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CHAPTER ONE


MAISIE DONOVAN PULLED the heavy trunk up the last two stairs and heaved a sigh of relief that she’d got the ruddy box this far. She gave the thing a vicious kick and then plopped down on the top of the flat lid to catch her breath. Only one more flight to go, she told herself. Too bad that wretched boy had taken it into his head to run off; by rights this should have been his job, lugging the mistress’s trunk up to her room. But the household had awoken this morning to find Boyd gone and she’d got stuck with the job. Sighing, Maisie rose to her feet. She’d better push on. They’d be here any minute now and she didn’t want to get caught sitting on the landing.


In the fading evening light, the landing was so dark as to be almost black. Perhaps that’s what caught Maisie’s eye – the streak of light seeping out of Mr Ashbury’s door. Blast. She swore softly and fluently to herself. Now, why was he home? ‘What’s that old tattletale doin’ here?’ she muttered. She wondered if he’d heard her kicking the trunk.


Maisie didn’t think she’d get the sack, not after Boyd’s runnin’ off like that. But she wasn’t sure. Mr Frommer could be a right old tartar. Breaking the silliest rule could find you out on the street, she thought, remembering what had happened to Emma only a few days before the household had gone to Ascot. Poor girl had been sacked over a ruddy flowerpot. Blast. It’d be just like that old Ashbury to pretend he wasn’t here and then tell the master he’d heard her kickin’ their precious trunk. Well, she wasn’t having it. She wasn’t going to spend the next few hours or even days wondering if the ax was going to fall. She glared at the doorway and then, when she heard nothing, boldly decided to take matters into her own hands. Maybe Mr Ashbury hadn’t come in yet.


‘Mr Ashbury?’ she said softly as she pushed the door open. ‘Are you in here, sir?’


There was no answer.


She stepped inside and gazed sharply around the spacious sitting room. Empty. But he’d been here.


The heavy curtains were wide open, letting in the last rays of the fading sun. A fully loaded tea trolley stood next to his favorite balloon-backed chair. Bloomin’ odd, she thought, stepping farther into the room. She could see that the door to the connecting bedroom stood open and the top of the spread was rumpled. ‘Mr Ashbury, sir. Are ya here?’


No one replied.


The hairs on the back of Maisie’s neck stood up. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Tentatively she took a step closer to the tea trolley. ‘Mr Ashbury?’


Silence.


‘Oh, this is stupid,’ she muttered, more to give herself courage than for anything else. The back of Mr Ashbury’s chair faced the door. Maisie walked over to it and peeked around the edge. She gasped in surprise. The old man himself was sitting there, staring straight at her.


‘Oh, I’m sorry sir,’ she began as she backed away. ‘I didn’t realize you was in here.’


He said nothing; he merely gazed at her out of his pale, washed-out hazel eyes.


‘I thought there might be something amiss, sir,’ she explained, ‘when I saw the door open a crack, sir. I mean, we didn’t think you were due home till tonight, sir.’


He continued to stare at her.


Maisie stopped. She realized he hadn’t so much as blinked. She walked back across the room and knelt right in front of him.


He didn’t move a muscle.


She waved her hand in front of his eyes.


He didn’t blink.


Relieved, she sighed. At least he wouldn’t be running to Mr Frommer telling tales now. ‘Old blighter’s kicked off,’ she murmured. Death was no stranger to Maisie. She’d buried both her parents and three brothers by the time she was fourteen. Matter-of-factly she reached over to close Mr Ashbury’s eyes. Not because she liked him, but out of respect for the dead in general. As she touched him he toppled to one side.


It was only then that Maisie saw the blood on the back of the chair and the gaping hole in the side of the man’s skull.


* * *


‘Looks like the poor bloke didn’t know what hit him,’ Constable Barnes said to Inspector Witherspoon. ‘Shot directly in the side of the head.’ He clucked his tongue sympathetically. The constable was a tall, craggy-faced man with iron-gray hair beneath his policeman’s helmet.


Inspector Gerald Witherspoon suppressed a shudder. If he could have managed it, he’d have avoided examining the body altogether. But as it was a necessary part of the investigation, he steeled himself to do his duty. ‘It doesn’t appear as if the man put up a struggle,’ he replied. He swallowed heavily as he gently moved the victim’s head to one side. Witherspoon was no expert on gunshot wounds, but even he could see that the weapon had been fired at close range. Very close range.


‘No,’ Barnes agreed, ‘he didn’t struggle. Just sat here like a lamb to the slaughter and let the killer do his worst.’


‘Perhaps he didn’t see it coming,’ Witherspoon suggested.


Barnes nodded in agreement. ‘Could be the killer come up on his blind side, sir. With these kind of chairs’ – he tapped the heavy side padding – ‘you can’t see a ruddy thing unless you stick your head out.’


‘Yes, I expect the killer was counting on that.’ Gerald Witherspoon was a tall, robust man with thinning dark brown hair and a neatly trimmed mustache. He had a long angular face with a sharp, rather pointed nose and, behind his spectacles, clear, blue-gray eyes. ‘Most people don’t generally sit calmly and wait for someone to put a bullet in their head. Not if they see it first, that is. Do you think in might possibly have been suicide?’


Barnes shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t think so, sir. For starters, if he’d done himself in, the gun should be somewhere right here.’ He pointed to the area around the body. ‘And we’ve looked, sir. It’s not.’


‘I see what you mean. Suicides don’t generally hide the gun after they’ve used it.’ Witherspoon pursed his lips and stepped back to survey the scene. The walls were decorated with nice but unimaginative paintings of hunting scenes and wildlife. There was a decent but well-worn camel-colored Turkey carpet on the floor and terracotta-colored muslin summer curtains hung at the windows overlooking the back garden. To one side of the chair where the victim reclined was a settee upholstered in thick, navy-blue cloth. A fully loaded tea trolley stood at the far end of the settee. A dark-colored cake with a large sliver missing was next to a pink-and-white-rose teapot. Two dessert plates, both used, two forks and two cups and saucers testified to the presence of two people.


Barnes grimaced. ‘Seems wrong, doesn’t it, sir? Sitting down and havin’ tea with someone you’re plannin’ on killin’.’


‘Breaking bread with a murderer,’ Witherspoon replied, shaking his head sadly, ‘seems somehow so very, very, awful. More awful, really, than just getting murdered in the course of one’s day.’


Barnes’s gaze dropped to the two dessert plates, one scraped clean and the other spotted with several tiny rocklike mounds. ‘One of them didn’t like walnuts.’ He sighed and straightened his spine. ‘Well, sir, do you want to begin taking statements now?’


‘We might as well get cracking. The police surgeon’s on his way and we’ve had a good look at the victim. Do we know the poor fellow’s name?’


‘It’s Ashbury, sir.’ Barnes flipped open his notebook. ‘According to the maid, Miss Maisie Donovan; she’s the one who found the body. The victim is one Roland Arthur Ashbury.’


‘He owns the house?’


Barnes shook his head. ‘He lives here, sir, with his daughter and son-in-law, Andrew Frommer. They are at their country house in Ascot; they’re due back later this evening.’


‘Frommer,’ Witherspoon repeated with a frown. ‘Now, why does that name sound so familiar?’


‘He’s an MP, sir.’ Barnes sighed again. ‘So that means this case’ll probably get sticky. I expect we’ll have the home secretary and half of Westminster puttin’ their oars in on this one.’


‘Oh dear,’ Witherspoon groaned. ‘I’m afraid you’re right, Barnes. Unless, of course, we get very lucky and this turns out to be a simple case.’


‘Simple, sir?’ Barnes snorted in disbelief. ‘I don’t see that happening. They never are, sir. I expect that’s why the chief sent you out on this one. He’s got a nose, he does, our chief inspector. A call comes in and he can tell by the smell if it’s goin’ to be a clean one or a right old tangle to sort out. But you’re right good at it, sir. If I do say so myself.’


Witherspoon’s narrow chest swelled with pride. ‘Thank you, Barnes, but I don’t solve cases alone. You’re just as important as I am.’ He sighed, thinking of the tremendous responsibility he would have to shoulder. ‘All right then, complex or not, let’s get this sorted out.’ He darted a glance at the door to the hall. The maid who’d discovered the body and the other servants had been asked to remain in the kitchen. ‘We’ll search the room thoroughly and then get on with taking statements. I suppose I ought to send a message home, telling them not to wait up for me.’


‘I’ve already taken care of that,’ Barnes said as he hurried toward the bedroom door. ‘As soon as we got the call, I sent a street Arab off to both your home and my missus. No sense in worryin’ people when we don’t get home on time, is there?’


The street Arab, one Jeremy Slaven, age eight, stared at the coin the pretty blonde maid had just dropped into his dirty palm. A whole shilling. He couldn’t believe it. Fearing she’d made a mistake and might snatch it back, he quickly closed his fingers on it and stepped out of reach.


‘Thanks for bringing us the message,’ Betsy, housemaid to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, said as she smiled brightly at the filthy, spindly-legged lad on the backdoor stoop. She was aware of exactly what was going on in his head. Having been poor herself, she knew precisely how suspicious one could be of unexpected generosity. The boy looked as though he’d not had a decent meal in days. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said reassuringly, ‘I’m not going to take it back. You’ve earned it. If you’ve a mind to, you can come in. There’s a bit of pudding left from supper. You’re welcome to it.’


For a moment Jeremy studied her, and then shrugged as though the matter was of no importance. ‘All right, seein’ as you’ve asked.’


Betsy turned and started down the back hall, the boy following right at her heels. As they came into the kitchen Jeremy had second thoughts. A whole ruddy bunch of people was sitting at the table. Everyone stopped talking and stared at him.


‘The lad’s just come in to finish up that bit of pudding,’ Betsy said brightly, ushering him toward the table where the others sat. ‘As he’s come all the way from Charing Cross with a message from the inspector, I thought he might be a bit peckish.’


‘Is the inspector going to be in for dinner?’ Mrs Goodge, the cook, asked. She studied the street lad over the top of her spectacles. He was filthy enough to make her squirm. But she held her tongue. Something was happening, she was sure of that.


‘No, he’s been called out to a possible murder.’ Betsy said the words carefully, not wanting to indicate any excitement whatsoever in the presence of a stranger. Even one who was only a youngster. The household’s investigations on behalf of Inspector Witherspoon were a secret.


‘I see,’ Mrs Goodge replied, with equal care. Her round face broke into a welcoming smile at the lad. What did a bit of dirt being tracked into her kitchen matter? There was plenty of carbolic in the washroom. ‘Do sit down, then,’ she said briskly, getting up and heading toward the larder, ‘and I’ll get the pudding.’


Jeremy stopped a few feet from the table as everyone in the kitchen broke into broad, welcoming smiles. These were an odd lot, that was for sure. But he was hungry, so he’d take his chances. He’d not had a bite all day and only half a slice of stale bread the day before.


‘ ’Ere.’ Wiggins, the inspector’s young footman, pointed to an empty chair next to him. ‘This is a nice seat. Come on, now, don’t be shy.’


Jeremy hesitated for a moment and then plopped down in the seat. ‘Ta,’ he muttered.


Wiggins smiled brightly, his round apple cheeks flushed with excitement. He was barely out of his teens and not as good at hiding his feelings as the others.


‘I understand you brought a message to the house?’ Mrs Jeffries, the inspector’s housekeeper, asked.


Jeremy looked at her and decided she was all right. He couldn’t say why he thought that way; it was something you just knew. He’d gotten good at sussin’ out people. She reminded him of someone he used to know, but he couldn’t say who. He only knew he’d decided she could be trusted. Her eyes were a bright brown, kindly-like. She had red-brown hair streaked with gray at the sides and a ready smile that made him glad to be sitting at this table.


‘Here you are, boy.’ Mrs Goodge popped a plate heaped with food under his nose. ‘You might as well help us get shot of this food, seein’ as how you’ve come so far.’


His eyes widened in disbelief. He’d been expectin’ a bit of puddin’, but this was a feast fit for a king. He stared at the slab of chicken pie, the mashed potatoes and the peas, and his mouth watered.


The cook handed him a fork and knife. ‘There’ll be treacle pudding for afters,’ she said lightly. Brushing a bit of flour off the apron covering her ample girth, she sat down next to the housekeeper.


Jeremy wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He snatched up the fork and tucked right in.


‘As the young man’s been taken care of’ – Mrs Jeffries flashed a quick smile at Betsy – ‘why don’t you tell us the rest of the inspector’s message.’


‘Oh it’s not much,’ Betsy replied airily. ‘Just that the inspector’s been called out on a case and won’t be home until late.’


‘I wonder what kind of a case?’ Wiggins mused. ‘I mean did he know fer sure it were a murder, or were it an accident of some kind?’


‘It were a murder,’ Jeremy volunteered. ‘The copper that sent me told me so. Seems some old fellow got himself shot in the ’ead.’


Mrs Goodge clucked her tongue. ‘Shocking. Absolutely shocking. You didn’t by any chance happen to hear the name of the poor man, did you?’


‘Nah.’ The lad shook his head. ‘But I heard the old bas – copper tellin’ another copper the address. It were on Argyle Street. Number twenty-one. That’s over near the Midland Railway Terminus.’


Using various indirect means, they questioned the lad closely. But it was soon evident he’d told them everything he knew.


‘Blimey,’ he finally said, scraping the bowl and spooning the last of the pudding into his mouth. ‘I’d best get movin’. I’ve got to tell that old copper’s missus he’s not comin’ home till late too.’


Betsy walked him to the back door. Reaching into the pocket of her lavender broadcloth skirt, she pulled out another shilling. ‘Here,’ she said, handing it to the boy, ‘hang on to this. You might need it for a rainy day.’


‘ ’Ow come you’re bein’ so nice to me?’ Jeremy was no longer suspicious; now he was just plain curious. These were a strange lot of people, they were. He’d never in his life had so many grown-ups listening to every word he said.


Betsy shrugged. She wasn’t sure she could explain it properly, even to herself. But she’d been young and poor herself once. ‘No reason not to be, is there? Besides, I’ve been skint myself a time or two,’ she said, yanking open the back door. ‘You look like you could use a bit of coin in your pocket. Go on, now. Get off with you. Constable Barnes’s missus is probably getting worried.’


With a jaunty wave he hurried across the small terrace toward the side of the house. ‘Thanks for everything,’ he called over his shoulder as he disappeared around the corner.


When Betsy got back to the dining room, the others were already discussing what needed to be done.


‘I think I ought to get over to Argyle Street and suss out what’s up,’ Wiggins volunteered.


Mrs Jeffries thought about it for a moment. The staff had been helping their dear inspector with his cases for several years now, but, as always, it was imperative they be discreet. Inspector Witherspoon wasn’t aware that he was getting any help in his investigations.


‘I think you ought to wait for Smythe,’ Betsy said before the housekeeper could reply to Wiggins’s query. ‘He should be back any minute now.’


Smythe was the household’s coachman. He’d gone to the station to collect their neighbor Lady Cannonberry.


‘But it might take ages for him to get back ’ere,’ Wiggins protested. ‘And you know what Mrs Jeffries always says: the trail goes cold if you don’t get right on it.’


‘It doesn’t go that cold,’ Betsy told him. ‘Besides, you know we’re not supposed to go off snooping about on our own. It’s not fair, is it? Especially at the beginning, everybody should have a chance.’


Mrs Jeffries listened carefully, hoping to be able to nip any incipient rivalry in the bud. Over the course of their investigations, they’d all become just a tad competitive with one another. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to be the one who discovered the clue that solved the case. To that end, they’d informally agreed to a set of rules. Everyone was to have a chance to hear all the pertinent information about the case as it was gathered. Yet the housekeeper could understand the footman’s eagerness to get started. They had an address. They had a body. It did chafe a bit to have to wait. Then she realized there might be a way to accommmodate both points of view.


‘You’re both right,’ she said briskly. ‘On the one hand, it’s only fair to wait for Smythe to get here before we leap into action, so to speak.’


‘Are we goin’ to wait for Luty and Hatchet as well?’ Wiggins asked.


‘I’m getting to that,’ the housekeeper replied. ‘Actually, what I was going to suggest is that you escort Betsy down to the high street and put her in a hansom. She can go get Luty and Hatchet. You can nip over to the murdered man’s house and try and pick up a bit more information, and by the time everyone gets back here, Smythe ought to have returned.’


‘The killer left us a present, sir,’ Barnes muttered. He was on his knees in front of the tea trolley, his nose to the carpet. ‘Looks like there’s a gun here.’ The constable carefully reached behind the wheel and slowly pulled the weapon out. Getting a grip on the handle, he straightened up and held it out to Witherspoon. ‘A revolver, sir. An Enfield.’


Grimacing, Witherspoon took it and held it to his nose. He wasn’t certain what, exactly, it was supposed to smell like. As far as he could tell, the only scent was a slightly smoky metallic one. But he’d seen other policemen put a gun barrel to their nose and then pronounce on whether it had or hadn’t been fired. The inspector supposed that if it hadn’t been fired, there wouldn’t be a scent at all. ‘It’s been fired,’ he concluded. ‘Here, have a whiff and see if you don’t think I’m right.’


Barnes took the gun and gave it a good long sniff. ‘Right, sir,’ he agreed, ‘it has been fired. I’d say this is our murder weapon. Odd that the killer left it here and didn’t take it with him.’


Witherspoon almost sagged in relief. ‘Well, then, that would rule out suicide.’


‘Right, again, sir. That trolley is a good ten feet from the victim.’ Barnes pointed at the expanse of carpet between the chair and trolley. ‘Ashbury wouldn’t have shot himself in the head and then heaved it under that far.’


‘Agreed. And it certainly wasn’t an accident.’ The inspector shook his head. ‘But why leave the weapon at all?’


‘Maybe the killer panicked, sir,’ the constable suggested. He’d been a policeman a lot longer than the inspector, and in his day, he’d seen some pretty stupid criminals.


Just then another constable appeared in the doorway. ‘The police surgeon’s just here, sir,’ he said to Witherspoon, ‘and the mistress of the house, a Mrs Frommer, has arrived. She’s getting upset. What do you want me to do?’


‘Send the police surgeon in here, but make sure Mrs Frommer is kept downstairs. I don’t think she ought to see her father this way. It would be most shocking, most shocking, indeed. We’ll be down in a few moments to have a word with her.’ Witherspoon handed the gun to Barnes. ‘Would you take charge of this?’ The constable was far more experienced with firearms than himself, and frankly he didn’t want to risk shooting off his big toe by carrying the gun himself.


‘Yes, sir.’ Barnes took the gun, opened the thing up and peered into the cylinder. ‘There’s only five bullets here, sir. That mean’s that one’s been fired.’ He popped the bullets out of the gun and put them into his pocket. ‘We’ll place it in evidence when we get back to the station.’


‘Er, ah, yes, Constable, that’s a good idea,’ Witherspoon muttered. He wished he’d thought to open the gun himself, but the truth was, he was a bit frightened of them.


The two men went down the stairs to the ground floor. As they neared the front door Barnes veered off and gave the weapon to the constable who was stationed there. Witherspoon went on into the drawing room.


The lady of the house was a plump, middle-aged woman with light auburn hair peeking out of an ornate bonnet and pale-blue eyes. Dressed in a dark-green traveling dress, she leapt up from the settee when the inspector stepped through the door.


‘Who are you?’ she demanded. Her voice was thin, reedy and edged with hysteria. ‘Why are all these police here? What’s happened? Where’s my father? Where are the servants?’


‘I’m Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, madam,’ he replied sympathetically. ‘I take it you’re Mrs Frommer.’


She clasped her hands in front of her. When she spoke, her voice shook. ‘Yes, I’m Mary Anne Frommer. Mrs Andrew Frommer. What’s happened? Where’s my maid?’


The inspector could tell by her demeanor that the woman was well aware that something awful had happened. One doesn’t come home to find one’s house full of police without realizing that something terrible has occurred. But even with that, he wanted to break the bad news to her in as kindly a way as possible. ‘Your maid and the rest of the servants are in the kitchen, madam,’ he said gently. ‘I’m afraid I’ve bad news. Very bad news. Was your father expected here today?’


‘Yes.’ She paled even further. ‘We’ve all been out at our country house. Father came home on an earlier train today. He should be here. Where is he? For God’s sake, has there been an accident?’


‘I’m afraid he’s dead, ma’am.’ The inspector hated this part of his job. Watching someone learn of the death of a loved one was heartbreaking.


Mary Anne Frommer stared at him for a long moment. Her mouth parted slightly and she cocked her head to one side, as though she hadn’t heard correctly. ‘Dead?’ she finally whispered. ‘But that can’t be. He was fine at luncheon . . . he ate two apple tarts for dessert. How can he be dead? How did it happen? Was it his heart? A stroke?’


‘He was shot, madam.’ Witherspoon dearly wished the lady’s husband would get here. He wasn’t sure what to do if she had hysterics.


‘Shot?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘No, I don’t believe it. Father? But who . . . how . . . ? I don’t understand. But he didn’t keep firearms in his room. All the hunting rifles are kept at the country house. How could he have been shot?’


‘He wasn’t shot with a rifle, ma’am. He was shot with a revolver,’ the inspector replied. ‘And it doesn’t appear as if it was an accident of any kind. It appears to have been done quite deliberately.’ Witherspoon generally didn’t like to use the word murder until he absolutely had to.


Her eyes widened to the size of scones. ‘Are you saying he was murdered?’


‘I’m afraid so, ma’am,’ Witherspoon replied. Drat. He noticed that Barnes hadn’t come in to take notes.


She swayed on her feet and, before the inspector could reach her, sat down heavily on the settee. ‘I don’t believe this,’ she whispered as her eyes filled with tears. ‘Father dead. Shot.’


‘What’s all this, then?’ A booming voice sliced into the quiet drawing room.


Witherspoon looked up just as a short, rather stout, dark-haired man in thick spectacles strode into the room. ‘Now, see here,’ he began, as soon as he spotted the inspector. ‘I demand to know what’s going on? That blockhead of a constable wouldn’t say anything. I demand to know why my house is swarming with policemen.’


* * *


Wiggins mingled with the small crowd that had gathered on the pavement in front of number twenty-one. The huge, pale-gray-brick house was at the end of the fashionable street and set back behind tall, spear-pointed black fencing. A police constable stood guard at the front gate. Two more stood like sentinels on the wide doorstoop of the house. Wiggins thought the one on the left looked familiar. So he quickly darted behind two tall women, both servants from the look of their clothes. No reason to stick his face out where he might be spotted.


Staying to the center of the crowd, well behind the women, he kept a sharp eye out, hoping that none of the police constables coming and going would notice him. Too many of them knew who he was and that he worked for Inspector Witherspoon.


‘What’s ’appened?’ Wiggins asked the youngest of the women.


‘The old bloke wot lives here ’as got done in,’ she replied excitedly. ‘Shot he was, while he was havin’ his tea.’


‘Now, Vera. You don’t know that fer sure,’ the other, older woman cautioned.


‘Do too,’ the one called Vera replied. ‘Heard it from our Agnes, who got it directly from that young police constable that’s sweet on her. She spotted him comin’ back from raisin’ the alarm and he told her that old man Ashbury ’ad been shot in the ’ead. So don’t tell me I don’t know what’s what.’ She folded her arms over her chest and glared at her companion.


‘Your Agnes was wrong about that robbery over at that Yank’s house, wasn’t she?’ the other woman shot back. ‘And she’d supposedly got that from the constable too. If you ask me, he don’t know what’s what.’


‘He does too,’ Vera countered hotly. ‘Anyone could have made a mistake on that other one. The door and the window was wide open.’


‘But nothing was taken, was it?’ her companion said triumphantly. ‘So there weren’t no robbery.’


‘Does this Mr Ashbury live on ’is own?’ Wiggins asked quickly, before the two women could get into a full-blown argument.


‘ ’Course he don’t live on his own,’ Vera snapped. ‘Lives with his daughter and her husband. Mr and Mrs Frommer. He’s an MP. He just went inside a few minutes ago. Stopped and had a right old dustup with that constable on the door.’ She giggled. ‘Mind you, I expect by the time the night’s over, the police’ll be wishin’ it were Andrew Frommer that’d been shot. He’s a nasty one, he is.’


‘Nasty fellow, is ’e?’ Wiggins knew he couldn’t stay much longer, but he wanted to learn as much as he could before going back to the others.


‘Won’t give ya the time of day,’ Vera said flatly, ‘and treats the help like they was dirt.’ She jerked her head toward the house. ‘Most of the staff there is untrained. They can’t keep proper servants. They’ve even got a footman that’s a half-wit.’


‘Really?’ Wiggins edged away. He wanted information about the murder. About what had gone on this evening, not about what kind of employer Frommer was. That could come later. He worked the crowd, keeping up a discreet but steady stream of questions. By the time he left, he’d found out enough to get the household started.


‘Lady Cannonberry’s train was late,’ Smythe the coachman explained. ‘And by the time I got ’em loaded up and on the way, it was later than I’d thought.’ He was a tall, muscular, dark-haired man with brutally heavy features. Were it not for the kindness in his brown eyes and the good-natured set of his mouth, he could easily be mistaken for a ruffian. But nothing was further from the truth. The coachman was as kindhearted as he was strong.


‘Them?’ Mrs Goodge queried. ‘I thought it was just Lady Cannonberry you were bringing home.’


‘She’s brung a houseguest with ’er.’ Smythe took a quick sip of tea and glanced at the clock. ‘Some sort of distant cousin of her late ’usband. Fellow’s name is Pilchard. Morris Pilchard. Bit of a toff. I could tell it niggled ’im that she were so friendly to me.’


‘How foolish of him,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured. ‘We are all Lady Cannonberry’s friends.’ Ruth Cannonberry was the wife of a late peer of the realm. She was also the conscience-driven daughter of a clergyman, a bit of a political radical and halfway in love with their dear Inspector Witherspoon.


‘She didn’t pay any mind to ’im,’ Smythe replied. ‘She were just ’er usual nice self.’ He shot a fast glance at the clock. ‘Blimey, it’s gettin’ late. What’s takin’ ’em so long?’ He hated for Betsy to be out in the evening on her own. ‘By rights, Betsy’s had plenty of time to get Luty and Hatchet back here.’


‘There are dozens of valid reasons why they might have been detained. Luty may have had guests or they might have been in the midst of something,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘She’s not been gone all that long. Just a little over an hour. Besides, we can’t start until Wiggins gets back. So far the only thing we know is that someone’s been murdered. We don’t even have the victim’s name.’


‘But we’ve got their address,’ Mrs Goodge said brightly. ‘And believe me, in that neighborhood I know I can find out who the victim is pretty quick. You know my sources; they cover this whole city.’


The cook wasn’t simply bragging. From her own cozy kitchen here at Upper Edmonton Gardens, she had a veritable army of people to call upon. Deliverymen, milkmen, butcher’s boys, chimney sweeps, costermongers, rag-and-bones men and fruit vendors to name but a few. She did her bit in the investigations in her own way, but she never left her kitchen. She could also call upon a circle of acquaintances that included cooks from some of the wealthiest houses in all of England. She could find out any scrap of gossip, any breath of a scandal about anyone in the city.


Mrs Jeffries gave an understanding smile. She too was eager to begin, but as she had told Wiggins earlier, it wouldn’t be fair not to wait for the others.


Their patience was soon rewarded. Smythe heard the carriage first. ‘That’s them,’ he said, rising to his feet and heading for the back door. ‘Now let’s just hope that Wiggins gets himself back here quick.’


A few moments later Betsy and two others hurried into the kitchen. Leading the charge was an elderly, white-haired woman with sharp dark eyes. Her frame was small and her body frail-looking, yet she marched into the kitchen like a general leading her troops. Wealthy, American and some would say eccentric, Luty Belle Crookshank loved investigating murders more than anything.


Directly behind her was her butler and arch-rival in the game of gathering clues. Hatchet too had white hair, but he was a vigorous fellow in late middle age. Proper and proud, he was devoted to his plain-speaking and blunt mistress. ‘I trust we haven’t kept you waiting too long,’ he said by way of a hello.


‘We got here as quick as we could,’ Luty said as she took the chair next to Mrs Jeffries. ‘But wouldn’t you know it, Myrtle and some of her friends had dropped by and we couldn’t get rid of ’em without bein’ rude.’


‘I believe that suggesting they take their “fat little fannies” elsewhere could constitute being rude, madam,’ Hatchet corrected her.


‘Fiddle.’ Luty waved her hand dismissively, unmindful of the way the diamond and sapphire rings she wore caught the light. ‘They knew I was just funnin’ with ’em. Besides, they’d been there long enough. If I’d had to listen to Myrtle much longer, I might have run screamin’ from the room.’ She flashed an impish grin at the others around the table. ‘What kind of a killin’ we got here?’


‘A man has been shot,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘That’s really all we know. We’re fairly certain Inspector Witherspoon has the case. Wiggins is at the scene of the crime now, trying unobtrusively to find out more information. He ought to be back any moment.’


‘Do we have a name?’ Hatchet inquired.


‘No, only an address,’ Mrs Goodge replied. She sighed and reached for the teapot. ‘Though if that boy doesn’t get back soon, I’ve a mind to box his ears. This waitin’s awful.’


‘It shouldn’t be much longer,’ Smythe said easily. He’d cocked his head to one side. ‘I fancy there’s a ’ansom pullin’ up outside.’


Within minutes a breathless Wiggins rushed into the kitchen. ‘Sorry it took so long,’ he said, ‘but there was ever so much gossip goin’ on I couldn’t tear myself away. You’ll not believe what all I’ve learned.’ He yanked out a chair and plopped down. Fred, the household mongrel, bounced up and down next to the chair, deliriously happy to see his friend. Wiggins absently patted his head.
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