contracts, and the very first letter in it was 

from Bridges & Westbury! She was about to take out the file, when she heard the door 

into the next office close, so she closed the filing cabinet and walked back to her desk, 

sitting down just in time to be there as Mr Chadwell came in. 

‘Miss Brown,’ he said, ‘good morning! Did you have a pleasant evening yesterday?’ 

‘Good morning, Mr Chadwell. Yes, thank you. Did you see the two letters I left for 

you?’ 

‘Yes, yes,’ he said impatiently, and was about to say something else, when the 

cigarette case on the shelf caught his eye. He picked it up and opened it. 

‘Where did this come from?’ he asked. 

‘I found it in a drawer of my desk,’ Mirabelle answered. 

‘It’s mine,’ said Chadwell, ‘I lost it months ago – the last secretary must have put it 

there! Well, well – thank you for finding it, my dear,’ and he slipped it into his 

waistcoat pocket. 



PAGE 65 

Mirabelle nodded, not really liking that ‘my dear’, but putting up with it as part of 

her role. ‘To RS from his dear MG’ indeed! So John Chadwell also had the initials ‘RS’ 

– very interesting, she thought. 

‘What do you want me to do this morning, Mr Chadwell?’ she asked. 

‘Well,’ he said, looking towards the general office – Mirabelle could see that he 

wanted to close the door, but then thought better of it – ‘I need to check the contracts 

for road maintenance. Please find the file’ – he gestured towards the filing cabinets 

which Mirabelle had already been looking through – ‘and bring it through to me in my 

office.’ Then he walked through to the general office and said ‘good morning’ to the 

women there, received their ‘good morning, Mr Chadwell’ in return, nodded to them 

and returned to his own office, leaving the door open for Mirabelle to follow. 

Mirabelle smiled to herself. This was perfect! Once she had an excuse to go through 

the contracts, she had the perfect reason to go through the whole filing cabinet. She 

pulled the top drawer open, extracted the road maintenance file, closed the drawer, took 

a notepad and pencil out of the drawer of her desk and followed Chadwell into his 

office. 

  

Leon was out of temper. He told himself that there was no rational reason to feel as he 

did. His wife had a job of work to do and she was extremely competent to do it. He 

knew that women were very capable of looking after themselves – hadn’t he and his 

colleagues had to face up to the Red Woman of Gratz? She had been a formidable 

enemy, although they had beaten her at the last – George reckoned that he had defeated 

her thoroughly on every count, although Leon doubted it. Hadn’t Madame Despard 

been a cruelly intelligent, unscrupulous business woman – although her trade was in 

human souls rather than goods? The Four had asphyxiated her – that was in the days 

when they were Four. No, women were well able to look after themselves – even WPC 

Busby could look after herself, and Leon had to remind himself not to call her ‘Annie’ 

or remind her of when she had been a little girl in pigtails whom he had encouraged to 

join the police force ‘when you grow up. Women can do everything now, and often 

better than a man’ – thus he had told her, and then he had believed it – quite rationally 

he believed it! – but now when it was his darling bride, the bright springtime of his 

heart, who was in the line of danger he discovered that he was unconvinced. Although 

he knew she was capable of firing a gun and defending a house, he also knew that her 

kindness and generosity was a chink in her armour, and that she was apt to forget to 

watch her back. 

It was no good. Mirabelle had hardly been out of the house for thirty minutes when 

he sent the ‘boy’ round the corner with a note summoning one of the nurses whom he 

knew, and asked her to go up to Westminster City Hall and keep an eye on Mirabelle. 

As to how she did it, that was up to her; Leon knew that the nurses in the Triangle’s 

ledger were women of resource and sagacity and that Nurse Wilson would come up 

with some excuse for being in the building. 

He felt a little easier in mind after despatching Nurse Wilson on her mission, and 

turned his attention to gathering a ‘gang’ of workmen who could seek employment at 

Bridges & Westbury. Dennis, Digby, Jones and Smith were summoned by notes and 

assembled in the Mews behind 233 Curzon Street, dressed for manual labour, with 
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sturdy footwear, heavy duty trousers and jackets, and caps well worn, and carrying 

boxes of tools which Leon had supplied them with on earlier occasions. Leon turned 

out dressed in similar clothes, to oversee manual labourers; as he had previously 

announced, he had no intention of ruining his sensitive hands, indispensable to him, by 

heavy manual work. They set off together down the mews to Bridges & Westbury’s 

head office, Leon explaining to his employees as they went what they would have to 

do. As he talked, he found himself wondering what Mirabelle was doing, and took the 

rational decision of allowing his mental picture of her to remain in his mind’s eye, as he 

clearly couldn’t get her out of his thoughts by any effort of will. 

He mentally sketched out another chapter of his monograph on the effect of romantic 

love on human physiology and psychology. 

Meanwhile, George suggested to Raymond that he telephone Bridges & Westbury’s 

estate agent and enquire after their properties to rent. Raymond returned with the 

information that the estate agent would call upon him later in the morning with details 

of suitable properties on their books. 

‘What did you tell him I’m interested in?’ George enquired, with interest. 

‘I suggested that you are a man of independent means considering matrimony and 

requiring a property with suitable accommodation for wife, children and nurses,’ said 

Raymond. 

George regarded his saturnine friend with a sceptical eye. ‘Couldn’t you have 

enquired about a bachelor flat?’ he asked. 

‘I was thinking of Leon’s establishment,’ confessed Raymond. 

Remembering Leon’s comment that morning about Maria of Gratz, George was 

doubtful, but he decided not to press the point. 

  

Mirabelle was becoming a little anxious. John Chadwell had again asked her to dine 

with him, and she had again refused him. She had confessed, showing him her ring, that 

she was engaged. He had dismissed the ring as ‘a piece of cheap metal’, and had 

repeated his request. 

Mirabelle had been so startled at his dismissal of a priceless sixteenth-century 

Spanish gold circle as ‘cheap metal’ that she was momentarily lost for words. 

Recovering her breath, she managed to say: ‘No, Mr Chadwell, it’s completely out of 

the question,’ and withdrew to her own office with the ‘road maintenance’ file in her 

hands, to type up the letters that he had asked her to send out. However, Chadwell had 

come after her, and leaned over her desk, and she did not know what he would have 

done then, but there was a knock on his office door, and he went to answer it. 

Nurse Wilson strode into the office. ‘Mr Chadwell? Good morning. My name is Mrs 

Wilson and I’m from the Ministry of Health. We are working with businesses around 

London and the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson hospital to investigate wrist and hand 

injuries in women working as office typists.’ She produced a card from her leather 

handbag and flourished it at him. 

Chadwell merely glanced at the card. ‘I haven’t received any notice of your coming,’ 

he said. 

‘Due to the nature of our work, we don’t warn employers that we are coming to 

make a check on their employees,’ said Mrs Wilson briskly. ‘I only need to examine 
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each of your ladies quite briefly, Mr Chadwell. It won’t take long.’ She looked him in 

the eye, firm and unyielding. 

Chadwell considered arguing, then looked her in the eye again and decided not to 

fight the unequal battle. ‘Very well,’ he conceded. ‘The typing pool is in the far office – 

and this is my personal secretary, Miss Brown.’ 

‘Good morning,’ said Mirabelle, pretending that she had never seen Nurse Wilson 

before. 

‘Good morning,’ echoed the other, returning the pretence. ‘Now, my dear, just hold 

out your arms – that’s right – I’m just going to do some tests. This won’t hurt.’ 

Chadwell watched for a few moments, then shrugged and went back into his own 

office, shutting the door firmly behind him. Nurse Wilson glanced in his direction and 

went back to her work. 

‘Look who’s sulking,’ she remarked. ‘Now, dear, bend your arm – like that – does 

that hurt?’ 

‘Ouch! Yes,’ answered Mirabelle. 

Nurse Wilson made a note on a notepad she had brought with her. ‘And this?’ 

‘Ow!’ 

‘Good. How do you enjoy your work here?’ 

‘The work is interesting, my colleagues are delightful, but my boss is a little too 

attentive,’ said Mirabelle frankly. 

‘Mr Chadwell?’ 

‘Or RS,’ said Mirabelle. ‘I found a lost cigarette case this morning which he said 

was his, but it was inscribed “RS from his dear MG”.’ 

Nurse Wilson raised her eyebrows and said, ‘Try to straighten your hand, dear. Does 

that hurt?’ 

‘No, not at all.’ 

Making another note, Nurse Wilson nodded. ‘Very interesting,’ she said. ‘You’ve 

just started work here?’ 

‘Yes, yesterday afternoon.’ 

‘Do you do a lot of writing by hand?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I thought as much. Well, that’s very useful. I’ll let you get on with your work now. 

If you feel any discomfort after typing for long periods, get in touch with me’ – and she 

placed a card on Mirabelle’s desk, and strode into the general office to talk to 

Mirabelle’s colleagues. 

Mirabelle smiled to herself and picked up the card. It was so sweet of Leon to send 

one of his nurses along to keep an eye on her, and for all she knew the survey of 

injuries to typists from their work was a genuine investigation. She put the card into her 

handbag, in case she ever needed to call on Nurse Wilson, and turned to her typing. 

  

Nurse Wilson very much enjoyed chatting to the women in the general office. She 

heard a lot of gossip about the City Council, and collected a lot of data for her survey. 

She had been concerned for some years about wrist and hand damage in young women 

who worked as typists, and took every opportunity to collect evidence. This case was 

ideal. 
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By the time she had finished, it was lunchtime, and the women in the office collected 

Mirabelle and went out together to the shop round the corner for lunch. Nurse Wilson 

took her leave, and John Chadwell (or RS) was left to nurse a wounded heart alone. 

  

Leon and his gang had successfully negotiated work at Bridges & Westbury. The rate 

of pay was not particularly good, but it was enough to be worth doing the job. They 

were directed across the city of Westminster to a building site, where they should 

present a chit to the site foreman and report for work. So they duly arrived, carrying 

their tools and ready for work. They were assigned to working in a trench which was 

being dug on one side of the site, into which pipes would be laid to bring in water and 

other services. 

Reaching the place, they found that the trench was dug to a depth of four feet, and 

had been partly lined with planks to strengthen the sides while men were working in it. 

Leon nodded his approval; he knew that the soil in this area was soft and apt to collapse 

on workers if not made safe. He and his men discussed who would get down into the 

trench and who would stand above and pass down the tools. 

‘I’ll go down,’ said Jones, ‘where’s my shovel?’ 

There was then a discussion as to which of the shovels was his. Leon was about to 

tell him to stop wasting time and get on with the job, when there was a sharp ‘crack’ 

and the side of the trench caved in, nearly taking Jones with it. Luckily for him, he 

jumped back just in time. 

‘Whew,’ he said, ‘that was nearly me under that lot!’ 

They stood looking into what was left of the trench. Leon lowered himself carefully 

on to the fallen earth and pulled at a broken plank, sticking up out of the mess. He ran 

his fingers along the broken edge and flexed it in his hands. 

‘Rotten,’ he said, jumping nimbly back up on to firm ground. ‘Let’s see what shape 

the rest of the site is in.’ 

They walked around the site, surreptitiously checking over the bases of scaffolding, 

planking and pushing gently on newly-built walls. Leon pulled a face as he studied 

some floorboards. ‘Cheap timber,’ he said, ‘not strong enough to bear the weight.’ 

Their walk across the site at last led them back to the foreman’s office, where they 

reported the collapse of the trench, ‘it happened just before we got down into it. We 

could have been killed.’ 

The foreman frowned. ‘I’ll take a look at it.’ 

His examination proved what Leon had said: the timber used had been rotten and 

unfit for construction. It certainly couldn’t fulfil its purpose of supporting the sides of 

the trench. The foreman scratched his head. 

‘I’ve no work for you today,’ he said. ‘Come back tomorrow.’ 

‘We could dig out the trench,’ Jones pointed out. 

The foreman looked at him. ‘You said yourself that it’s not safe,’ he said. ‘Come 

back tomorrow.’ 

‘But we need the work,’ said Jones. 

‘The boss says no more accidents,’ said the foreman. ‘So no more work. Get off the 

site or I’ll have you thrown off – come back tomorrow.’ 

The five left. ‘So what now?’ asked Digby, as they walked away down the street. 
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‘He seemed very anxious to get rid of us,’ said Leon. ‘I suggest you go back home 

for now; I’ll call you out when I need you again.’ He dug into his pockets. ‘Here’s your 

pay for this morning’s work’ – and he handed out a banknote to each of them. They 

took the money with thanks and left, touching their caps in farewell. 

Leon made his way back to Curzon Street, intending to discuss matters with his 

colleagues and then go to check up on Mirabelle. However, entering no. 233 through 

the back door, he found Nurse Wilson in the kitchen, talking to the cook, Mrs Dorran. 

‘Ah, Mr Brown! Your wife is very well,’ she greeted him. 

Leon found that he was ridiculously relieved at the news – ridiculous, because how 

could she come to harm in a city office? ‘What is she doing?’ he asked, and then 

realised how foolish the question must seem. 

‘She’s found a cigarette case which belonged to Mr Chadwell,’ Mrs Wilson said, 

‘inscribed “to RS from his dear MG”.’ 

‘That’s very interesting,’ Leon mused. ‘RS? Now who could that be? Do I know an 

MG?’ 

‘You’ll also be interested to know that your wife isn’t suffering from any typing 

injury, but three of the women in that office have injuries of varying levels of severity,’ 

the nurse went on. ‘I’ve brought my notes with me, if you’d like to look through them.’ 

Leon nodded. ‘Is Poiccart in?’ he asked Mrs Dorran. 

‘Everyone’s in except Mrs Lightning,’ she replied – meaning Mirabelle, as Leon was 

‘Mr Lightning’ to the staff downstairs. 

‘He should see your notes too. We must investigate methods of mitigating or 

preventing these injuries, as well as working on a cure. The current treatment by 

operation is unnecessarily drastic and may cause even more damage to the wrist and 

hands. Marie and Foix were on the right lines in their publication of 1913, but I am 

convinced that it should be possible to prevent the damage occurring, rather than having 

to treat it after it has occurred.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ said Mrs Dorran, who had long ago given up trying to work out what Mr 

Lightning was talking about. Nurse Wilson had a better idea, but had the healthy scorn 

for medical publications that only a practising nurse has. ‘These scientists,’ she would 

say, ‘don’t know what a real human body looks like.’ 

‘I’ll come upstairs with you, sir,’ she said now. ‘I’d prefer to explain what I found to 

you both myself.’ 

Mrs Dorran waved them both out of her kitchen and went back to her work, shaking 

her head over them. Such a nice young man, Mr Lightning – a pity he was one of those 

mad scientists. Poor Mrs Lightning! She put up with him, but what a girl really wants is 

a husband who’ll provide her with a nice home and children. 

  

When Mirabelle returned from lunch with the other typists, she didn’t knock on Mr 

Chadwell’s door but went back to typing up the changes to contract that he had 

discussed with her that morning. She hoped that he would take her hint and stop 

troubling her, because although she suspected he was a criminal she also thought that 

he seemed to be a nice man at heart, and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.  

When she had finished that batch of typing, she went to the filing cabinet and put the 

road maintenance file away. The next file in the cabinet was the ‘building contracts’ 
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file, so she pulled it out and opened it across the top of the open drawer, flicking 

through the contents as if she was looking for something, but in reality just reading 

quickly through each letter or document. Letter after letter referred to ‘the usual terms’, 

and some stated baldly that: ‘I assume you will be prepared to take this on as usual.’ 

Mirabelle flicked on to the next, and then turned back, puzzled. The letter implied that 

Bridges and Westbury might prefer not to take on the contract. She read it through 

carefully. Were those favourable terms, or not? 

For the first time, it occurred to her that perhaps Bridges and Westbury were not 

gaining from this scheme. What was going on here? 

She flicked on through the file. The very last – or rather, the first – document in the 

file was dated from ten years previously. It said:  

‘Following recent discussions, I am offering you this work at a payment of 10% 

below what would normally be paid, and I expect to receive your acceptance by return 

of post.’ 

Mirabelle read this through twice to get it by heart, memorised the date and put the 

file away. She was just about to close the cabinet when Mr Chadwell came into her 

office. 

‘Ah, Miss Brown,’ he said briskly, as if they had not exchanged words that morning. 

‘Have you finished the earlier amendments to road maintenance contracts? Yes? Good 

– please bring the file for drainage and sewerage through to my office.’ 

‘Yes, Mr Chadwell.’ Mirabelle answered, and dipped into the drawer again to find 

the file. 

When she arrived in Mr Chadwell’s office, she saw that he had some forms on his 

desk, which he was looking through. He looked up as she entered and said, ‘The 

Council is advertising the window-cleaning contract. Applications were to be delivered 

here between 10am and 2pm today; we have an unusually large number of applicants.’ 

I bet we have, thought Mirabelle, imagining all the Triangle’s able-bodied workers 

applying for the post. ‘And what about applicants for the typing pool?’ she asked, ‘the 

job that I applied for?’ 

‘Yes, I have several of those too,’ he replied, picking up another pile of forms, each 

with a letter attached. ‘I hadn’t realised that working for the City Council was so 

attractive.’ 

‘The wages are good and the hours are reasonable,’ said Mirabelle. ‘That’s why I 

applied.’ 

‘I see. Well, sit down, Miss Brown. Do you have the file? Good’ – as she handed it 

to him. ‘Right. Now, first on our list is the embankment drainage.’ 

Mirabelle’s notepad and pencil were busy for the next hour, when Chadwell called a 

halt, picked up his phone and ordered a cup of tea for them both. Then he passed a 

sheaf of the applications across the desk to her and said, ‘Tell me what you think of 

those.’ 

‘What I think?’ repeated Mirabelle. 

‘You’re a sensible young woman. Tell me whether I should be employing a former 

washer-woman from Bow in my office.’ 

‘Well, yes, if she can do the words per minute.’ Which I can’t, thought Mirabelle 

ruefully. However, Chadwell did not seem to mind that her typing was slow, she 
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thought. She began to flick through the applications, and realised that she knew several 

of the applicants: they were employees of the Triangle. She gathered her wits and said: 

‘Well, this one’ – putting one of the Triangle’s employees on the table – ‘and this one’ 

– another – ‘and certainly this one’ – placing another of their applications on top of the 

first two. ‘How many posts do you have to fill?’ 

‘Three. So three applications will be ample.’ 

‘Don’t you want to interview them?’ 

‘I doubt that will be necessary. I’ll invite them in and give them a trial. If they don’t 

suit, then I can call in some more.’ 

‘I see.’ Mirabelle handed him the three that she had chosen, then put the rest of the 

pile down in the middle of the desk. ‘I assume you don’t want me to comment on 

window cleaners as well?’ 

‘No, I’ve decided whom to invite in for a trial.’ There was a knock at the door. ‘Ah, 

there’s our tea.’ He raised his voice. ‘Enter!’ 

It was all very cosy, thought Mirabelle, as she sipped her tea and listened to her boss 

chatting about Council business. If I really were a single girl, innocent of the world, I 

would feel flattered and cossetted by this treatment. I might even agree to let him ask 

me out to dinner. I wonder if that’s what happened to MG, the person who gave him the 

cigarette case? 

Did she know anyone with the initials MG? Vaguely, she had the idea that she did. 

In her days of imprisonment in Doctor Oberzohn’s cellar with only Joan Newton for 

company, Joan had mentioned a good many people of whose subsequent fate she was 

unsure. Monty Newton, of course, was dead, and Lisa Marthon and Antonia Phipps 

were under lock and key. Fred and Villa had also been arrested, and the Old Guard had 

been rounded up by the police. But she could never be certain that the police had got 

everyone in the gang. Lisa and Antonia had hoped to escape to the USA, and although 

they had failed, others might have succeeded. 

She wondered about Chadwell. He wasn’t married, and the cigarette case had been 

lost since the last secretary had left, so MG had gone out of his life at least five months 

ago. Had he ever gone to play cards at one of Joan and Monty Newton’s parties? Was 

he connected with any of the big criminal gangs like the Old Guard? 

Chadwell was talking about the costs of keeping the city infrastructure in good 

repair, and saying, ‘I sometimes wish that money did grow on trees. The Council 

budget is never sufficient to cover the ongoing costs.’ She smiled at the thought of her 

trees at Heavytree farm laden with bank notes rather than fruit. 

He saw the smile and asked sharply: ‘What’s the joke?’ 

‘I was imagining money growing on trees. Do you work very long hours? Don’t you 

ever have time to do anything else?’ 

He smiled at her. ‘Well, I ask lovely women out to dinner, but they turn me down! If 

you’d accept my invitation then I could show you what else I do!’ 

‘Do you go to the theatre?’ she asked, but he shook his head.  

‘I haven’t been for many months. Not since the spring.’ 

So he hasn’t been since MG left? – wondered Mirabelle. She put down her empty 

cup. ‘I think I’d better get back to work,’ she said. ‘Shall I get these changes typed for 

approval?’ 
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He brushed the question aside. ‘Yes – yes, if that’s what you want to do.’ 

‘It’s what I’m paid for,’ she said, and hurried back to her own office. 

  

Chadwell left her alone for the rest of the afternoon, listening to the clatter-clatter of her 

typewriter, wondering about the beautiful girl who listened so solemnly, as if she cared, 

and then walked out and left him, as if she didn’t care at all. He put his head around her 

door at 5pm and asked her: ‘Sure you don’t want to come to dinner?’ and saw her raise 

her lovely head and shake it gravely. ‘No thank you, Mr Chadwell.’ 

Why couldn’t she call him John, as he had asked? ‘Then I’ll see you tomorrow.’ 

‘Yes, Mr Chadwell.’ She gave him a brief smile, making his heart sing; and then she 

bent her head again to her work. 

He beat a hasty retreat before he said anything he might regret later, and headed for 

the lift. Mirabelle waited until she had heard the lift door shut and start to descend, and 

then headed back to the filing cabinet. 

‘Are you still working?’ asked a friendly voice half an hour later. 

Mirabelle looked around and saw one of her fellow typists standing in the open 

doorway from the general office. 

‘I’m just finishing off,’ she said. ‘There are a lot of amendments to contract to type 

up! And they all need to be approved by the Council meeting at the end of the week.’ 

‘You can throw some of it our way. It’d be a nice change from salaries,’ her friend 

remarked. 

‘Perhaps I will, tomorrow.’ Mirabelle closed the file she had been looking at, slid it 

back into the cabinet and closed the drawer, then returned to her desk, closed all the 

drawers and put the typewriter cover over the machine, picked up her bag and fetched 

her coat and hat. ‘Right! That’s all for today!’ 

‘Are you going to the Tube?’ asked her friend.  

‘Yes, I’ll walk down with you,’ Mirabelle agreed. 

They joined the other typists, who were donning coats and hats in the general office, 

and walked together, a chattering crowd, down the stairs (as there was not enough room 

in the lift) and into the entrance hall, where they said ‘goodnight’ to the night porter and 

made their way out into the street. Some of the girls then went off to catch buses, but 

most headed for Leicester Square Tube station, where they entered the lift to descend to 

their platforms. 

Mirabelle took the Piccadilly Line west to Down Street, where she was one of only a 

few passengers alighting. Generally only servants used this station, as the wealthy 

residents of the surrounding houses did not use the underground trains. So far as 

Mirabelle knew, George Manfred had never travelled on the Tube; she knew that 

Poiccart did occasionally, but preferred to use his motorbike; Leon was the only 

member of the Triangle who used the Tube regularly, when he was in disguise as a 

working man, poor solicitor, or doctor serving London’s poor: or, most famously, when 

during the Four Just Men’s pursuit of Sir Philip Ramon, in their most notorious case, he 

had travelled on the Underground with the pickpocket Billy Marks, from Charing Cross 

[author’s note: now Embankment] to Sloane Square. Leon had left the train at Sloane 

Square, but Billy had never left it alive. 
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Aunt Alma had once taxed Leon with the murder of Billy Marks: ‘He was just a little 

man. He didn’t deserve to die.’ 

‘He meddled in matters too great for him,’ said Leon calmly, ‘and tried to profit 

from them – that was why he died.’ 

‘Are you telling me that you never profit from your killings?’ Alma had demanded, 

and Leon replied coolly, ‘we make no profit – the rest of the world does.’ 

Mirabelle showed her ticket to the guard on duty at the gate, and walked out into the 

street, where a newsvendor was selling the evening papers. She reached in her bag for a 

coin to pay for one. 

The newsvendor took it, bit it, and handed it back. ‘That’s snide, miss,’ he said. 

‘What?’ Mirabelle was horrified. She handed him another coin, which he accepted 

and passed her a copy of the paper. ‘I’m so sorry, I can’t think how that happened,’ she 

said. 

‘It’s terrible the way these snide merchants are trying to undermine the economy, 

miss,’ the vendor said. ‘I’d take that to the police station if I were you.’ 

‘I will,’ said Mirabelle, and hurried down the street, her face scarlet with 

embarrassment. How terrible for a Just Woman to be passing bad coin! But however 

had it got into her bag? 

She entered 233 Curzon Street by the mews entrance, and left her coat, hat and 

outdoor shoes by the back door, changing into lighter footwear. She went first into the 

kitchen to take her tale of woe to the cook, who was just preparing to leave for the 

evening. 

‘Mrs Dorran! I’ve been passed a bad penny. However could that have happened?’ 

Mrs Dorran was all sympathy. She listened while Mirabelle poured out her tale of 

woe, and made her a cup of tea ‘to keep your spirits up.’ She urged Mirabelle to empty 

her bag, ‘To check you don’t have more of the nasty things,’ and they totted up her 

money on the kitchen table. 

‘I can’t think where I could have got it,’ Mirabelle said. ‘I always keep a careful tally 

of what I have in my bag, and I’m sure it was all right yesterday.’ 

‘I know you do, love,’ said Mrs Dorran. She was always impressed by Mrs 

Lightning’s care and accuracy in matters such as the household accounts. It was easy to 

tell that she had come from a family which, though respectable, had no money at all. 

Mirabelle was counting in her head. ‘I paid for my lunch with that – and Emily paid 

me back, but I used that to pay for tea – and … just a moment.’ She counted frantically. 

‘I didn’t pay for the newspaper – I mean, I have the same as I would have done – 

someone put that coin in my bag! It wasn’t mine!’ 

‘Why ever would they do that?’ asked Mrs Dorran. 

‘I don’t know! Perhaps they thought I was someone else – they were trying to pass 

out their counterfeit coins – they slipped one into my bag so I would spend it – or were 

they trying to get me into trouble?’ 

‘It’s not a crime to pass bad coin, love,’ said Mrs Dorran, ‘if you don’t know that it 

is, I mean.’ 

‘Where could it have happened? I had my bag with me at the office – it was on the 

table’ – her face grew troubled. ‘I suppose anyone could just have slipped something 

into it during the day,’ she said. ‘Oh dear, it could be anyone at the office!’ 
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Mrs Dorran looked up at the kitchen clock, and rose from her chair. ‘Now, love, 

don’t you worry,’ she said. ‘You show that coin to Mr Manfred, and ask him what you 

should do about it.’ She regarded Mr Manfred as Mirabelle’s employer as much as he 

was her own. 

‘Yes, I’ll do that.’ Mirabelle put everything back into her bag and rose from the 

table. ‘Shall I wash up my cup?’ 

‘It’ll wait until tomorrow, but it’s no harm to do it now.’ Mrs Dorran poured some of 

the hot water from the kettle into the sink, and swilled out the cup and tea pot. 

Mirabelle dried them. ‘Now, take care, love, and don’t worry. If need be we can always 

go to the police,’ Mrs Dorran concluded. 

Mirabelle thanked her, wished her goodnight, and went upstairs to find the Three, 

clutching the bad penny in her hand. 

She found Leon in the drawing room, his tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles on his 

nose, reading through some notes in his own small, cramped hand, interposed with 

notes in Poiccart’s larger, rounder writing. He looked up as she entered and she saw his 

furrowed face relax into a joyous, boyish smile. 

‘Carina! Come and sit by me.’ He gestured to the arm of the chair. She slipped on to 

it, her legs across his, and he put an arm about her waist; they shared a fond kiss. ‘Have 

you had a successful day’s work?’ he asked. ‘Nurse Wilson told me that you had 

discovered that Chadwell’s real initials are RS, and that he had a friend named MG.’ 

‘Yes! I’m wondering whether MG was one of Joan Newton’s friends. I’ve an idea 

that she mentioned a friend whose name began with M.’ 

‘Minnie Gray,’ said Leon promptly. ‘Yes, she was one of Monty Newton’s 

accessories. She used to escort young men to Monty’s card games, where they would be 

thoroughly plucked.’ 

‘So could she have escorted John Chadwell – or whatever his name was?’ 

‘I think it’s very likely. I need to see the police records, so I’ll be paying a visit on 

our friend the records officer at Scotland Yard this evening, when you go for your gun 

practice.’ 

Mirabelle laughed, and pulled a piece of paper out of her bag. ‘Look, darling, I’ve 

been certified!’ She held the firearms certificate in front of his nose. ‘WPC Busby told 

me to get it framed.’ 

‘Certainly we should frame it, and hang it on the bedroom wall, next to mine.’ Leon 

was greatly amused at the thought. ‘What else have you done today, carina?’ 

‘Someone put a dud penny in my bag.’ She showed it to him. He examined it 

carefully. 

‘Hmm – not a bad imitation. The skirt is not quite right.’ He pointed to the folds of 

Britannia’s skirt on the back of the penny, and pulled a genuine coin out of his own 

trouser pocket to show the difference. ‘But it would pass to any but the most exacting 

eye. Where did you get it?’ 

‘That’s just it! I don’t know. It wasn’t in my bag this morning, and I didn’t get it as 

change at lunchtime. But it was there this evening, when I got off the Tube.’ 

‘Hmm. May I take this? We can check it over in the laboratory.’ Leon gestured 

upwards to indicate their laboratory upstairs, and put the two pennies back into his 

pocket. 
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‘I also discovered that Bridges and Westbury are being paid less than the standard 

rate for all their contracts,’ said Mirabelle. ‘Ten per cent less.’ 

‘What? So they are guaranteed contracts – but they don’t receive what they are due. 

That 10% must represent their profit margin,’ mused Leon. He held Mirabelle closer to 

him. ‘This becomes more and more interesting,’ he said. ‘The building contractor that 

cannot make a profit and must endanger the lives of its workforce, and the Council 

which can force it to accept contracts at a disadvantageous rate. What hold does the 

Council have over them, I wonder?’ He raised a smiling face to hers, and they were 

exchanging a fond kiss as George and Raymond came in. 

‘Ah, Mirabelle,’ George greeted her, ignoring the kiss, ‘I assume you have been 

busy, but I suggest we leave discussion of the results of our investigations until after 

dinner. I’ve booked a table at that place around the corner – we should be there by 7pm, 

so there’s time for you to bathe and change.’ 

Mirabelle and Leon both got up. ‘I also have some mud to wash off,’ said Leon. ‘We 

will see you shortly,’ and he led Mirabelle upstairs, pausing only to hand his notes to 

Raymond as they went out of the drawing room door. 

‘Is George all right?’ asked Mirabelle as they went up the stairs. ‘He seems a little 

on edge.’ 

‘I’ve been teasing him,’ her husband admitted. 

‘Oh, Leon!’ Mirabelle had to laugh at his confession. ‘When do you ever stop 

teasing him?’ 

‘Do you remember from your aunt’s press cuttings a certain affair with the Red 

Hundred?’ They had reached the top of the stairs now, and he led her into their joint 

bedroom, changing the subject mid-sentence, with: ‘Do you want a bath, carina, or will 

a shower bath be sufficient?’ 

‘A shower bath is lovely, darling, and yes I do remember the Red Hundred.’ 

Mirabelle put her bag on her bed and began to undress. ‘What about them? The 

movement broke up, didn’t it? Did they join the Reds in Russia?’ 

‘Yes, but not all of them.’ Leon was also undressing. He took the dud penny out of 

his trouser pocket and put it carefully in a dish on the dressing table – the rest of his 

cash went in a pile by his hairbrush. ‘You remember the lovely Maria of Gratz? She 

used to be their leader.’ 

‘The Red Woman of Gratz? The Megaphone did a special article on her.’  

‘She fell in love with George,’ said Leon bluntly. ‘It was a most interesting study. A 

woman of her background, and of her perverted education, with both intelligence and 

yet stubborn self-blindness, was nevertheless drawn by the noble character, virtue and 

great qualities of our friend George. She believed she hated him, and then – when she 

had betrayed him – she discovered that she loved him. She wanted to help him, but then 

it was too late.’ He paused. ‘Do you want to take your bath first?’ 

‘No, darling – carry on with your story.’ She put her arms about him. ‘What 

happened next?’ 

He drew her to sit down next to him on the bed. ‘She abandoned the Red Hundred 

and waited outside George’s prison, wanting to see him – but George was equally 

determined not to see her. He had told her to go away and seek a happy life, but she 

believed she could never be happy until she knew that he was happy.’ He smiled 
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ruefully. ‘It fell to me to talk to her and persuade her to leave England, for her own 

safety and, I told her, for George’s sake – she told me nothing in words, but everything 

in her face.’ He shook his head. ‘Poor child! I was sorry for her; I pitied her confusion 

and inability to control her emotions; she always lets her heart rule her reason.’ Again 

that rueful smile. ‘I tried to help her; I gave her money, and sent her out of the country. 

I directed some of our friends – we had fewer operatives in those days – to protect her 

and ensure she got safely away. I hoped she would go to America.’ 

‘And what did she do?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘She did go to America, but her enemies followed her there. She fled to Russia and 

was safe there for a while, but after the Revolution some of her old enemies denounced 

her. She had to escape very quickly – she contacted Raymond and myself – we sent her 

assistance.’ The smile grew more rueful. ‘George doesn’t know anything about this – 

we didn’t tell him. I don’t think he has ever come to terms with Maria. He has never 

understood her, or himself.’ 

‘George doesn’t do emotion,’ suggested Mirabelle. 

‘Not heartfelt emotion, certainly. In any case, she got out of Russia. For a while she 

was in central Europe, and I hoped she had settled down; she was involved in the new 

government in Germany; her extensive knowledge of international politics and her 

genuine desire for social justice and equality made her well-respected. Raymond and I 

had not heard from her for a while, and we even had hopes that she was happy at last. 

And then a few months ago I heard that she was in Spain.’ 

‘You mentioned you had heard that an old acquaintance was in Barcelona,’ 

Mirabelle remembered. 

‘Yes, and I realised that she is back to her old tricks, stirring up trouble. It will get 

her killed one of these days,’ said Leon with frustration, and Mirabelle laughed at his 

self-contradiction, for she could make the same complaint against him. 

‘Go on, darling,’ she said, ‘what’s happened?’ 

Leon shrugged, and his elegant hands made a gesture of hopelessness. ‘What can 

one do? This morning George was complaining of our affection for each other, so I 

mentioned Maria to him, to remind him that I am not the only one of our number who 

has held a lovely woman in his arms. George reacted like a man with a bad conscience, 

and I knew that he has not forgotten Maria. You will remember my teasing him about 

reading the Spanish newspapers, but he never admits to thinking of her. Then this 

afternoon I received a letter from Spain.’ He released Mirabelle and reached for the 

pillow, drawing a letter out from under it. ‘Read this for me, darling, and tell me what I 

must do. The contradictions and confusion of this woman’s mind are beyond my 

comprehension.’ 

Mirabelle took the letter from him. ‘I’ll do my best,’ she promised. ‘Have your bath 

now, darling.’ 

He nodded, kissed her forehead, and a few moments later she heard the shower 

running. But by that time she was already engrossed in the letter. 

  

Maria of Gratz had written in French. Mirabelle had learned French at school, as every 

English school child does, but like every other English school child she was far from 
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confident in the language. However, she wanted to help Leon, and she was intrigued by 

his story. 

Of course she remembered the Red Woman of Gratz! No one who had read about 

her in the Megaphone or the Times or any other newspaper could forget. She had read 

the story in Aunt Alma’s press cuttings, and thrilled at the tale of the girl from the 

distant lands of eastern Europe, who had striven against oppression and injustice, and 

who had led an army to win equality and justice for all. But, unlike the Four Just Men, 

her army had wrecked destruction on everyone, not only on the guilty; they had brought 

terror to millions, not only to those who misused power; they had murdered hundreds, 

not only the few who had inflicted the evil and injustice against which they fought. At 

last they had brought their murders to England, even though that country had made 

them welcome, as it makes every lost cause welcome; and so the Red Hundred had 

incurred the judgement of the Four Just Men (there were four of them at that time, 

Mirabelle remembered). After a vicious battle of words and killings, the Red Hundred 

had broken up and its members had left the country. Mirabelle remembered that the 

press cuttings did not explain what had become of Maria of Gratz, because the reporters 

had immediately turned their attention to George Manfred’s arrest and subsequent 

escape. It was only later that it had come out that it was Maria of Gratz who had 

betrayed him to the police, and Mirabelle had wondered about the connection between 

the two. 

Now, as she read the letter from the former leader of the Red Hundred, it all became 

clearer. Mirabelle managed to translate the French to herself as follows: 

‘My dear Gonsalez, 

‘My thanks to you for your latest sending of money, which has enabled me to 

maintain my existence here in this sad city. The people here wail in torment under 

persecution from their oppressors, whom some call a government. The farce of a 

constitution has been suspended, and we labour under dictatorship. Where are the 

defenders of liberty? Who will protect the people? I do what I can here, but the people 

are bowed and broken and I can raise no enthusiasm for battle. 

‘I think daily of George, and wonder how life is for him. I never forget his words to 

me, the night that I betrayed him. He told me “you must forget this,”  and he told me: 

“let this be the waking point of your bad dream, go forth into the new life – into a life 

where flowers are, and birds sing, and where rest and peace is.” And he told me that I 

must not think of him; but he has never left my thoughts. He said to me as the police 

took him away, “Who knows how bright are the days in store for us both?” and after 

they locked him up in that prison cell he sent me a message to leave him and find my 

own new life, but I could not do so – you know that I could not do so. You spoke to me 

in kindness for his sake and enabled me to escape to safety so that I could continue the 

fight for justice, which is also, I know, his fight – and I have tried to fight it as I know 

he would wish; but often I think that it is impossible, that there is no justice in the 

world. I have sought that new life he spoke of, with the flowers and the bird song, but 

always I find the people are in pain, and sorrow, and want, and I have never yet found 

that happy life he told me of. Then I think that he did not mean that I would find it at 

once, but that I must seek it in the battles of our lives, as he himself still seeks it in his 

search for justice. 
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‘Often now, in my present home in Barcelona, I lie awake at night and think of 

George, and I wonder whether he can sleep, knowing how far the fight is still to be 

fought. 

‘Yet I fight on, and I know that he fights on, and his friends, such as Monsieur 

Poiccart and yourself, my dear Señor Gonsalez. I think that very soon I shall be forced 

to leave Spain, for I have enemies here who will not rest until they have destroyed my 

cause and myself with it. Remember me to George, my dear Gonsalez, and tell him that 

I will fight on until the death, as he himself would fight. 

‘I beg you to accept, my friend, the expression of my finest sentiments.’ 

It was signed simply: ‘Maria’, in a flourishing hand. 

Mirabelle was still staring at the letter, her mind an astonished whirl of thoughts, 

when her husband returned, wrapped in a towel, and took it out of her hands. She 

looked up at him, bewildered; he sat down beside her and kissed her warmly on the lips. 

‘What do you think of our Maria?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t understand her! One moment she says she is going to fight, then she is going 

to run away; she says that George told her to go away and forget him, and find a new 

life, so she is going to carry on stirring up revolution; what does she mean?’ 

‘I think she means she intends to come to London, and try to enlist us to assist her 

attempts to overthrow the new government in Spain,’ said Leon grimly. 

‘Leon! Surely you can’t! Your pardon – you promised not to get involved in politics, 

didn’t you?’ Mirabelle was horrified. 

‘Yes, darling, and at all accounts she must be kept away from George! I don’t think 

he has the capacity to cope with her,’ said Leon, and Mirabelle could see from his grim 

face that he was genuinely concerned for his friend. 

‘Oh, darling! What are we going to do?’ she cried. 

Leon was glad to hear that ‘we’, as he had been worrying ever since he received the 

letter that Mirabelle would blame him for encouraging Maria. 

‘I blame myself,’ he said. ‘If I hadn’t helped her in the first place, the Red Hundred 

would have killed her, and that would have been an end to it. But George wanted 

Raymond and myself to help her, and so Raymond and I agreed to give her assistance 

to leave the country in safety. I realise that I could have let her go then, but’ – he made 

a self-deprecating gesture – ‘as you know, I like to keep an eye on everything that 

happens in the world, and also I felt in some way responsible for her safety, for 

George’s sake – because she has some affection for him, and I think that also George 

has some affection for her, although he will never admit to it.’ 

‘Some affection! She’s crazily in love!’ cried Mirabelle. 

‘No, darling, she only thinks she is. Maria of Gratz is crazy, insofar as she is a 

fanatic and all fanatics are crazy. So when she loves, she loves crazily – but it is nine-

tenths Maria’s own emotionalism and self-centred passion, and only one-tenth about 

George. You will have noted that her letter is nearly all about herself and her emotions, 

and hardly at all about George. Yet the true lover is concerned about the well-being of 

the beloved, not of the self.’ 

Mirabelle stared at him, then smiled lovingly at him. ‘Yes, darling, you’re right,’ she 

said. ‘Of course. I hadn’t thought about that.’ She kissed him tenderly on the lips. 
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‘So do you agree that I must try to prevent Maria’s coming to London?’ Leon asked 

her, when the kiss eventually ended. 

‘Yes, you must. Poor George! But how are you going to persuade her?’ 

‘I’ll think of something,’ Leon promised. ‘Now, darling, you must go and have your 

bath.’ 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

  

Dinner was a peaceful meal. George talked amusingly of his experiences that day 

interviewing Bridges & Westbury’s agent; Raymond commented on some minor events 

in the English Midlands which had been recorded in the newspapers; Leon talked about 

Nurse Wilson’s researches and his progress, assisted by Raymond, in establishing the 

physical cause of typists’ hand and wrist injuries. 

‘I must encourage our friends at Middlesex Hospital to do further investigations,’ he 

said. ‘This requires more than the resources of our small laboratory.’ 

The Three seemed relaxed in each other’s company, but Mirabelle sensed tensions. 

They were keeping the conversation neutral, and when she mentioned the bad penny, 

all three seized on the topic as a safe subject for speculation and concentrated on that to 

the exclusion of all else. She was quite glad when the meal came to an end without 

anyone mentioning Spain or the political situation on the European continent. 

They made their way back to 233 Curzon Street, and gathered in George’s first floor 

office/ reception room to discuss the Bridges & Westbury case. When all their evidence 

to date was on the table, they had the following information: 

Bridges & Westbury had a large number of completed properties in the City of 

Westminster which they were extremely anxious to sell, ‘almost at any price’, as 

George put it. It appeared that they had over-invested in the land market and had been 

badly hit by the economic slump which followed the war. 

Although they had safety measures in place for the protection of their workforce, as 

Leon had discovered, and their rates of pay were reasonable (although on the low side), 

in fact use of cheap materials, work that was done too quickly and without sufficient 

care, and lack of efficient oversight meant that building work was unsafe and dangerous 

accidents occurred. 

They were receiving most of the Westminster City Council contracts, but were being 

paid at a level which meant that they couldn’t be making any profit on the job. To judge 

from the correspondence that Mirabelle had seen, they were expected to take on every 

contract that was offered to them. 

John Chadwell, also known as RS, was responsible for issuing said Council 

contracts, and so could be assumed to know something about them. In addition, he had 

before last Easter been associated with one ‘MG’ who might have been Minnie Gray, 

one of Monty Newton’s former associates whose work had involved inveigling young 

men to parties, where they played at cards and lost large sums of money. Minnie had 

disappeared around the time of the ill-fated Arts Ball, which she had been expected to 

attend, but failed to appear. 

‘In short,’ said George, ‘we appear to have a building contractor and architect who 

are being – shall we say blackmailed? – into accepting uneconomic contracts, by a man 

who has probably been involved with a notorious female escort, and who may have 

incurred extensive debts as a result. At this stage of the investigation, however, I 

suggest we don’t leap to hasty conclusions, but concentrate on following up our current 

leads. 

‘Leon, you should go to Scotland Yard with Mirabelle this evening and talk to our 

friends in the records office about the possible identity of RS. 
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‘Raymond, take that bad penny into the laboratory and test it. It is possible that it 

came via Chadwell – it came into Mirabelle’s possession while she was in his office. 

‘Tomorrow, Mirabelle will pay a visit to Middlesex Hospital at the early morning 

visiting hour to talk to Joan Newton about her former colleague. She may be able to 

give us some information.’ 

They all agreed on this line of action, and it was only when she and Leon had left the 

house that Mirabelle wondered what George was going to do. 

  

WPC Busby was delighted to see Mirabelle again, and not unhappy to see Leon. After 

some cheery backchat, she sent Leon off to the records office, and took Mirabelle down 

to the gunroom for some more practice. ‘It’s great to be able to practise with someone 

who’s less experienced than I am!’ she told Mirabelle, confidentially. 

Mirabelle was using the Browning that Leon had given her the day that they were 

married; it was a little heavy for her, but she preferred to use a ‘real gun’ rather than a 

small woman’s weapon. Busby suggested exercises that she could do to strengthen her 

arms, wrists and hands: ‘it wouldn’t do to drop the gun because you were tired, now 

would it?’ 

Meanwhile, in the records office, the officer on duty was frowning over his record 

cards. ‘RS?’ he repeated at Leon’s enquiry. ‘Got any idea what he’s done?’ 

‘Counterfeiting,’ suggested Leon at random, and the officer got to work. After a 

while: ‘I don’t have anyone of that name convicted, but I’ve got a case in Regent’s Park 

where a Roger Stott was accused of trying to pass counterfeit coin. He was acquitted. 

Here’s the record.’ He passed Leon a card. 

Leon looked at it. The incident had been in the previous year: Roger Stott had been 

at a party in Regent’s Park, and one of those present had accused him of passing on 

counterfeit coin. Looking at the record, a name jumped off the card at him.  

‘I see that Miss Minnie Gray was there,’ he observed. 

‘Yes, she was jointly accused with him – she denied everything,’ the officer pointed 

out. Leon read further down the card. ‘Do you have any information regarding the 

whereabouts of Minnie Gray?’ he asked. 

‘I thought that you were supposed to tell us that,’ the other retorted. Leon grinned. 

‘My apologies,’ he said, ‘as soon as I find out, I will let you know.’ He looked back at 

the card. ‘Did you find out where the coin was coming from?’ 

‘No. I remember that case well. The coins weren’t very good to look at – they 

wouldn’t pass in daylight – but they had a good weight. You wouldn’t notice if you 

were passed one in the evening, or in poor light. We haven’t found the manufactory 

yet.’ 

‘Were the coins assayed?’ Leon asked. ‘What was the alloy?’ 

‘Just a moment – I’ve got that information somewhere.’ The other went to a filing 

cabinet, and returned with a typed sheet of paper, which he handed to Leon. ‘Here’s the 

report.’  

Leon looked at it. ‘May I borrow your telephone?’ he asked. 

  

George Manfred was reading the newspapers with particular care. Leon’s throwaway 

comment that morning about Maria had left him shaken. He had known for some 
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months that she was in Spain, and he knew the current unstable political situation there; 

he knew that one constitution was in its death-throes, while a new order was springing 

up – an order which would be anathema to Maria. He could make a shrewd guess as to 

what she would be up to. 

He wondered how Leon had found out, why Leon had found out, and why Leon had 

not spoken earlier. He suspected that both Raymond and Leon knew a lot about Maria 

that they were not telling him, because they were protecting him from her, and that 

knowledge annoyed him. George did not like being protected, and he did not like it to 

be known that he needed protection – he knew well enough that he did, but resented the 

realisation that his colleagues were aware of the fact.  

He read the international sections of the papers carefully, as he always did. What 

was Maria doing? Was she in danger? He realised that the questions were futile; this 

was Maria, and so she was inevitably both challenging authority and in considerable 

danger; and there was nothing he, or anyone, could do about it. No one had ever been 

able to do anything about Maria of Gratz. Several men had tried, and their bones 

littered the desert of history. 

The telephone shrilled. He waited for a moment for Raymond to answer it, 

remembered that Raymond was upstairs in the laboratory and therefore would not be 

able to hear it, and went to answer it himself. It was Leon. 

‘George,’ he said urgently, ‘I think we may be nearer to finding our forger. Can you 

ask Raymond what progress he has made on assaying that coin?’ 

‘Señor Gonsalez,’ said George, in tones of infinite patience, ‘can you tell me when 

you discovered that our Maria was attempting to start another revolution in Spain?’ 

There was a pause, and he heard Leon let out a long breath of exasperation. When he 

spoke again, his tone was low and grim. 

‘I only found out details by this afternoon’s post,’ he said. ‘When I mentioned her 

the other day, it was in jest – I had heard in July that she was in Spain, but also that she 

was in hiding from her enemies in Moscow. I had hoped that she would have the sense 

to lie low, but of course she has never had any rational sense. Then this afternoon’s post 

brought a letter.’ 

‘I assume that you have had no intention of showing me that letter,’ said George. 

‘George’ – Leon’s tone was pleading. ‘Can we talk about this tomorrow? For now, I 

want to nail down this forger, and find out who is our blackmailer. I am sorry that I 

have kept you in the dark over Maria, but please believe me that I have tried to act in 

your best interests. Maria is a menace,’ he went on, with venom in his voice which 

belied his usual cold-heartedness, ‘and I heartily wish I had left her to the Red 

Hundred.’ 

‘No, no, Leon,’ said George, ‘you could not have done that. You know that I would 

not have wanted it, and you would not have wanted it. No matter what you say,’ he 

carried on, although Leon tried to interrupt him, ‘you could not stand by and watch a 

woman be killed, even if she were such a self-destructive fool as Maria of Gratz. No, I 

won’t say any more now,’ he continued, as Leon tried to interrupt him again, ‘I will 

fetch Raymond to the phone. You can explain everything later.’ Then he put the 

receiver to one side, and went upstairs to find Raymond. 
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As Raymond spoke over the phone to Leon, confirming Leon’s expectations on the 

composition of the alloy used in Mirabelle’s bad penny, George put on his outside 

shoes, coat and hat, and let himself quietly out of the house. He set off down the road to 

the nearest telephone box. 

  

When he had finished talking to Raymond, Leon thanked the records officer, saying: ‘I 

think we now have a lead on the forger. Roger Stott is still passing counterfeit coin – he 

passed one to my wife this afternoon. I’ll look into it immediately.’ 

‘We can deal with it here, Mr Gonsalez,’ said his friend, ‘there’s no need for you to 

deal with these petty criminals.’ 

‘I think this one is a little more complex than he seems,’ said Leon, ‘but if I can’t 

clear it up this evening, I’ll leave it in your hands.’ Then he said his farewells and went 

to find Mirabelle. 

Mirabelle and WPC Busby were practising shooting in a long cellar room where 

they were out of the way and couldn’t do any serious damage. They had set up a target 

at one end of the room and were firing at it from the other. Leon entered behind them 

and watched for a few minutes, his hands in his pockets, thinking furiously. At last 

Mirabelle stopped to reload, turned and realised that he was there. 

‘Darling!’ she exclaimed, dropping her gun into her bag and running to hug him. 

‘You don’t look well.’ She put a hand to his forehead. ‘You’re hot. Is anything wrong?’ 

Leon’s expression was both regretful and exasperated. ‘George has found out about 

Maria. Sometimes I think he reads minds.’ 

‘What? How? Did he find her letter?’ 

‘No, because I have it here.’ Leon patted his jacket pocket. ‘It was my remark this 

morning that set him thinking. He has been reading the newspapers and drawing 

deductions.’ He sighed. ‘It’s impossible to protect him from himself; he doesn’t want to 

be protected.’ 

‘Is he cross?’ asked Mirabelle, anxiously. 

‘He’s furious. Raymond and I will have to face him later – but for now, let’s finish 

this investigation.’ He took a deep breath and took his hands out of his pockets, 

addressing both women. ‘That bad penny you were passed today is an identical alloy to 

the ones Roger Stott and Minnie Gray attempted to pass at a party in Regent’s Park last 

December.’ 

‘RS and MG!’ exclaimed Mirabelle. ‘But where is Minnie Gray?’ 

‘I don’t know, but Joan Newton probably does. I suggest we go and see her. But first 

I want to warn Meadows about Maria.’ 

‘Who is this Maria?’ asked Busby, curiously. She had put her gun away when 

Mirabelle had stopped to talk to Leon, and was watching the conversation from a 

distance. 

‘She was the leader of the Red Hundred,’ said Leon, and Busby whistled. 

‘I’ve read about her! She led a war of terrorism across Europe and in London. And 

then she got away.’ 

‘After betraying George Manfred to the police,’ Leon reminded her. ‘Why didn’t the 

police arrest her ?’ 
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‘I don’t know,’ confessed Busby. ‘I was only a little girl, but I remember my father 

reading about it in the papers. He said it was a disgrace that that murdering woman got 

away and the man who fought for justice was going to be hanged.’ 

‘The Megaphone wrote about it later,’ said Mirabelle. ‘The police gave her a pardon 

for betraying George.’ 

‘Whatever the excuses they made at that time,’ said Leon, ‘she must not be allowed 

back into England now! I will warn Meadows to have the ports watched.’ 

‘He’ll be in his office,’ said Busby. ‘Let’s go see him.’ 

She booked her gun back into the store, and led them down to reception, where the 

duty officer rang through to Meadows’s office. ‘He’ll see you now,’ he said, and waved 

them in the right direction. 

‘How is your gun?’ Leon asked Mirabelle as they walked down the corridor. 

‘It’s fine, only it’s shooting a bit high.’ 

‘It does that.’ He reached out his hand for it, and she took it out of her bag and 

passed it to him. He halted for a moment to check it over, and then reached inside his 

jacket and reloaded the ammunition. 

‘If Maria is coming to London, you’ll need it,’ he remarked, and passed it back to 

her. Mirabelle gave him a smile, and stowed it safely in her bag, which swung from her 

shoulder on a long strap – no one would suspect that she carried a weapon in that 

attractively jewelled piece of frippery. 

They reached Meadows’s office, knocked on the door, and entered at his summons. 

‘Good evening, Gonsalez – and Mrs Gonsalez,’ Meadows greeted them. ‘Shot anyone 

lately?’ 

‘Not today, although Mirabelle has been practising,’ said Leon. 

‘She’s improving fast,’ WPC Busby put in. 

‘Good work, Busby,’ said Meadows. ‘I hope we can train these two to miss more 

often than they hit. What can I do for you this evening?’ 

‘Do you remember Maria of Gratz?’ asked Leon.  

‘Do I hell! Where is she?’ 

‘In Barcelona – and she wants to come to London.’ Leon took the letter out of his 

jacket pocket and passed it to Meadows, who took it, said ‘Sit down,’ with a gesture, 

and began to read. 

The three visitors sat. Meadows read, with exclamations of incredulity and anger, 

and then: ‘Why the hell didn’t you shoot her yourself, Gonsalez, when you had the 

opportunity?’ 

‘At the time’ – Leon shrugged. ‘I was sorry for her. She is a very confused person – 

an interesting mental study. And all my energies were occupied in arranging George’s 

escape from the prison she had put him into. If I had shot her then, it would have 

seemed like revenge – I cannot allow myself to indulge in anything so unbalanced as 

seeking vengeance. The Just Men do not hold vendettas; we seek objective justice, 

without any personal interest.’ 

‘So you keep telling me.’ Meadows handed back the letter. ‘So now this murderous 

female is about to land on my doorstep.’ 

‘I am doing all I can – Raymond and I are doing all we can – to keep her out of 

England, and to restrict her activities,’ said Leon, as he put the letter away. ‘But we 
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cannot watch all the ports, or bribe every customs official. That’s why I’m coming to 

you.’ 

‘So we can watch the ports. I see. Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re operating as part 

of the legitimate law-enforcing agency in England for the present.’ Meadows was 

sarcastic. ‘It makes a change when the Just Men have to ask for police protection!’ 

‘I’m not asking it for myself, but for England,’ said Leon. ‘Maria would happily stir 

up revolution here, as she has tried to stir it up in Spain; and while there is the current 

slump in trade and production, and many men and women cannot find reliable work 

with a living wage, there is too much scope for Maria’s talents here. Quite apart from 

what she might do to George,’ he added. 

‘What might she do?’ asked Meadows, interested. 

‘Break his heart,’ said Leon. 

‘I’ – Meadows was about to say: ‘I didn’t know he has one,’ when his phone 

shrilled. He answered it, listened, said, ‘Right,’ and put it down. 

‘There’s been an incident at a house in Regent’s Park involving two escort girls,’ he 

said. ‘Busby, get WPC Pearce and get up there. Take a male officer with you – you’ll 

have to make an arrest.’ 

‘I’ll take Gonsalez, sir,’ said WPC Busby. ‘You did just say that’s he’s operating 

with us at the moment. And Mrs Gonsalez can see what she’s missing out on.’ 

  

The group of four set off north from Scotland Yard on foot. WPC Lilian Pearce turned 

out to be a merry, red haired young woman of about the same age as WPC Busby, with 

a broad grin and freckles. She and Busby chattered cheerfully to Mirabelle all the way 

to Regent’s Park about the cases they had been involved in, the sort of women they had 

to deal with, the desperadoes they had tackled and the great fun it all was. Mirabelle got 

the impression that the women’s police force was a sort of grown up girl guides with 

self-defence and the occasional shooting thrown in, which was exactly what Pearce and 

Busby wanted her to think. 

They arrived at the house in Regent’s Park and discovered an establishment very like 

the late Monty Newton’s house in Chester Square: extremely luxurious, lavishly 

decorated and furnished, with a large group of people in evening dress who had 

gathered for ‘a private party’ according to the man who opened the door to them. 

‘Unfortunately, two of the lady guests have become tired and over-emotional. I would 

be very grateful, sir’ (this to Leon) ‘and ladies’ (to the two women officers and 

Mirabelle) if you could take them somewhere where they might calm down and rest.’ 

‘Hello, Jim,’ said WPC Busby. ‘Got a new position, have we?’ 

The man who had opened the door – who was too over-dressed for a butler and did 

not speak like a gentleman – frowned at her. ‘This is a respectable establishment, 

ma’am,’ he said. ‘It is in the nature of a gentleman’s and women’s club.’ 

‘I bet it is.’ Busby looked about her appreciatively. ‘Well, you’re keeping the peace 

and we’ve had no complaints, so keep your nose clean and we’ll all be friends, all 

right?’ 

‘Yes, ma’am, that is our intention,’ said ‘Jim’ stiffly. 

‘Where are your troubled ladies?’ Busby asked. 
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‘This way, ma’am,’ said Jim, and led them through the sumptuously-decorated 

entrance hall and into a lobby where guests stored their coats and hats. Benches were 

placed along the walls, where guests could place bags and cases. On these, between two 

large men in evening suits who were clearly employed to keep the peace in the club, 

were seated two women in evening dress, both well-endowed with jewels and other 

decoration; and both had black eyes and bruises on their faces and bare arms. They sat 

in scowling silence, but looked up as the guardians of the law entered. 

‘So who have we here?’ asked Busby, cheerily. 

‘Miss Minnie Gray and Miss Pearl Stevens,’ replied Jim. 

‘Very much the worse for emotion, I see,’ observed WPC Pearce. 

Leon and Mirabelle looked at the women; Mirabelle didn’t recognise either of them, 

but Leon did; and they recognised him. 

‘Oh, so it’s you! I knew you were a busy,’ said Minnie to Leon. ‘He used to hang 

round Monty’s parties,’ she said to Pearl. 

‘Come for your money back?’ Pearl sneered. 

‘I’ve come to escort you to Scotland Yard,’ answered Leon. ‘We have a few 

questions to ask you about Roger Stott.’ 

‘Him! There’s plenty I could tell you about him!’ snorted Minnie. 

‘You will have plenty of opportunity to do so,’ Leon assured her. 

‘We’ll need cuffs for these two,’ said WPC Pearce, and produced them; but the two 

women struggled and swore at them. 

‘If you’re taking us outside, we want our coats.’ 

‘It’s inhumane to make us walk without our coats.’ 

‘And we want our hats and bags. You can’t take them off us. That’s theft.’ 

Mirabelle looked at Jim; Jim handed her the coats, hats and bags. The two women 

rose from their bench, donned their respective coats and hats, slung their bags over their 

shoulders and then haughtily held out their hands to be cuffed. At last they all set off 

back to Scotland Yard, Busby holding Minnie’s arm and Pearce holding Pearl’s. 

Mirabelle walked on one side and Leon on the other, to assist if either woman tried to 

make a run for it. The two women, however, were more interested in taunting their 

captors. 

‘I know you,’ Minnie said to Mirabelle. ‘You’re that Leicester girl, aren’t you? Joan 

told me about you. She said you were all looks and no brain.’ She laughed mockingly. 

‘I’ve got the brains to be on the right side of the law,’ retorted Mirabelle. 

‘I’m no criminal,’ Minnie retorted. ‘The busies just have a down on me, that’s all.’ 

‘So what was the fight about?’ asked Busby. 

‘None of your flaming business,’ snapped Minnie. 

‘Counterfeit money?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘What do you know about that?’ demanded Minnie, while Pearl laughed. ‘I told you! 

I told you the pigs would get you!’ 

‘It wasn’t anything to do with me!’ exclaimed Minnie, aiming a kick at Pearl, who 

dodged it. ‘It was that Stott. He tried to stitch me up. Me! After all I’d done for him!’ 

So that was how the romance ended, thought Mirabelle. 
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‘So you were passing snide coin,’ said Leon coolly, in a tone intended to irritate 

Minnie. ‘That case is still open, so the inspector will be very interested to hear anything 

you have to tell him about it.’ 

‘Now you listen,’ began Minnie hotly, ‘you’ve got nothing on me! I had nothing to 

do with producing the stuff, I was just the carrier! You can’t get me for that – I was 

coerced by Stott! He forced me! I’ll stand up in court and say so on my oath!’ 

‘I’ve no doubt that you will,’ said Leon coolly, ‘and I doubt your oath is worth 

much. But you misunderstand me, Miss Gray. We may be able to overlook some of 

your more recent misdemeanours if you can give us information leading to arrests of 

the counterfeiters.’ 

‘So that’s how it stands, is it?’ said Minnie, and they all walked on in silence for a 

moment. Then she said: ‘I don’t know a lot; that’s why I didn’t say anything before. It 

was done in the cellar of some place where they work all night, so there’s a reason for 

always having the light on: an architect’s office, can’t remember the name.’  

‘Westbury’s?’ asked Leon. 

‘Yes, that was it – how did you know?’ Minnie was startled. 

‘Never mind.’ Leon looked at Mirabelle, who nodded. ‘That’s exactly what we 

needed to know. Thank you, ladies.’ 

‘A pleasure,’ Minnie retorted. 

Back at Scotland Yard, the two women were formally charged and put into the cells 

for the night, and a police surgeon was called to check their bruises. Leon paused long 

enough to put his head round Meadows’s door and say: ‘We’ve got a lead on the 

Regent’s Park coin forgers – Mirabelle and I are off to Westbury’s architects,’ and then 

he dragged Mirabelle away from Busby and Pearce, who were filling her head with 

exciting stories of life in the police force, and hurried her off towards the City. 

‘We’ll see whether the forgers are busy this evening,’ he said. ‘I’d like to get this 

case tied up tonight if possible.’ 

‘There’s still John Chadwell – I mean, Roger Stott,’ said Mirabelle. ‘We can pick 

him up in the morning at the City Council.’ 

‘The most important thing is the factory where they make the coins. When we’ve 

found that, we can pick up the rest of the gang.’ 

  

Hurrying along the lamplit streets, they approached Bridges & Westbury’s offices from 

the mews at the rear. There were still lights on in the drawing office on the first floor, 

and the sound of activity inside the building. An outer door opened and closed, and a 

gust of warm air from inside the building brought a smell of hot metal to their nostrils. 

The pair drew back out of sight into a doorway and watched as a man stepped out into 

the mews, looking up and down the mews as if waiting for someone. Then he walked 

back towards the building, descended a flight of steps, and passed out of sight; they 

heard a door open and close. 

Leon and Mirabelle approached very quietly. In the dim light from the upper 

windows they could see that there was a flight of steps led down into a basement area, 

where a door led into the basement. There was no window in the door, but there was a 

ventilator grill. Leon slipped noiselessly down and listened, then gestured for Mirabelle 

to follow. She peered in through the slats of the ventilator, and could see a lighted room 
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and movement; she could hear voices, and machinery. Leon gently tried the door 

handle, but it was locked. He took her arm and led her back up the stairs. 

‘We’ve seen enough,’ he whispered into her ear, ‘we can go back and find 

Meadows.’ 

She nodded, but even as they moved away from the building, the door behind them 

opened. A voice shouted: ‘Who’s there?’ and a shot flew so close over Leon’s head that 

it carried off his hat. Leon and Mirabelle fell flat on the ground. Leon pulled out his 

gun; Mirabelle scrabbled in her bag for her weapon. They both began to scramble away, 

keeping low on the ground, heading back towards the mews, but their assailant ran up 

the stairs and fired again at Leon, who fell. 

Mirabelle didn’t hesitate. The man was silhouetted in the light from the windows 

above, a clear target barely fifteen feet away. She fired. He fell to the ground, his gun 

skittering away across the yard. Shaking with anger and shock, she ran forward with 

gun in hand to shoot him again, this time in the head, but an arm caught hers, and 

Leon’s voice said: ‘Don’t, darling! One shot is enough.’ 

She spun round and saw him standing just behind her, nursing a sore shoulder. ‘I fell 

badly when I dodged his shot,’ he said ruefully. 

‘Oh, darling! I thought he’d killed you!’ Mirabelle threw her arms about him and 

held him tight. He responded in kind, and they stood in tight embrace in the yard over 

the body of their assailant, murmuring: ‘Are you all right?’ ‘Don’t ever leave me,’ and 

other such inanities until a torch flashed across them and a familiar voice said: ‘I knew 

we’d be too late. They’ve already shot our man.’ 

Leon and Mirabelle drew apart, blinking in the beam of the torch. ‘It was self-

defence, Inspector,’ Leon called. 

Meadows led eight police officers into the yard at the rear of the builders’ offices; 

they all carried torches. ‘What have you two done?’ he demanded. 

‘We were not intending to do anything,’ Leon answered. ‘Get into the factory and 

catch the forgers before they get away.’ He gestured at the building, and Meadows 

directed his men to go in; he remained with the two outside. Leon bent down to 

examine the man Mirabelle had shot: ‘He isn’t dead,’ he said. ‘You got him in the 

shoulder, Mirabelle.’ 

‘I was aiming at his heart,’ said Mirabelle, annoyed. 

‘Just as well for you that you missed it,’ said Meadows. ‘I’d have trouble getting you 

off yet another shooting in cold blood, Gonsalez.’ 

‘It was me, not Leon,’ said Mirabelle angrily. ‘It was self-defence – I thought he’d 

killed Leon!’ 

‘Why did he fire?’ asked Meadows. 

‘I don’t know. He must have heard us outside, but we were leaving. We were 

coming away to fetch you. He must have suspected that the law was closing in. But we 

could have been innocent bystanders! We could have been children playing!’ 

‘What, at this time of night?’ Meadows looked away, to address one of his police 

officers who was coming up the steps from the basement. ‘Well, Taylor?’ 

‘We’ve got six of them, sir,’ said Taylor. ‘I think that’s the lot. We’re just picking up 

the office workers upstairs as well.’ 
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‘Good,’ said Meadows. He looked back at Leon and Mirabelle. Gonsalez was 

nursing a shoulder; his wife was in tears; both were covered in mud and grit from the 

yard and their clothes were torn from rolling on the ground to escape the gunman. He 

held out his hands and said, ‘Let’s see your weapons.’  

They handed them over. Gonsalez’s had not been fired that evening; his wife’s had 

fired only one bullet. As she said, she had fired in self-defence. It was just their luck, or 

rather their bad luck, that their target had come out shooting. 

‘You two shouldn’t have been involved in this,’ he said to them, handing their 

weapons back to them; they both put them securely away. ‘You should leave jobs like 

this to the regular police. Save your energies for terrorists like Maria of Gratz.’ 

‘That’s what we plan to do next, Inspector,’ said Leon. ‘We were involved in this 

case only because we witnessed a building accident in Curzon Street.’ 

‘What? What had that got to do with this?’ Meadows looked up at the building, then 

at the two bedraggled crime-fighters in front of him. 

‘We’ll explain back at the Yard,’ Leon promised. 

  

It was around 4am that Leon and Mirabelle, still muddy and bedraggled after their 

encounter in Bridges and Westbury’s rear courtyard, made their way back to 233 

Curzon Street. They had each given full statements to the police and Meadows had sent 

them home with a caution, saying: ‘If I don’t let you go, one of your high-up friends 

will demand I release you.’ He had listened with great interest to their story of 

blackmail and corrupt contracts, but only said: ‘I’ll send a man round to the City 

Council tomorrow to pick up Stott. If it is Stott. And then we’ll know the full story.’ 

The bedraggled pair let themselves in through the back door, locked and bolted the 

door behind them, and made their way up the stairs from the kitchen. They were about 

to go on up the stairs when a voice from the drawing room said: ‘Come in here a 

moment, both of you.’ 

They looked in. Raymond and George sat facing each other across the room, in 

opposite arm chairs. They looked up at Leon and Mirabelle, both faces grave; they had 

clearly been arguing. Then both faces relaxed; Raymond’s face was shocked, George’s 

amazed; and then both burst out laughing. 

‘What happened to you?’ demanded George, when he managed to control his 

laughter. 

‘We met a criminal who shot first,’ admitted Leon. He led his wife into the drawing 

room, and they sat down side by side on the settee. 

‘You’re soaking wet’ – 

‘We fell in a puddle.’ 

‘And covered in mud’ – 

‘It was a muddy yard at the back of Bridges & Westbury’s offices.’ 

‘And grit, and your clothes aren’t fit to be seen.’ 

‘We had to hit the ground. It was just like a movie,’ Mirabelle admitted. 

‘But did you get your man?’ enquired Raymond, gravely. 

‘Yes,’ said Mirabelle, ‘I got him.’ 

‘And is he dead?’ asked George. 



PAGE 90 

‘No. I only got him in the shoulder, but Inspector Meadows is pleased because he’s 

still alive to be tried. He says that forgery is not a capital crime, and even though it was 

self-defence there are limits to how far he can push that plea. So I’ve been let off with a 

caution,’ Mirabelle explained. 

‘The case is almost complete,’ Leon continued. ‘Bridges & Westbury set up the 

counterfeiting business to offset the impact of the slump on their business. But Roger 

Stott found out. He agreed not to tell the police and to assist them in distributing the 

coin, in return for their taking on City Council work at reduced rates. So the City 

Council got their contracts completed cheaply, and Bridges & Westbury got lots of 

work, but they have to cut costs in all directions – hence the high rate of accidents. 

Meadows is going to arrest Stott tomorrow – but Mirabelle needs to find out first 

whether he is Roger Stott. What we need is a confession, before the police arrive.’ 

‘Well, that’s for tomorrow,’ said George. ‘As for today – I want to see that letter you 

received from Maria this afternoon.’ 

Leon sighed in exasperation. ‘George, if I may give my advice’ – 

‘You may not,’ said George. ‘Hand it over.’ 

There was a short pause, during which Leon looked coldly at George and George 

looked firmly at Leon. Then Leon reached into his jacket and handed the letter to 

George. 

George thanked him, and read it, while the other three waited with bated breath. 

At last George said, ‘Thank you,’ folded the letter and handed it back to Leon. 

‘How many more like that do you have?’ he asked. 

‘We have a file,’ said Raymond, ‘as I told you.’ 

‘I can’t remember how many letters she has written,’ said Leon. His face was pale, 

and although his voice was cold and even, Mirabelle guessed that he was furious. 

‘Passion’, however, was not a word in Leon’s dictionary, so she did not say anything – 

she simply reached for his hand and squeezed it; he held hers tightly. 

‘How many have you written to her?’ 

‘None. We have sent her money, and we have written to our agents to direct her or to 

give her assistance. We haven’t written a single word to her.’ 

‘Good,’ said George. There was a short pause, in which Mirabelle became aware that 

she was breathing very deeply. ‘Why did you do this?’ 

‘You asked us to be good to her,’ said Leon coldly, ‘I still have that letter.’ 

‘The letter I wrote from Chelmsford?’ 

‘Yes.’ Leon was emphatic. ‘I can produce it in my defence, illustrious.’ The last 

word was in Spanish, a token of George’s position as the head of an organisation which 

had once been known as the Just Men of Cordova; but it also held a tinge of sarcasm. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me that you were doing this?’ 

Leon opened his mouth, took a breath, then closed his mouth again. He looked at 

Raymond for assistance; Raymond merely shrugged. Mirabelle jumped in. 

‘Because they are your friends,’ she said, simply. 

‘Because we esteem you,’ said Raymond. 

‘Because we know that she will betray you again, and we wish to deny her the 

opportunity of doing so,’ said Leon, finding his voice at last. 

‘Yet you sent her assistance?’ 
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‘You required it. And it was Just,’ said Leon. 

George sighed deeply, and Mirabelle thought: how tired and old he looks. Does he 

love Maria? The Just Man faces the woman who demands justice: is she his heart’s 

desire or his nemesis? But George is detached, rational, balanced, and her letter wasn’t 

any of those things! They are the antithesis of each other! She leaned forward on the 

settee, still holding Leon’s hand. 

‘Please, George,’ she said, ‘you look so tired. Go to bed now, and try to sleep. We’re 

your friends and we want to help you. Tomorrow, tell us what you want us to do, but 

first, have some sleep.’ 

He looked up at her, and his eyes grew gentle. ‘Yes,’ he said, smiling at her, ‘there is 

a time to sleep.’ He rose from his chair. ‘Goodnight,’ he said, and left the room; they 

heard his feet on the stairs, going up to bed. 

The remaining three looked at each other. 

‘What has he done?’ asked Leon. 

‘He went out twice this evening,’ said Raymond. ‘I think he’s sent for her.’ 

Leon gave a long, deep sigh. He sank back into the settee, but Mirabelle put her arms 

around him and held him close. ‘We can’t do anything,’ she said, ‘if he wants her 

back.’ 

Leon shook his head, as if he were trying to shake off a net. ‘He cannot want her to 

come here! He cannot want her in England!’ 

‘If she remains in Spain, she will be killed,’ said Raymond gently. 

‘Santa Miranda!’ exclaimed Leon. ‘She’ll destroy him!’ 

‘She’ll destroy all of us,’ said Raymond, ‘but if she remains in Spain, she will die; 

the new regime will make sure of that. And George cannot bear to have her life on his 

conscience.’ 

‘Meadows was right,’ said Leon, ‘I should have shot her when I could!’ 

‘George would never have forgiven you, if you had,’ said Raymond. He rose to his 

feet. ‘I also feel the need for sleep,’ he said, and walked towards the door. 

Leon and Mirabelle were left alone. ‘I’ll go to Dover tomorrow,’ said Leon. ‘I’ll take 

Digby and the others – can you manage Chadwell alone?’ 

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Mirabelle. ‘What are you going to do, darling?’ 

‘If I see Maria, I’ll shoot her dead,’ said Leon, and Mirabelle saw in his eye the cold 

zeal of her priest of justice. 

‘You mustn’t,’ she told him. ‘George would be angry with you. He’ll never forgive 

you.’ 

He looked at her – she pressed home her advantage. 

‘I know you don’t trust her,’ she said, ‘but George does – and we have to respect his 

judgements -- don’t we? Besides,’ she went on, ‘you don’t know where she will come 

into the country. You’ve asked Meadows to watch the ports – what else can you do?’ 

‘There’s Croydon,’ said Leon, in sudden realisation. ‘She may come by airplane – 

George loves flying.’ 

‘You need to know what he told her to do,’ said Mirabelle. ‘Is it possible to find out 

what he could have telegraphed? Will he tell us if we ask him?’ 

‘If he won’t, I have agents at the Post Office – I can ask them tomorrow,’ said Leon.  
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‘Let’s do that,’ Mirabelle urged him. ‘And now, darling – it’s been a long day – let’s 

have a wash, and go to bed.’ 

He looked at her, and ran a hand over her tousled hair, then bent and kissed her. 

‘Yes, let’s,’ he said, and got up to lead her upstairs. 

  

The Three Just Men and One Woman met next morning at breakfast. They were each 

very friendly to each other, eating their poached eggs and spinach (George) or boiled 

egg and toast (Mirabelle) or whatever, and carrying on genial conversation, without 

saying anything very substantial. At last Mirabelle decided that if neither Raymond nor 

Leon would dare to ask the question, she would ask it, so she began: ‘George, what 

message did you send Maria of Gratz yesterday?’ – then, when he raised affronted eyes 

to her: ‘Raymond is sure that you sent her some message yesterday evening.’ 

‘Yes,’ said George, returning to his meal, ‘I sent her a message.’ 

‘What did you tell her? I’m asking because Raymond and Leon want to know but 

they don’t want to offend you by asking.’ 

He smiled at her; it was difficult not to smile at Mirabelle, so young, so frank, so 

courageous. ‘Why should I tell them?’ he asked. 

‘Because you promised not to have any secrets from each other,’ she replied. 

‘But they have kept secrets from me,’ he pointed out. 

‘Not really. You told them to be good to her and they did what they could. But you 

also didn’t want to see her and so – they assumed that would always be the case.’ 

Mirabelle had lain awake last night, working this out in her anxious mind. Neither Leon 

nor Raymond contradicted her; they both looked at George. 

‘I sent a message to our agent in Barcelona, asking for her address. Then I sent her a 

message telling her that she is in mortal danger and she should come to England, where 

she will be safe.’ 

‘Did you tell her to come here?’ asked Mirabelle. 

‘No, I did not.’ 

Mirabelle could hear the relief of the other two men, but she kept doggedly on. 

‘Did you tell her which way to come?’ 

‘No. I left that to her own decision – she knows the dangers of the road.’ 

Mirabelle nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m anxious about meeting her – from 

everything I’ve read about her, she seems to be a terrifying person!’ 

George shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘She’s very human.’ He went back to 

his meal, and the rest exchanged glances, and then went back to their own food. 

After breakfast, Mirabelle set off with Leon to visit Joan Newton in Middlesex 

Hospital, and Raymond went up to the office to do some work, he said, but Mirabelle 

thought he was probably going to check through the files for information on Maria. She 

walked off with Leon, down the back mews, with a sinking feeling in her stomach. 

What would become of the Triangle? Could it survive the Red Woman of Gratz? 

She must have spoken her fears aloud, as Leon said: ‘We survived her last time.’ 

‘She nearly had George killed!’ 

‘Yes, but we did survive – so if George is determined to run into danger again, we 

will have to overcome her again.’ 

‘You weren’t saying that last night,’ Mirabelle reminded him. 
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‘It might involve my shooting her dead this time,’ Leon admitted. 

  

They arrived at Middlesex Hospital in time for early visiting hours, and were ushered in 

to see Joan Newton. Joan was now much improved from her earliest days in the 

hospital, and was now sitting up in bed, but she was still not well enough to leave the 

hospital. She had suffered broken ribs, an arm and a leg, and her jaw had been broken; 

she had had serious concussion; her eyesight had been damaged, and her voice was 

altered; she might have suffered permanent damage to her spine, and she hadn’t walked 

since her accident. However, she was pleased to see them, and they sat by her bed and 

talked; not about old times, because Mirabelle and Joan’s mutual experiences were not 

happy, but about past acquaintance. 

‘We saw Minnie Gray last night,’ Mirabelle told her. 

‘Minnie! How is she?’ 

‘She’s fine, except she was being arrested for affray. She’d beaten up Pearl Stevens.’ 

‘Minnie has a terrible temper,’ Joan agreed. 

‘She mentioned that she’d been involved in helping Roger Stott pass forged coins,’ 

Mirabelle went on. ‘That was last December. Do you know anything about that? 

Someone is still pushing forged coins, but Minnie doesn’t know anything about it.’ 

‘I remember she was seeing a lot of Roger,’ said Joan. ‘They were always about 

together, at parties and enjoying themselves. Minnie said he had a lot of money and she 

was helping him to spend it. Monty was annoyed because he wanted Minnie to help 

him out and she was always out with Roger.’ She sniffed a little, at the mention of her 

dead lover Monty Newton. 

‘What happened then? She said she broke off with Roger.’ 

‘Yes, they fell out after Roger was arrested. I still used to see him about, but he 

wasn’t with Minnie. He wouldn’t look at me – I wasn’t good enough for him. Roger has 

old money,’ Joan confided. 

‘Who is he? The police don’t know anything about him. Does he have another 

name?’ 

‘He’s old money, darling,’ said Joan, and Mirabelle winced – Joan was fond of 

‘darling’ing her friends. ‘He has lots of names. He’s the honourable Roger John James 

George Stott Blackwall Ampton Chadwell, or something like that. Minnie memorised 

it.’ 

Mirabelle and Leon exchanged glances. ‘I see! I think he’s working for the City 

Council now,’ said Mirabelle. ‘He’s calling himself John Chadwell.’ 

‘He always did, darling,’ Joan replied. ‘He used one name for work and another 

name for leisure, so that his family wouldn’t find out he was spending all their money 

for them.’ She smiled at the memory. Mirabelle was glad to see her smile, but less 

happy at the thought. ‘So do you know him?’ Joan asked. 

‘Yes, I’m working for him at the City Council.’ 

‘Be careful of him, darling! He has a fearsome temper. He almost broke Minnie’s 

arm, and hit her so hard on the ear that she was deaf for a week.’ 

‘Why did he do that?’ 

‘She threatened to shop him to the police. Of course you can understand why he was 

angry, but he shouldn’t have hit her so hard.’ Joan’s attitude was philosophical. 
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Mirabelle and Leon exchanged glances again. ‘I’ll be careful,’ said Mirabelle, and 

changed the subject. 

  

‘I’m not sure I want to go into work today,’ she told Leon as they left the hospital. ‘I 

need one of your agents as a bodyguard!’ 

‘One of the women agents is starting this morning in the general office,’ said Leon – 

‘a Miss Young. I’ll have a word with her.’ 

Miss Young was very eager to help, Mirabelle was to leave her door into the general 

office open. If she was called into Mr Chadwell’s office, Miss Young should go into 

Mirabelle’s office and listen at the door. If Mr Chadwell closed Mirabelle’s door, Miss 

Young was to wait the other side and rush in if required. She would explain to the other 

girls that Mirabelle had asked her to intervene if Chadwell made indecent advances 

towards her. 

Leon then went out, found a pail of water and a brush, and began cleaning the City 

Council’s windows – so as to be on hand if required. He had given up all idea of trying 

to stop Maria of Gratz from coming to England, as George seemed so set on it; he 

would concentrate on trying to protect his wife. 

Mirabelle sat down to work. It seemed an age since she had last been here – so much 

had happened since yesterday afternoon! She finished typing up some contracts from 

the day before, and then went to the filing cabinet and got out the building contracts, to 

check through. 

Now that she had a good idea of what had been going on, the contracts made perfect 

sense, she told herself. And they had ensured Bridges & Westbury had lots of work, but 

at what human cost? 

‘Good morning, Miss Brown.’ 

Mirabelle looked up. Chadwell was standing in the doorway from his office, smiling 

at her. She managed to smile back. ‘Good morning, Mr Chadwell.’ 

‘What do you have there?’ he asked, and she answered: ‘The building contracts. Can 

we discuss them this morning?’ 

‘Why, what is there to discuss?’ 

‘I thought, as we had discussed other contracts, that we should look at these as well.’ 

She saw his expression change to annoyance, and added: ‘shouldn’t the contractor be 

paid much more? These rates are very low.’ 

‘They’re the contracted rates,’ he said, sharply. 

‘The agreements admit that they’re very low,’ she replied, ‘and there doesn’t seem to 

be any sort of tender process, so far as I can tell.’ She flicked through the 

correspondence, and then looked up at him. ‘I thought all contracts had to go out to 

tender.’ 

‘Not these,’ he said, and – coming into her office – picked up the file, shut it, and put 

it back into the cabinet. Then he looked back at her, at her hands as she stood by the 

desk, and said: ‘Your ring. Your ring is on the other hand.’ 

‘Yes, I’m married.’ 

‘When? When did that happen? Last night?’ 

‘No. Last June. I was going to tell you this morning: I’m not Miss Brown, I’m Mrs 

Gonsalez. I came here to look into the building contracts, to find out why the contractor 
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gets so little for non-competitive contracts. It’s a disgrace, Mr Chadwell. It can’t be 

allowed to continue. The City Council is rich: you showed me the accounts yesterday. 

The City Council must pay a fair rate for work done.’ 

‘Who says so?’ he demanded. ‘Who says that it must? I haven’t broken the law.’ 

‘The Four Just Men say so,’ she said, and pulled a grey-green envelope out of her 

bag and handed it to him. 

He tore it open, looked at the contents, and threw it down on the desk. ‘Who wrote 

this? How dare you speak like that to me?’ 

‘They speak for justice,’ she said. ‘Men have died and men have been seriously 

injured working for the Council’s contractors because the Council doesn’t pay enough 

for its contracts. The law cannot protect them, but the Just Men do. If the City Council 

doesn’t pay of its own accord, the Just Men will force them to.’ 

‘What? How?’ 

‘I’ve retyped the contracts,’ she said. ‘I did it this morning, just before you arrived. 

They’ll go before the Council meeting at the end of this week.’ 

‘The hell they will!’ He moved towards her. ‘You can’t make me do anything,’ he 

said. ‘Those contracts are fixed because I fixed them. I fixed them at the best rate for 

the Council and the ratepayers and they’re not going to change. And you’re not going to 

change anything, with your Four Just Men – and, anyway, there are only Three Just 

Men now. The fourth one’s dead.’ 

‘I’m the fourth,’ she said, and she looked him steadily in the eye. ‘I know what 

you’ve done: you’ve been running up debts from your family’s money, you found out 

that Westbury’s was involved in forgery and you blackmailed them into letting you in 

on the profits, you’re pocketing the money you’ve saved the Council on contracts so 

that you can go on gambling it away –’ 

‘The hell you know!’ He leapt at her, but she was behind her desk – he lashed out at 

her, but she dodged and shouted. Miss Young rushed into the room and grabbed 

Chadwell’s arm as he raised it to strike Mirabelle to the floor; there was a commotion in 

the general office as two policemen, WPCs Busby and Pearce, and Leon all ran in at 

once. In a moment, Chadwell was restrained and handcuffed, and the two WPCs were 

shaking Mirabelle’s hand and congratulating her. 

‘Your husband was listening at the window,’ said Pearce, ‘and he gave us the nod 

when it was time to come in.’ 

‘We heard what you were saying,’ said Busby. ‘You had him on the run.’ 

‘Are you going to deny any of that?’ one of the police officers asked Chadwell, but 

he shook his head. 

‘No,’ he said, ‘she’s got it about right.’ He looked Mirabelle in the face. ‘And I 

thought we were friends,’ he said. ‘I trusted you.’ He looked at Leon. ‘Is this your 

husband?’ 

‘I’m Leon Gonsalez,’ said Leon calmly. ‘I won’t try to shake your hand, as I see you 

can’t.’ 

‘No.’ Chadwell looked him up and down. ‘You don’t look like a gentleman,’ he 

observed. 

‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ Leon replied. 
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The group adjourned to Scotland Yard, where Chadwell was questioned and formally 

charged, and Leon, Mirabelle and Miss Young made statements. Mirabelle then insisted 

on going back to the Council offices with Miss Young to tidy up her work and pass it 

over to one of the girls in the office so that everything could be ready for the Council 

meeting: ‘those contracts have to be right,’ she said. Then she said her goodbyes and 

departed on Leon’s arm. They walked back down the streets towards Curzon Street. 

‘We’ve missed lunch again,’ said Leon. ‘Shall we stop and buy something?’ 

Mirabelle smiled up at him happily. ‘There’s no hurry to get back, is there?’ she 

asked. ‘Yes, let’s stop somewhere.’ 

  

At Curzon Street, all was quiet. The maids had finished cleaning and had retired to the 

kitchen, where George could hear them chatting to the cook. They would be leaving 

soon for the day. Raymond was in the laboratory, testing onions. He was still 

experimenting with growing larger food plants, convinced it was a solution to the world 

food shortage. 

George was alone. 

His mind ran back many years, to an evening he had been alone – when Leon and 

Raymond had departed overseas, and he was sitting in his house in Lewisham, resting, 

waiting – for what? As it turned out, for the Woman of Gratz to come and tell him that 

she had betrayed him. And then there was arrest, and trial, and his closest ever brush 

with death. 

She had spoken that evening of love, and had pleaded with him to kill her, because it 

would be just to kill her if by killing her he could save her soul. The request was 

emotional, irrational, unbalanced, as everything about her was emotional, irrational and 

unbalanced; and he had refused. He had told her that they were strangely placed to talk 

of love; that she must not think of him. He had blessed her and kissed her, and told her 

‘who knows how bright are the days in store for us both?’ as the police took him away. 

She had not left him; she had remained, mourning, outside his prison, and had 

followed him until Leon had spoken to her – on his request – had given her money so 

that she could go to the continent, and had sent her away. 

Then he had escaped, and she had gone, and they had never spoken again. 

He remembered her face as he had spoken to her last: ‘how bright are the days in 

store for us both?’ – he had meant the words as a farewell, and she had taken them as a 

promise of the future. 

The doorbell rang. He rose to answer it. 

A tall, slim woman with long dark hair stood on the doorstep; he didn’t recognise 

her. Then she raised tragic dark eyes to his own, and he did. 

‘Good evening, George,’ said Maria of Gratz. 

  

The End. 
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DEAR READER … 
 

Edgar Wallace (1875–1932), writer of thrillers, detective fiction, humorous short stories 

and adventure, was one of the most popular English writers of the 1920s. He published 

the first of his stories about the ‘Four Just Men’ in 1906, and the book was such a best 

seller that he carried on writing about them. Two of these stories, the original book The 

Four Just Men and  a novella called ‘The Poisoners’ were stories without an ending for 

which the reader had to supply the end of the story. His final full-length novel about the 

Four Just Men, called The Three Just Men (1924) does have a final chapter, but the story 

is not complete. So I wrote The Flat at Doughty Court in an attempt to complete the 

novel and explain what happened after Leon rescued Mirabelle and drove away with her 

at the end of the book, leaving Raymond and George to walk home. I suggested that, after 

all their adventures, Mirabelle and Leon must have got married! 

In The Girl from Heavytree Farm I’ve continued the story of Mirabelle after her 

marriage to Leon, and her adventures as the fourth person in the Three Just Men’s 

organisation. Based in England in the first quarter of the twentieth century, the Just Men 

attempt to impose justice where the law has failed. In Edgar Wallace’s novels the Just 

Men’s adventures involved international anarchist movements (The Council of Justice), 

corrupt financiers (The Just Men of Cordova) or international arms-dealers (The Three 

Just Men), but his collections of short stories (The Law of the Four Just Men, and Again 

the Three), centred on less important people: a man and wife trying to protect each other 

from a blackmailer, a violent husband, a kidnapper. In the stories here they are also 

working close to home, against murderers, sweatshops and corrupt city council 

contractors. 
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