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For those who hold apostrophes dear, a note upon the title of this book:


From A Rambler’s Guide to the English Lowlands by K. B. Rivers 


Arriving at Merry Beggars Hall, a place of mighty oaks and darkling skies, I ask why no apostrophe? Should it not be Merry Beggars’ or Merry Beggar’s? What made those mendicant folk so joyful… the strong, local cider?


The name appears first in an Anglo-Saxon charter of AD 869 as Beacca’s Angar, being ‘the open meadow of Beacca’. Over the centuries, the name adapted to more easily roll off the tongue. ‘Merry’ appears first during the 15th century, perhaps a reference to the nearby parish of St Mary. More likely, it derives from merrow, meaning ‘fat’ or ‘abundant’ and a nod to the depth of the soil hereabouts. 


Later, as I wander across neighbouring Beggars Heath (similarly unburdened by an apostrophe) I note the drier ground and conclude that if beggars ever came here to celebrate, this was the better place for them to park their wagons.










Chapter One


Suffolk, England, 1922


The last Monday of April arrived with a hard frost. Ada, Lady Hamlash, rubbed mist from the leaded panes of her bedroom window. Seeing the horse chestnuts at the end of her drive were dressed in pure silver, she murmured, ‘Goodness me.’


Knotting a sturdy dressing gown over her nightdress, she hurried out of Merry Beggars Hall through the conservatory door, making her way by a series of paths to a walled garden. She tramped past white-rimed roses and dormant lavender with one fixed aim: her asparagus beds. Frost at this unseasonal time was a killer.


She inspected each raised bed and ferny shoot, removing ice-cold snails as she went. When she was satisfied there was no lethal damage to her outdoor plants, she squeezed through the door of a glasshouse where more asparagus grew under domed cloches. These were the special crowns. The glazed pots kept the light off them to produce stems that were tender and pale.


‘What’s this?’ Amid a straight line of ivory cloches, one plant stood unprotected, its spears luminous against the rich soil at its roots. Lady Hamlash could almost imagine it shivering in its nakedness. Was her gardener descending into the dells of forgetfulness? Poor Bilney had to be well past seventy and though he had never before, to her knowledge, left a plant exposed, he was failing in other ways. How many times had she asked him to repair the glasshouse door so she might get in and out without catching her elbows? Making a mental note to mention the matter once more, Ada looked around for the missing cloche.


It was on the brick walkway which ran between the raised beds. Lifting it up, Ada’s mouth fell open. Her action had revealed the face of Crosby, her butler. She slammed the cloche down, blocking out the man’s appalled and fixed expression. 


One highly excusable considering that only Crosby’s head lay at her feet. The remainder of his person was missing.


Being a woman of stern self-discipline, Ada Hamlash neither screamed nor fainted. She took the fastest route back to the house where she rapped furiously at a side door. Only when her butler opened it and proved himself to be fully alive by wishing her a mildly bewildered, ‘Good morning, my lady,’ did she emit a blood-curdling shriek. A shriek that startled the rooks from the chestnut trees and echoed through the ground floor of Merry Beggars Hall.


Eight months later


Chesterfield Gardens, Mayfair, London


The second post had brought two letters: one plain, the other a jaunty lilac colour. Jemima Flowerday hesitated over which to open. Her sister Vicky passed a cup of tea across the table, saying, ‘Brown envelopes rarely bode well. Better open that one first.’


Jemima did so and groaned. ‘You’re right. It’s the children’s school fees. Why have they sent the bill early?’


‘Because you paid so late last time, I should think.’


Jemima read out the statement. ‘“In advance of Spring Term 1923, thirty-two guineas and eightpence”.’


‘Isn’t it usually a flat thirty guineas? What are the extra two guineas and eightpence for?’ Vicky demanded.


‘Molly’s piano lessons.’


‘Why – when I could teach her?’ Vicky spread her long, musician’s fingers. ‘Take the children out of boarding school and put them into day schools here in London. That way they’ll come home every night and be pummelled into shape at a third of the cost.’


‘I’m following their father’s wishes. He chose Steepdale because it’s one of the few schools that admits both boys and girls. It is civilised, unlike the vile institution he went to.’


‘Simon didn’t envisage you being left to foot the bill alone.’


This was old ground. Casting the notice on to the table, Jemima took up the lilac envelope. It was addressed to ‘Fleur du Jour’, her business’s name. Inside, a sheet of matching paper contained handwritten lines.


‘Dear Mrs Flowerday,’ it began, ‘I am advised by an acquaintance that you are an accomplished dressmaker, sympathetic to the needs of older clients—’


‘Gosh!’ Jemima exclaimed. ‘A lady is offering me fifty pounds to make her three evening gowns. She’s… oh… she’s Lady Hamlash.’


‘The Lady Hamlash?’ Vicky queried.


‘Of Merry Beggars Hall. What a bolt from the blue.’


‘“Bolt” is what I advise,’ Vicky responded grimly. ‘As in “for the hills”.’


‘And miss an opportunity?’ Jemima knew all about the disembodied head found deep in the Suffolk countryside. The press had covered every detail of the gruesome discovery in the walled garden. ‘Merry Beggars Hall, “Beggars” with no apostrophe,’ Jemima murmured, aware of Vicky’s growing disquiet. ‘I did wonder if the newspapers had got that wrong, but it’s how Lady Hamlash writes it. She needs three gowns “in the modern mode” by Christmas Eve. She must be throwing a house party. Fifty pounds will cover the school fees nicely and leave something in the bank.’


Vicky seized the letter. ‘What does one make of a person who uses a shade of writing paper favoured by schoolgirls and kept women?’


That was easy for Jemima to answer. ‘Lilac notepaper and envelopes were sent to her as a birthday gift by a niece or a goddaughter, and she’s too kind – or thrifty – to throw them away. Like us, she’s short of money.’


‘Speculation.’


‘You’ll discover I’m right. Lady Hamlash cannot come up to London for fittings – ergo, nothing to spare for hotel bills.’


As well as being a fine dressmaker, Jemima Flowerday loved studying the human mind. Saving a young colleague from an unjust charge of arson many years ago had also given her a taste for solving crime and, had she been a man, she’d have steered a course towards CID. As it was, she ran her one-woman couture business and unravelled whatever mysteries came her way. Her most recent triumph had been to unmask a milkman over-charging his customers in Chesterfield Gardens.


‘Perhaps she’s mean, or lazy,’ Vicky suggested, meaning Lady Hamlash.


‘Or afraid of recognition. Naturally, she wants me to go to her.’


‘Where in Suffolk exactly?’


‘Beggars Heath, near Saxonchurch.’


Vicky’s face was a picture. ‘One can almost hear oak boughs creaking and pigs munching acorns.’


Jemima laughed. ‘It’s not far from my in-laws’ place, actually. If Saxonchurch is anything like the Flowerday seat, it’s charmingly olde-worlde with a castle and a thatched bus stop.’


‘And a murderer on the loose.’ Vicky advised Jemima to throw Lady Hamlash’s letter on the fire. ‘Her butler’s head was found in a greenhouse, and you want to go and poke around.’


‘In a glasshouse and it wasn’t the butler’s head.’


‘It was indeed his head!’


‘I mean, it wasn’t the butler’s. It was—’


‘Stop!’ Vicky held up a hand. ‘The police still haven’t a clue who did it, and what if the killer lives next door, or in the house itself?’


Poor Vicky could not have said anything more likely to unleash the bloodhounds kennelled in her sister’s frustrated heart. The moment tea was finished, Jemima went down to her office and telephoned Lady Hamlash.





The Weekend Sleuth


The famous weekly paper for the true-crime addict


Our roving reporter takes tea with 
Mrs Roland Crosby


A solemn clock ticks on the mantelpiece as the murder victim’s widow serves me a slice of succulent coconut cake. Mrs Crosby bakes such fancies ‘for a living’, she informs me, now she is alone in the world. Despite the terrible circumstances that overset an unassuming life, Sara Crosby displays a cheer that brings this hardened hack to the brink of tears.


‘Whoever hurt my Roly is the worst fiend this world ever made,’ she declares from the armchair where once her husband rested his head after the day’s toil. ‘What he went through in his final moments is more than I can put my mind to, and I pray the police find the culprit and enact the full rigour of the law.’


When asked how she will get on with life, Mrs Crosby sits silent for a moment, then sings the opening line of the well-known hymn. ‘O God our help in ages past, our hope in years to come.’


This reporter bids her farewell with a heart full of admiration and steps out into an unpretentious North London street. Here live the respectable tradesfolk we more educated people rely on, in a neighbourhood of tidy front gardens where each front porch boasts a black-leaded boot scraper and a brass house number. This is not a place one associates with brutal murder. And yet, a man walked down this street towards his doom.


The presence of a neighbour at her garden gate leads to a second conversation. ‘Madam, did you notice anything out of the ordinary the day Mrs Crosby’s Roly left his home for the last time?’


The good woman answers that, ‘He seemed much as usual, sir, keeping to himself, and walking with his head down, but we did see a bit of frost that morning, so it’s not to be wondered at.’


The truth of Roland Crosby’s fate will continue to mystify our gallant police force and tease the minds of our resolute army of Weekend Sleuths.










Chapter Two


It was Monday, 11 December and just four days on from Jemima’s receipt of Lady Hamlash’s letter. Stowing her bags and a roll of card on the rack of a train compartment, her thoughts raced ahead to her destination. At Merry Beggars Hall she would create dresses for her client while discreetly investigating Roland Crosby’s murder. The police had done their best, but they lacked her singular advantage. What detective could embed himself into the heart of a household as she could, and all without raising suspicion?


She took her seat and shook out the latest copy of The Weekend Sleuth.


A vicar and his lady, about to join her, glanced at the vivid illustration on the front and quickly withdrew from the compartment. Jemima smiled to herself. The next two hours were a chance to read and think uninterrupted.


As the train drew away, Jemima sifted everything she knew of Roland Crosby’s death. He had been fit and alive on the first Saturday after Easter, a weekend memorable for a sudden cold snap in the weather. The railings of Chesterfield Gardens had sparkled with frost and in the countryside apple blossom had withered and new lambs had been whisked into shelter.


On that day, Mr Crosby had left early for work, according to newspaper reports, but did not arrive. As was later discovered, instead of taking his usual underground train to Green Park, he had made his way to a mainline London station where he bought a rail ticket for Beggars Heath in Suffolk. A single ticket.


‘You buy a single if you’re not planning to return,’ Jemima reflected as the smoky façades of the city filled her view. She pondered it as the backyards of Bow and Stratford poured past the window. ‘Every report I read holds up Roland Crosby as a paragon of reliability. Not a man to miss work or abscond from a marriage either.’


Her copy of The Weekend Sleuth was from May, when public interest in the case had been raging. Its middle pages contained a detailed reconstruction of the victim’s last known movements.


For reasons we can but guess at, fifty-year-old Roland Crosby left his home in Finsbury Park, bidding his wife goodbye shortly after 6.30 a.m. on Saturday, 22 April. His workplace was the exclusive Bright’s Club in St James’ Street, SW1, where he was employed as a waiter. He did not arrive. At Finsbury Park underground station, a ticket seller recalled Crosby purchasing a third-class fare, but could not say to which destination.


After that the trail went, literally, underground. Some thirty minutes later, Roland Crosby popped up at Liverpool Street, the railway station serving East Anglia. His ticket to Beggars Heath was bought at 7.26 am for the 7.30 train. He’d cut things mighty fine. A guard remembered an out-of-breath man boarding a carriage as the whistle blew, stumbling as he got on. A ticket inspector who conversed with Crosby during the first leg of his journey described him as ‘terse and distracted’. A man matching Crosby’s description was later seen at Ipswich station, waiting for his onward connection. Did Roland reach Beggars Heath? ‘We cannot verify that he did’, the Sleuth solemnly declared. ‘The rural station attendant saw nobody matching the victim’s description.’


As Victorian streets gave way to ribbon suburbs and gathering clouds darkened her compartment, Jemima put away the newspaper and took a leather-bound journal from her handbag. Turning to a clean page, she wrote the present date and a heading: Notes on an unsolved murder.


Her pencil moved steadily as the train steamed on and when she raised her head, she noticed greenery through the rain-streaked window. She blinked away a church, a farm, a cluster of cottages. Still the sole occupant of her compartment, she read out loud what she’d written.


Crosby’s movements in the hours before his disappearance and death are consistent with a man making an impulsive journey. To what purpose, not even his poor widow can say. We know that Mrs Crosby helped him into his coat that final morning, when nothing appeared amiss. She recalls whisking a clothes brush over the corduroy collar of his coat and asking if he’d be home for supper. ‘Who knows?’ he replied. It was not unusual for Roland’s shifts to end too late for him to return and, in such cases, he would bed down at Bright’s Club, in the staff quarters. And so, his wife was not perturbed to be retiring to bed without seeing him. However, by teatime the following day, Sunday, she was growing uneasy. Being, in her words, ‘Reluctant to bother Roly’ by telephoning his place of employment, she continued to wait. Only as evening fell did she act, walking until she spied a beat constable, to whom she expressed her worries. That constable escorted her to his police station, where she reported her husband missing.


The end of this harrowing drama had been reported tedium ad nauseam, but Jemima had written it anyway.


Roland Crosby’s severed head was discovered early on Monday, 24 April by Ada, Lady Hamlash, who had ventured outside to check her asparagus for frost-damage.


The Weekend Sleuth characterised Lady Hamlash as a wild eccentric, rushing through the dawn in her nightie. It had dubbed Roland Crosby’s beheader, ‘The Rustic Ripper’.


Jemima had noted this was incorrect.


The head was severed by some kind of cleaver, as used by butchers or abattoir workers. No ripping involved.


She ended with questions:


Why was Roland’s head placed in the glasshouse, in so ghoulish a fashion?


Was the placing deliberate, so Lady Hamlash might find it?


Most critical of all—


Interrupted by the ticket inspector, Jemima closed her journal and settled down to experience the journey Roland Crosby had, theoretically, completed eight months before. She got off at Ipswich, Suffolk’s county town, to wait for her branch-line connection. At five minutes to midday, she passed through the turnstile at Beggars Heath. It was raining hard, the stationmaster bustling her through and hardly glancing at her ticket.


A car was waiting.










Chapter Three


‘Late Elizabethan. A gem, wouldn’t you say?’


They were standing in front of Merry Beggars Hall, with the rain heavy on the gravel forecourt. It was her driver asking the question. He had a pleasing voice, though she couldn’t place his accent.


‘Would I say it?’ In truth, she saw nothing but an ancient manor house of russet brick, its frontage veined by climbing roses cut back hard. Stone mullions divided dark windows whose glass reflected the sky. A forest of candy-twist chimneys added interest, but only two of them breathed smoke. If Merry Beggars Hall was anything like other country houses Jemima had stayed in, it would boast enormous fireplaces where nobody had thought to light an actual fire. Still, she’d better find something to admire. ‘I do love Dutch gables,’ she said, ‘and diamond-pane windows make me think of all the Gothic novels I ought to have read. Too many of our old buildings are being pulled down these days.’


‘Not my old buildings.’ The chauffeur, who had introduced himself as Wells, gave a one-sided smile. He wore a peaked cap, a buttoned coat, boots and gaiters. ‘I’m not British.’


He pronounced it Briddish and she looked more closely at him. He was a little younger than her, late twenties perhaps, and reminded her of her husband. How Simon had been before a German shell had done its work. She pushed the painful thought away. ‘Are you American?’


‘You have a good ear, ma’am.’


‘I live in a cosmopolitan corner of London. I’m always meeting Americans. From New York, mostly.’ Rich women, off White Star liners, needing a wardrobe refresh, fast.


‘I’m from New England originally, but I migrated to New York some years back.’


‘What brings you here?’


‘I guess I fancied a change. Let’s get you inside, ma’am.’


Jemima followed Wells into a cavernous porch, thinking, he shuffled off my question rather expertly. The short journey from the station had been completed in silence, she sitting in the rear of a black Crossley with a glass screen separating them. She’d enjoyed watching the back of Wells’s head. Four years on from the end of ‘the war to end all wars’, any able-bodied male had rarity value. Add to that his coming from New York… he was earning an entry in her journal.


Wells knocked and as they waited for the door to open, Jemima looked back down the drive. Merry Beggars Hall was remote even by Suffolk standards, islanded in ploughed fields and two miles from Beggars Heath, which itself boasted a few cottages and a mean-looking public house. She imagined this heavy land with a hard frost on top, as on the last-but-one weekend of April. Could a killer have dug a grave in the unrelenting clay? No. If he had been killed here, Roland Crosby’s mutilated body would likely have been dragged into a thicket. As the seasons passed, falling leaves would have made his grave.


The door was opened by a butler wearing a dress coat, high-fronted waistcoat and pinstripe trousers. The hairs on Jemima’s neck tingled. The Weekend Sleuth had drained many an inkwell describing Albert Crosby, Roland’s elder brother. His shock and grief, his inability to rationalise his sibling’s fate. The likeness between the brothers had been mentioned in passing; there was a familial resemblance, in Jemima’s opinion. An opinion drawn from a sketch of Roland Crosby that had appeared in The Weekend Sleuth. Albert Crosby was thin of face, with a long, bony nose and a receding hairline. Roland had possessed the same shaped nose and chin… perhaps he had been a little fuller in the cheeks. It struck Jemima as interesting that Albert Crosby should remain here, at his post. Perhaps he, too, was searching for answers.


Wells announced her. ‘Mr Crosby, this is Mrs Flowerday.’


The butler’s chin reared a lofty inch above his collar. ‘The dressmaker? Take her to the kitchen entrance.’ Albert Crosby glanced briefly at Jemima, then at something beyond her.


She followed his look, but saw nothing but looming chestnut trees and a leaden sky.


The door was shut abruptly.


Wells blew out his cheeks. ‘My mistake – I thought you were front-hall material, ma’am. That cute hat you’re wearing is fit for any drawing room.’


‘A little too cute, perhaps?’ Jemima flashed a rueful smile. ‘Better take me to the trade entrance.’


The housekeeper was more welcoming. Wells had escorted Jemima through a kitchen garden and into a glazed lobby with a cracked tiled floor. Tapping at a door, and without waiting for an answer, he led her into a room dominated by a scrubbed pine table. A woman with grey hair plaited across her scalp sat alone there, apparently sorting through pieces of string. She looked up as Wells introduced Jemima and described their reception at the main entrance.


‘Only visitors and family are admitted into the main hall. You ought to know as much, Mr Wells.’


‘Sure I know,’ he replied. ‘Be assured, anyone who turns up with darned elbows or missing buttons gets taken round to the back. Mrs Flowerday is class and I was using my initiative.’


‘You’re not in America now, Mr Wells. In this country, initiative is discouraged whereas respecting the rules keeps us—’


‘In line?’ Wells cut in.


‘Keep us from being made to feel uncomfortable, if you would let me finish.’ The woman gave Jemima a mildly appraising glance. ‘I’m Mrs Newson and I am the housekeeper here. Welcome to Merry Beggars Hall. Let me take your coat.’


Bidding goodbye with a slight roll of the eyes, Wells left. Jemima gratefully peeled off her damp top layer. The servants’ hall was warm and – intriguingly – filled with the aroma of roasting garlic. In her experience, garlic was viewed with suspicion in the provinces. The kitchen lay alongside, screened off by a wall of frosted glass, behind which a figure in white moved fluidly. The cook at work? Jemima was looking forward to lunch.


‘Wells was only doing his best by me,’ she said, hoping to learn more about her intriguing new acquaintance. ‘It’s remarkable that he would come so far to drive a motor car through English puddles.’


‘He’s the gardener, really.’ Mrs Newson hung Jemima’s coat on a wall bracket. ‘But since he can drive, he doubles up. There’s not been a real chauffeur here since before the war. I’ll show you to your room. No, leave that.’ Jemima had reached for her travel bags. ‘The girl will fetch them up.’


‘The girl?’


‘Dinah, the house parlourmaid. If I can find her, ever…’ Mrs Newson sighed and led Jemima out into a short passageway, then through a latched door into an oak-panelled reception hall untouched by modernity. Its ornately plastered ceiling was yellow from decades of candle-smoke. Four interior doors led off, each surmounted by a carved coat of arms, suggesting there were family rooms behind. At one end was the door where she had earlier been denied. Mrs Newson might believe that keeping the rules prevented every social class from feeling uncomfortable, but what if you fell between the social classes, as she did?


As Jemima had predicted, a massive fireplace yawned out the smell of damp coal dust. The smoke she’d seen rising from the chimneys must have been from the kitchen, and whichever room Lady Hamlash occupied. Would she be invited into the drawing room? she wondered.


‘This way, Mrs Flowerday.’ Mrs Newson led her up a majestic staircase, pausing halfway so Jemima could peer down to the hall below. ‘There are back stairs,’ the housekeeper said, ‘but as you are a guest, you should use this staircase for coming and going.’


‘A guest?’ Jemima echoed as they began their climb. ‘Mr Crosby has no doubt of my status, but you, Mrs Newson, you look at my attire, listen to my voice, and invite me to climb the family stairs. I suspect I will be a puzzle to you all.’


Jemima had already planned to set up her studio in a corner of the servants’ hall, at that big pine table. It would be warm and put her in the hub of things. She asked when she might be introduced to Lady Hamlash.


‘Her Ladyship will send for you in the hours between lunch and tea,’ came the reply.


The housekeeper continued the climb. From the way she put one slow foot after the other, she was either in the early stages of arthritis or reluctant to leave the comfort of the servants’ wing.


‘I’ve given you the room where the nurse used to sleep, the one that looked after Sir Rufus while he was an invalid. Lady Hamlash’s late husband, that is. There’s a table to sew at and it will be private.’


Jemima shivered. Heat was supposed to rise, but she was starting to see her own breath. ‘Am I being consigned to the attic?’


‘There are no attic bedrooms at Merry Beggars. You’ll be sleeping on the same level as myself, and Dinah too. And even Her Ladyship, though the main bedrooms are in the south wing. We female staff keep to the north side, a little out of the way, but nice and quiet.’


As the grave, Jemima reflected. This would not do. She must start as she meant to go on. ‘Could I meet Lady Hamlash’s personal maid, to get an idea of what Her Ladyship likes?’


It turned out that there was no lady’s maid.


‘My mistress dresses herself,’ Mrs Newson said over her shoulder. ‘I help her, if she’s dining out. Not that she does often, since Sir Rufus passed. We’re right thinned down here. The old gardener left, we can’t keep a cook longer than five minutes, it seems. Since… you know.’


‘Since the murder?’ When no reply came, Jemima tried a different tack. ‘Lady Hamlash resides here alone, apart from her staff?’


The housekeeper confirmed it. ‘She had two sons, but only one came home from the war. He is married and resides Norfolk-way.’ Mrs Newson made Norfolk sound like far-off terrain, when in fact it was the neighbouring county. ‘The elder is buried in a French field, though there’s a nice plaque to him in the parish church.’ Her sigh implied – at least, Jemima suspected – that the wrong son had perished and the incorrect one had been spared.


They were now threading through a warren of corridors. Passages grew narrower, the doors plainer and, yes, colder, until Jemima was envisaging frost on the bedposts. Finally, the housekeeper opened a door to reveal a room with a single bed, a washstand, dressing table and chair. A sash-cord window allowed in wintry daylight. A tiny fireplace was swept clean.


‘Here is your room while you’re with us, Mrs Flowerday.’


If Wells had materialised, offering her a lift back to the station, Jemima would have run at it. He wouldn’t, of course, so now was the moment to lay down terms.


‘Where is the fire, Mrs Newson? I cannot sew with frozen fingers. And the light switch?’


‘The fire should have been lit,’ Mrs Newson said. ‘There’s no light switch since there’s no electricity in the house except in the library and telephone room.’


‘Electricity in those rooms only?’


‘Sir Rufus had it put in, but he wouldn’t have it in the rest of the house. Said it was a fire hazard. Lamps and candles are what we use.’


Candles being the greatest fire hazard of all time. Stifling a groan, Jemima said, ‘I see. Or rather I won’t, once the light fades.’


‘I can let you have a paraffin lamp to work by.’ Mrs Newson remained in the doorway. Likely, her face had never been a canvas for cheer or vivacity, but on their way up her anxiety had seemed to palpably deepen, prompting Jemima to ask, ‘Do you dislike being in this room?’


‘I do.’ The housekeeper gave Jemima her first proper inspection since she’d taken off her coat.


Jemima sustained it confidently. She’d travelled in a plaid skirt with a relaxed waist, a sailor top and a cardigan, belted on the hip. Her own design and very ‘now’, though her colours were subdued, mourning for a husband lost. Mrs Newson’s expression grew pensive as she took in Jemima’s tight-fitting cloche hat, the swing of brunette hair beneath and the red painted lips. 


‘The world is changing for a certainty, Mrs Flowerday, but Merry Beggars Hall is a place apart. I hope you’ve brought warm under-things.’


‘A blaze in the grate is what I need, Mrs Newson.’


‘I told Dinah, “Lay a fire for the dressmaker lady”.’


‘Who is Dinah, again?’


‘The girl. House parlourmaid, when the fancy takes her. Ah, here she comes.’ Mrs Newson stepped aside to allow a brown-haired girl into the room.


The newcomer’s cap was askew. Her black dress and white apron just about accommodated her figure. Muttering, ‘There you go,’ this apparition plonked Jemima’s travel bags and parcels of cloth on the bed.


Jemima counted the items. ‘Where is my cardboard, Dinah?’


The girl blinked sweeping lashes. ‘Huh?’


‘A roll of taupe-coloured card. I left it on the kitchen table.’


‘Oh, I thought that were suffin’ Mr Crosby were chuckin’ out,’ Dinah replied in an accent Jemima placed as ‘farming Suffolk’.


‘Mercy no! It’s for me to draw Lady Hamlash’s measurements on, to make a pattern for her.’


Dinah gave a kind of shrug. She was extremely pretty in a sullen way. ‘I could bring it up later, I suppose.’


‘You’ll do it right away,’ Mrs Newson cut in.


Jemima added, ‘Please do, Dinah, else I can’t do my job.’


While Mrs Newson instructed Dinah to bring up whatever Mrs Flowerday required, along with fuel to get a fire going, Jemima went to the window. Her heart gave a quick, irregular beat. The view was of a walled garden. The walled garden. There couldn’t be two. It was set out like a Tudor parterre with gravelled paths between rectangular beds containing clumps of sage, rosemary and hardy Brussels sprouts. Along the far wall ran a glasshouse the length of three London buses. The glasshouse, with its own boiler room and chimney.


This side of the hall formed one of the garden’s boundary walls, giving her a prime view. How lucky, after all, to have got this room!


Directly below her window was a sloping roof which she noted as a potential escape route in the event of fire. This was something she did whenever she stayed somewhere new. She would never rid herself of the memory of flames sweeping through the London department store where she’d worked as a young girl… the panic and terror. The hysterical accusations of arson afterwards, targeting a girl Jemima knew and cared about.


Mrs Newson wrenched her from these thoughts by telling her that the roof below lay over an outhouse.


‘It’s a glorified tool shed, really, and it’s where Wells takes his meals and shelters when it’s batting down with rain. I should keep your curtains drawn, Mrs Flowerday.’


‘Against Wells?’


‘No, indeed. I’m thinking you won’t want to look out to where the horrible thing was found.’


Jemima let a moment pass before asking, ‘Do you have any idea how Roland Crosby’s head came to be in the glasshouse? It seems such a puzzle.’


Beneath her tightly secured plaits, the housekeeper’s brow furrowed. ‘You aren’t one of those journalists, are you? Lurking in the lanes, badgering us with questions?’


‘I’m precisely as described, Mrs Newson.’ Jemima produced her Fleur du Jour business card. ‘I’m a peripatetic couturière.’


Mrs Newson turned the card and frowned. ‘And what’s that then?’


‘A travelling dressmaker. But a curious one. Why just his head?’


The housekeeper stepped back. ‘To my way of thinking there’s two people know the answer to that. The poor victim and the wicked devil that did for him. If you can get an answer from either of them, you’ll be doing better than any police detective they put on the case.’


A distant bell chimed one o’clock. Mrs Newson said they’d better go down. ‘Her Ladyship sits down to luncheon when she hears the stable yard clock.’


Jemima had set her watch to the correct time at Liverpool Street Station that morning, enabling her to say, ‘Your clock is fast by ten minutes.’


‘It is, you’re right. Sir Rufus made it so, to ensure his horse was waiting for him when he wanted to ride out. Her Ladyship won’t have it changed. You must take your lunch now, Mrs Flowerday, so we servants can sit down to ours at half past one.’


‘Am I not eating with you – or, for that matter, with Her Ladyship?’


‘You will take your meals in the library while you’re here.’


This told Jemima exactly where she swam within the Arctic waters of Merry Beggars Hall. Not to dine at Lady Hamlash’s table, yet not expected to muck in with the servants either. It would make investigating Roland Crosby’s death hard, and her time here lonely.


‘Mrs Newson, on a gauge of one to ten, ten being Outer Mongolia in February, how cold is the room where I am to eat?’


‘You do have an odd way of asking a question. No need to change your clothes’ – Jemima was taking off her hat – ‘but please hurry.’


Jemima laid her hat on the dressing table and ran a comb through her bobbed hair. She would dine in the warmth, by hook or by crook. Making a face at herself in the mirror, she hurried after the housekeeper.










Chapter Four


The library was off the great hall and smelled of musty bindings and old paper. A stone-tracery window, that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a monastery, gave a view of a puddle-strewn terrace and, beyond that, rain-swept parkland. A single place setting had been put out on the reading table. Fire in the hearth there was none.


‘That girl!’ Mrs Newson muttered. ‘I’ll get her in here at once.’


Jemima laid an urgent hand on the housekeeper’s arm. ‘I’ll eat in the kitchen with all of you.’


‘Mr Crosby wouldn’t like it. He’s a stickler for doing things right.’


‘Mrs Newson, if you insist on segregating me, I’ll be on the next train out and Lady Hamlash will have no new dresses for Christmas.’


Mrs Newson fought back. ‘There’s plenty of local women will sew for Her Ladyship. They’ve been good enough in the past.’


‘Fine. Ask Wells to kindly fetch the motor car.’


Mrs Newson held out for a few more seconds then huffed, ‘All right then, but I warn you, Mrs Flowerday, we have a new cook.’


‘Why should I mind that?’


‘A French cook.’


That explained the roast garlic.


‘I happen to adore French food, Mrs Newson.’


‘Lucky for you,’ the housekeeper grunted. ‘Madame won’t cook anything we ask for and flies into a rage if anyone complains.’


Madame? How unexpected.


‘Mr Crosby is forever telling her to mind her place, but does she listen? He doesn’t like strangers at Merry Beggars Hall.’


‘As I discovered.’ Jemima looked for a light switch. Wasn’t the library one of the rooms blessed with electricity? If there was one, it was well hidden.


Her gaze sweeping towards the window, she caught a movement. Wells, still in his chauffeur’s coat and peaked cap, was walking past. There was something poking out of his coat pocket. A small whisky bottle? He stopped and tilted his head as though to catch someone’s words. Jemima moved to the window in time to hear him say in a voice very different from his amiable New England twang, ‘Go away, I’m plumb out of patience! Let me do my job.’ Whoever was in his sight must have made a reply, as he came back with, ‘No. No. It won’t happen.’


At that moment, he turned. Whether or not he recognised Jemima on the other side of the glass, he looked vexed at having been seen.


Jemima stepped back. Mrs Newson, checking for dust on top of the fireplace, suddenly recalled that the servants’ lunch could not start without her. In her urgency to leave, she knocked over a branch of candles. Minutes were lost as Jemima crawled about, retrieving them.


When they stepped into the great hall, they found Crosby the butler standing ramrod straight beside one of the interior doors. At the same moment, a door within the wood panelling opened and out came a young footman. He carried a tray laden with domed dishes and walked with a pronounced limp, his shoes clomping unevenly on the oaken boards. Behind him, and clearly out of breath, came Dinah, bearing a smaller tray with a coffee pot, cup and saucer, and a cheese platter.


‘Quite a parade,’ Jemima whispered to Mrs Newson.


‘It’s how it’s done here,’ the housekeeper replied. ‘Everything is taken in at once to Her Ladyship, even the coffee, so we servants can eat our food without jumping up to wait on her. It is her choice to have it so.’


‘You are fortunate. Not all employers are like that.’ Jemima thought of her parents-in-law, Lord and Lady Winterfold, whose country seat lay twenty miles to the south of here. Both were demons for ringing the bell, keeping their staff on perpetual alert. They had been flabbergasted to discover that Jemima made her own tea, and preferred it so.


The footman proceeded into what had to be the dining room, but Dinah was stopped at the door.


With a sharp hiss that carried all the way to the library, Mr Crosby said, ‘You can’t go into Her Ladyship with a damp apron and cap. Where were you – outside?’


Dinah’s reply was inaudible. Mr Crosby took her tray and dismissed her.


Mrs Newson touched Jemima’s arm. ‘I warned you. A stickler. Follow me.’


They made a dash for the servants’ door concealed within the oak panelling. Dinah came into the servants’ hall a few moments behind them. Jemima watched her pull off her bandeau-style cap and replace it with a dry one. Rain droplets sparkled in her hair, and Jemima only just stopped herself saying, ‘It rarely pays to follow a man around. It gives them too much power.’


As Jemima waited to be invited to sit, she reflected on the secrets of the house. Her Ladyship, sequestered behind closed doors. Wells, walking in the rain with an empty whisky bottle in his pocket. Dinah, being told by him to buzz off before getting a dressing-down from the butler.


And what about the walled garden? The great, unanswered question vibrated like a sustained note on a cello. She had imagined Roland Crosby’s headless body lying under a carpet of leaves in some nearby woodland, but could it be closer still? Buried in the walled garden, perhaps?


As soon as the rain stopped she would find her way there and look for signs of disturbed earth. She might even sneak into the glasshouse… though if that were forbidden territory, she would have a choice to make. Whether to abide by the rules, as a modest dressmaker ought, or break them in the style of an audacious sleuth.










Chapter Five


If Albert Crosby was irritated by Jemima’s appearance at lunch, he made no sign as he took his seat at the head of the table. He was more concerned with the time. ‘Between Dinah and our French cook, things have gone to pot. Her Ladyship received her lunch six minutes late.’


‘Now, now, Mr Crosby.’ Mrs Newson took a chair at his left hand. Jemima was bidden to sit beside her. ‘A minute here and there won’t herald the end of the world.’


‘I’m not talking of minutes lost, Mrs Newson. I’m talking of boundaries.’


‘Indeed,’ Mrs Newson acknowledged, ‘but don’t become like Sir Rufus, pacing after us with a stopwatch.’


Albert Crosby’s lips made a thin line. ‘Boundaries. The crossing of which by those who do not know how things are done.’


The footman Jemima had seen earlier limped in and pulled out a chair opposite her. He gave her a friendly nod. ‘Jack Millar.’


‘Mrs Flowerday, good to meet you.’


Jemima noticed how Jack sat down at an angle, manoeuvring his right limb beneath the table with both hands. A wooden leg would explain the limp. He also had a badly scarred cheek.


Catching her glance, he threw out a one-word explanation, ‘Cambrai.’


He was naming a town in northern France near the Belgian border, a place of brutal fighting towards the end of the war.


She said, ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. I’m used to being the broken wheel.’ Jack’s mouth formed a frugal smile. ‘So, you’re the modiste from the Smoke?’


‘From London, that’s right.’


Jack inspected her tunic top with its square neck and bell sleeves. ‘Is that what ladies are wearing now, sailor shirts?’


She told him it was called a middy blouse. ‘And, yes, they’re all the rage.’


‘Very fetching, miss. It’s quite a thing for us, having modern women in our midst. First a posh lady chef, now you.’


Crosby told Jack to curb his impudence, and chivvied Dinah, who had yet to sit down.


‘Somebody’s in my place,’ Dinah said pointedly.


‘Naturally, Mrs Flowerday takes your place, Dinah, and you must sit lower while she’s with us.’


A chair scraped. Dinah flung herself down, reminding Jemima how fiercely servants protected their ranking at the communal table.


‘I thought you was having your dinner in the library,’ the girl accused.


Jemima noted she must remember that what she and the upper servants called ‘lunch’ was ‘dinner’ to a country girl like Dinah. Later in the day they would have tea and then, finally, a late supper.


‘It was too cold,’ Jemima replied. ‘Sitting in an icebox hinders the creative process.’


‘It’s perishing cold outside too,’ the girl snapped back. ‘I had to fetch in more coal and go up the back stairs with a bucket for your bedroom fire.’ Dinah turned to the butler. ‘Which was why I got wet and was late.’ She redirected her irritation to the housekeeper. ‘I shouldn’t have to get coal in at all. It’s not my job. I had to scrub my hands to serve Her Ladyship, and Mr Crosby still wouldn’t let me.’


‘You must organise your time better,’ Mrs Newson replied. ‘And your job is whatever I say it is.’


Dinah gave her reddened hands a miserable inspection. ‘We should have a village girl come in, one as will do rough work.’


Jack agreed. ‘A ’tween maid, so you can keep your hands soft.’


Jemima was certain Jack had spoken sincerely, but his reward was an angry look from Dinah.


Mr Crosby cleared his throat. ‘We will say grace.’


A skinny kitchen maid, surely no more than thirteen, crept from the kitchen, a steaming tureen in both hands. She bowed her cotton-capped head as Crosby intoned, ‘For what we are about to receive—’


Jemima was delighted when a clear consommé was ladled into her dish, as good as anything she’d tasted in Paris during her honeymoon with Simon. She congratulated Mrs Newson for having found a real French cook. ‘The true article.’


‘Call her “Cook”,’ Dinah butted in, ‘and Madame Guyen will chuck a pan at you. We got to call her “Chef”.’ 


‘Noted.’ Jemima doubted Dinah had rendered the Frenchwoman’s name correctly. Likely, it began with a hard ‘G’ as in Guy Fawkes. She filed the name in her memory. ‘Will she join us?’ The kitchen, behind its barrier-wall of frosted glass, appeared empty now that the kitchen maid had taken her place at the foot of the table.


‘Not her,’ Dinah answered. ‘She eats in her room.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Her and Mr Crosby don’t get on. It’s fish knives at dawn.’


They finished their consommé, after which the kitchen maid fetched in a smoked-fish flan and sautéed potatoes sprinkled with caramelised garlic.


‘Fish, and it’s not even Friday.’ Dinah turned her slice over with her fork. ‘Is it meant to be hot or cold? I like my food one or the other.’


Jemima knew that a French flan, or quiche as they called it over there, was traditionally served tepid. This one smelled divine, and it deserved their full attention. Plus, silence sometimes taught more than chatter. The servants who had chosen to remain at Merry Beggars Hall were not at peace. Fish knives at dawn between the chef and the butler who, between sharp rebukes, drifted into a fretful world of his own. The housekeeper, reluctant to leave the comfort of the servants’ hall. A kitchen maid whom nobody had bothered to introduce.


What more had Jemima learned?


Ah. That poor, broken Jack was sweet on Dinah, while Dinah’s feelings were engaged elsewhere. No sooner was the thought released than Dinah asked Jemima what she made of Mr Wells.


‘He seems affable, though I wonder why a man would travel so far to become an English country chauffeur.’


‘Gardener,’ Jack shot out.


‘Why would he cross the Atlantic to become either?’ Wells couldn’t be here for the money. Merry Beggars Hall breathed an air of financial distress. The staff, for all their attempts at dignity, had a darned appearance and the room they were in was crying out for a coat of fresh paint; yet Lady Hamlash boasted a cook of quality – not to mention Jemima’s services.


Dinah ignored Jack’s interruption, saying eagerly to Jemima, ‘Handsome isn’t he, though, in his driver’s cap and coat?’


Jemima said, ‘I suppose he is, in his way.’ She had no wish to antagonise Jack, whose face had gone red at the mention of the man who, patently, was his rival.Wells’s absence at table had struck her from the first. ‘Doesn’t he eat with you?’


‘Never.’ Jack’s injured cheek twitched. ‘Outdoor staff keep to their own.’


But what ‘own’? Jemima had seen no evidence of other outdoor workers. Remembering the bottle poking from Wells’s coat pocket, she wondered if he was lonely. Bored. A midday drinker? Time to change the subject.


‘Has Madame Guyen worked here long?’ she asked Mrs Newson.


‘About a week. She’s from London, like you. Lady Hamlash was anxious for a proper chef in time for Christmas, but it was hard getting anyone.’


Getting anyone who wasn’t put off by the cloud of an unsolved murder and the absence of electricity, Jemima presumed.


Mrs Newson asked the kitchen maid if Madame Guyen was taking her meal in her room as usual. ‘Only, I didn’t see you fetch her cutlery from the dresser, Beth.’


Beth. Jemima made a mental note.


‘She went out,’ the girl answered meekly.


Hardly was it spoken when a white figure flitted past the glass lobby, briefly visible through the rain-streaked panes. A short while later, the opening and shutting of a solid door suggested Madame Guyen had come in through a rear entrance.


‘Up to her tricks,’ growled the butler.


‘Most likely picking herbs for dinner,’ Mrs Newson soothed.


‘Nettles and thistles most like,’ grumbled Dinah. ‘They eat funny stuff in France.’


‘That’s enough,’ said the housekeeper. ‘Take a tray of food to her, Beth, then bring in dessert.’


After some minutes away from the table, Beth returned with a crème brûlée. Mr Crosby broke the sugar glaze on top with a spoon. It was divine and even Dinah cleared her bowl. Afterwards, as Beth rose to stack dishes, Jemima felt it was time to present herself to Her Ladyship.


Mrs Newson led the way, leaving Jemima at the drawing-room door while she consulted with her mistress. Almost at once, Jemima heard raised voices and stepped closer, the better to hear. She hoped she was not the cause of an argument. The thickness of the door frustrated her and so she turned the handle, giving a gentle nudge with her shoulder, allowing the door to open as if by accident. Through the gap, Jemima saw Mrs Newson at the open window, leaning out and sharply bidding somebody to ‘Leave My Lady alone.’ This part of the grounds was private, she added. ‘You are out of bounds!’


Lady Hamlash must have been in the room too, because Jemima could hear somebody breathing close by in an agitated way. It was beyond her audacity to step uninvited into the room, and so she softly re-closed the door. Mrs Newson came out a minute later, looking flushed, and explained that owing to a headache, Lady Hamlash was ‘unequal to a meeting at present’.


Her curiosity stirred, Jemima needed no encouragement to retire to her room where, to her delight, a fire crackled in the grate. Pulling the chair up to the window, she took out her journal. She wrote in some detail about the lunch she had enjoyed – ‘Sublime, though unappreciated by the servants and seasoned with the butler’s unconcealed hostility’ – and added Dinah’s revelation regarding fish knives. Then she pondered.


What have I learned? Dinah likes Wells, whereas he has little time for her. ‘Go away, I’m plumb out of patience!’ were the tender words I overheard. Jack likes Dinah, whereas Dinah… dear me. Star-crossed lovers.


Had it been Dinah bothering Lady Hamlash, straying into forbidden territory in her pursuit of Wells? It seemed likely.


To call the emotions swirling through Merry Beggars Hall ‘undercurrents’ was an injustice to currents. It seemed reasonable to suppose that the tensions originated in the terrible shock of a murder so close and so personal. Jemima chewed her pencil before adding:


I am as far as ever from guessing how Roland Crosby came to die, or where the rest of his body might be. As to why he made his journey, could the simple truth be that he came to visit his brother?


Albert Crosby’s face swam into her mind’s eye. Anxious, vexed, haunted. Could the brother also be the killer? Was not the first bloody story of the Bible that of fratricide, when Cain slew Abel?


It was an idea that put a temporary stop to speculation. Jemima laid her journal aside and took out her sketch pad. Working fast, she schemed out a series of evening gowns designed to flatter a lady in late middle age and was still sketching when the stable clock gave three deep chimes. At the same time, a pungent smell filtered in from outside. Pushing up the window sash, she peered down on the roof of the tool shed directly below. Tobacco. Her late father had been an occasional pipe smoker and Jemima recognised the odour.


‘Virginia leaf,’ she decided.


Wells emerged from the shed and her comment, ‘Are you smoking?’ brought his head up.


‘Not smoking, ma’am, cooking.’ His good mood seemed restored and he gave her a lopsided grin.


‘It doesn’t smell very appetising,’ Jemima said.


‘It isn’t meant to. It’s insecticide, home-brewed and deadly.’


‘Deadly?’


‘If you happen to have six legs.’ He touched the peak of his cap in salute, then walked to the middle of the walled garden to stand in the drizzle. He’d changed from chauffeur’s uniform into a tweed jacket and breeches, she noted, with gaiters over his boots. Two jobs, two rig-outs.


At precisely three by Jemima’s watch, ten past if one went by the stable-yard clock, a woman entered the scene. Despite a felt hat pulled down over her forehead, she was recognisable to Jemima from the photographs that had appeared in the press last spring. It was Ada, Lady Hamlash.










Chapter Six


As Lady Hamlash strode towards Wells, the greatcoat she was wearing gaped to reveal woollen stockings and shoes capable of treading juice from turnips. Watching Wells again touch his cap in the prescribed English manner, Jemima guessed that a garden inspection was underway.


It crossed her mind to call out and ask Her Ladyship where the headache had flown to, but something more interesting was unfolding. A third figure had entered the garden, this one in snowy aprons. A chef’s pillbox hat, a sweep of brunette hair above a swanlike neck… who could it be other than the French chef, Madame Guyen?
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