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			Cast of Characters


			The Honourable Flora Farrington – wealthy war widow and mother of Tony (b.1910 with blue eyes and black hair like his father) and Debo (b.1914 with brown curly hair and brown eyes like her mother). Flora is in her thirties, petite and darker than is the fashion.


			Dorothy the dachshund – impeccable in both her looks and breeding.


			Inspector Busby – early thirties. Flora suspects he is a few years younger than her.


			Nanny – younger than she looks. Irish, hard whisky drinking, cigar smoking, carpetbag in hand. Knitter and no-nonsense. She has been with Flora since she was a baby.


			Flora’s Household – Farrington Hall in the Cotswolds


			Mrs Wilkes - Housekeeper/cook.  


			Mavis and Gladys – Flora’s excitable maids.


			Mr Bert, old as the hills – Gardener.


			Butler – Roberts, small, lithe and agile. A classic suave ‘silver fox’. Both Flora and Roberts himself think of him as more an ‘honorary’ butler than a normal ‘mere’ servant. They met in the Spring when Flora was in France.


			Derek Adams’ household:


			Maud (deceased) – an old schoolfriend of Flora’s – they have had little contact over the years and in reality, never really cared for each other.


			Derek Adams – Maud’s husband – slicked-back hair and with poor taste in tweed. He is probably around fifty.


			Nurse Susan Smythson is an efficient nurse in her late twenties. A handsome lady with violet eyes and chestnut hair. 


			Mrs Scrubs – Housekeeper - indeterminate age, possibility in her forties. Secretive and desiccated.


			Paul Draycott – extremely talented gardener but ruined by the war.


			Claire Draycott – Paul’s wife – aged twenty-four.


			Betty Draycott – Paul and Claire’s cute toddler.


			Others:


			Dr Victor Honour – austere and reserved. He had been a medical officer during the war and bears the scars down the left side of his face.


			Amanda Honour – Dr Honour’s mother – she has cold grey eyes and an icy personality.


			Lady Robin Clarke – goodlooking, wealthy and ruthless.


			 Mrs Joan Pie – a warm and motherly lady who runs the children’s home. 


			Lavinia – Flora’s goddaughter – young, beautiful, orphaned and wealthy.


			Great Aunt Gigi – flamboyant and fabulous.


			Pierre and Anton Beau Frere - Great Aunt Gigi’s Beautiful Boys.


			Jaqueline Bernard – annoyingly youthful and attractive (to Flora’s mind) who knew Busby as a child. She is presently working as a French governess for Colonel Ford and Mrs Ford’s three daughters.


		


	

		


		

			Contents


			Chapter 1


			Chapter 2


			Chapter 3


			Chapter 4


			Chapter 5


			Chapter 6


			Chapter 7


			Chapter 8


			Chapter 9


			Chapter 10


			Chapter 11


			Chapter 12


			Chapter 13


			Chapter 14


			Chapter 15


			Chapter 16


			


			Chapter 17


			Chapter 18


			Chapter 19


		


		


		

		


	

		

			Chapter 1


			9th December 1924 
The Possibility of Murder


			‘Flora, please tell me that it wasn’t you who murdered Maud.’ 


			In her surprise, Flora swerved her Morgan sports car and exclaimed, ‘Nanny! Why on earth would you think I’d do such a thing?’


			Bringing the car back under control, she glanced over to where Nanny’s ample form was squashed into the small car seat. Dressed with her long black cloak over her outdated dress and with a hat pinned to her wild grey curls, she looked as if she belonged to the Victorian age rather than the modernity of the 1920s. With both Dorothy the dachshund and her ever-present red carpetbag perched on her knee, she looked less than comfortable. 


			Calmly, Nanny replied, ‘How else are you going to get to spend time with that lovely Inspector Busby?’ While Flora spluttered with indignation, Nanny’s small black eyes twinkled, and in a matter-of-fact tone she added, ‘I’m not saying that I’d blame you. After all, you have been a widow for a long time and Busby is gorgeous.’


			Dorothy yapped, Amen to that!


			Flora skilfully overtook a heavy horse pulling a cart and declared, ‘But still, Nanny, surely you don’t think I’m capable of putting weights in the pockets of her dressing gown and leaving her to drown in a freezing ornamental lake?’


			Nanny considered the point for what Flora considered to be an unnecessarily long time. ‘Well, you were never very keen on her when you were at school together.’


			


			‘Really, Nanny!’ They drove on for a bit in silence before Flora continued, ‘She really couldn’t have chosen a more inconvenient time to die, what with Christmas just around the corner. The children will be home for the holidays in the next day or two, then not long after that we have the fireworks party, and then the Lords and Ladies ball, not to mention Great Aunt Gigi’s coming to stay.’


			Nanny chose to ignore the prospect of Great Aunt Gigi’s visit. Instead, she smiled and remarked, ‘I always rather enjoy the Lords and Ladies ball. It’s grand having the lords and ladies waiting on the staff.’


			‘Except there aren’t any lords and ladies in the village. I am the nearest thing and I am only an Hon,’ said Flora as she swept a stray brown curl out of her eyes with one gloved hand while keeping the other hand firmly on the steering wheel. She couldn’t imagine how it had managed to escape her tight-fitting red hat.


			Nanny sniffed. ‘Anyways, I doubt Maud was planning on getting murdered just now.’


			‘Probably not,’ conceded Flora.


			‘And we’re discounting the notion she might have taken her own life.’


			Flora frowned. ‘Shouldn’t think so – she was never low-spirited and she lacked the imagination. Besides, with a potful of money – and, as she told me in her last letter, a new husband who was the last thing in doting – why would she? Isn’t it ridiculous that since she moved into the village a few weeks ago, the only contact I have had with her is through letters? I haven’t even met her new husband.’ She was silent for a moment as she slowed for a sharp corner. ‘Although, in my defence, Maud was only here for a heartbeat before she had to have her appendix out and didn’t want visitors.’


			‘Word in the village is that Derek Adams is an affable sort of a chap, whereas Maud was unfriendly.’


			Flora sighed. ‘She always was a bit of a pill. All elbows, if you know what I mean. I think at the heart of the problem was that she always had more money than brains.’


			‘A bit like your goddaughter.’


			


			‘Which one?’


			‘Lavinia.’


			‘Gosh, you are right! They both have – or in Maud’s case, had – the same wide-eyed prettiness and giddy personality. While we are talking about Lavinia, did I mention that she’s popping in for tea today?’


			Nanny nodded. ‘And then will she be staying for the fireworks, ball and Christmas?’


			‘Sort of. I believe she’ll be popping up and down to London for the odd festive party.’


			Nanny wriggled on her seat. ‘Thank goodness we are nearly there. Your driving is more suitable for the racetrack at Brooklands than for taking your old nanny on an outing. I’ve been meaning to ask: tell me, where did Maud’s money come from?’


			‘Her father made a fortune in textiles up north and then he made even more during the war. He had the government contract for socks, or was it Macinoshes? I have an idea there was a bit of a scandal with that – something about substandard quality. Anyway, he conveniently died of a heart attack leaving his partner to face the music. He killed himself.’


			‘What? I thought you said he had a heart attack?’


			Flora sighed. ‘It was Maud’s father who had a heart attack and Maud’s father’s business partner who had to face the music.’


			Nanny nodded. ‘And it was this business partner who took his life as the result of the scandal?’


			‘That’s right!’ said Flora as she slowed down to overtake a group of children walking along the side of the road.


			‘But despite the scandal, Maud still inherited a fortune?’ queried Nanny


			‘Exactly. More money than she knows what to do with. And here we are,’ said Flora as they turned into a driveway.


			Nanny frowned. ‘Well there doesn’t seem to be much of a mystery around her demise then. If it was murder, the husband must have done it.’


			‘Nanny, you are always on the ball, solving murders before teatime, but we still have to prove it.’


			


			Nanny laughed and returned to an earlier topic. ‘Which will mean you can spend more time with Busby.’


			Flora flushed – even the tops of her ears went pink. Her mouth went inexplicably dry and she had to swallow before she could speak. ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ she stammered without much conviction as she brought the car to a stop.


			Nanny gave a low chuckle; obviously she wasn’t convinced.


			Flora stepped out of the car and stood up straight. Diminutive, at just a smidge over five foot, she was slim and fit. She may have a darker complexion than was fashionable but people only tended to notice the warmth of her smile. It was as she smoothed down her dress after the drive that she had a sudden qualm of doubt. ‘Oh Nanny you don’t think this dress, coat and hat ensemble is a bit inappropriate for a house in mourning, do you?’


			Nonchalantly, Nanny regarded her. ‘Totally inappropriate, child. Since when has bright red been suitable for visiting the bereaved? Still, it’s too late now.’


			Flora glanced down at Dorothy, who was looking very dashing in her matching red collar and lead. The dachshund looked back at her with sparkling black eyes and wagged her tail enthusiastically. ‘And I probably shouldn’t have brought you, either, however much you fussed not to be left at home.’ She straightened herself and took a deep breath. ‘Still, as Nanny says, it’s too late now.’


			Nanny surveyed the modern, square house. Its name was carved and painted on a sign: ‘Heavenly Haven’.


			Nanny sniffed. ‘Frightfully of the moment. Can’t say I care much for it but I suppose it would be easy to run.’


			Flora agreed. ‘It is modern.’ In her eyes, when it came to architecture, there could be no greater criticism than to be deemed modern. She tilted her head on one side, regarding the house critically. ‘It looks so stark and harsh. Why on earth didn’t they use the soft-coloured local stone?’


			It was square and sparse. The house itself was off-white with incongruous green shutters dressing the windows. The front door was elevated by a generous porch.


			Thoughtfully Flora said, ‘The house is not exactly small, but it is surprisingly modest considering Maud’s wealth.’


			Nanny nodded while Flora turned her attention to the immaculate garden and thought of her own garden’s sad state. She sighed. ‘I must say the grounds are sensational. My own gardener, Mr Bert, is a poppet but I’m afraid he’s long past creating a masterpiece like this.’ 


			As they approached the house they noticed the front door had been left ajar, despite the winter weather. Through, the open front door they heard raised voices. They glanced at each other with raised eyebrows and gave each other a significant look. 


			Flora smiled and said solemnly, ‘Oh dear, Nanny, we appear to have come at an inopportune moment.’ 


			Nanny nodded and gave her a grin. ‘And if we edge a step or two to the left, we should be able to see and hear everything.’


			As ever, Nanny was quite right. Through the open front door they had an excellent view of the combatants. Flora was pleased that, for once, Dorothy kept a discreet silence.


			Flora whispered, ‘I know Dr Victor Honour of course.’ She nodded toward the man. He was around six foot in height, with scarring on the left side of his face – yet another relic of the war. Like most of the village, Flora held him in high regard. His austere manner meant he was admired rather than held in affection. He did general practice but was known to have a dream of setting up a nursing home to soothe the souls of the men who had come back from the war scarred in the mind.


			Flora indicated the young woman in front of him. ‘But who is that?’


			She wore a starched grey nurse’s uniform and was nearly as tall as the doctor. She had dark chestnut hair and was what was termed handsome rather than pretty. The fine lines around her eyes suggested to Flora an age around the late thirties.


			Nanny just had time to hiss, ‘That’s some fancy nurse, I believe her name is Nurse Smythson. She happened to be down from London when Maud had her emergency appendix op.’ 


			The doctor was breathing heavily, his fists were clenched and when he spoke his voice shook. ‘Nurse Smythson, the medication I left in your care has definitely not been handled correctly. The sedation has been over-used.’


			Nurse Smythson raised her chin. There was a faint flush above her strong cheekbones. ‘Dr Honour, as I have already told you, I only used the vials of morphine as you directed.’ Her voice was strained, showing only the slightest tremor of emotion.


			His jaw tensed. ‘Then explain the missing ones.’


			Under his intimidating stare, Nurse Smythson hung her head, and the tone of her voice dropped. ‘I can’t.’


			It was at that moment that an older man slunk in. Flora guessed this must be Maud’s husband, Derek Adams. His suit was brash but crumpled, his hair was dyed and pomaded. Narrow-shouldered and smooth-jawed, there were shadows beneath his eyes and his face was unnaturally pallid. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a feeble whisper. ‘Dr Honour, I must protest. I strongly object to you implying any misconduct on Susan’s – I mean Nurse Smythson’s – behalf. Her conduct in the time she has been here has been exemplary. My dear wife’s death is nothing but a tragic accident.’ 


			His voice had caught on the word ‘death’. For a moment he was overcome with emotion but quickly collected himself. ‘I have been constantly impressed by her patience. My darling Maud could be a little trying at times and Nurse Smythson only ever showed her compassion and understanding.’


			Nurse Susan Smythson threw him a grateful look which lifted her face and made Flora revise the age she had guessed. Perhaps she was in her late twenties.


			Flora and Nanny were fascinated but their sleuthing was interrupted by a sharp query in an accusatory tone. ‘Can I help you?’


			They found themselves confronted by an exceptionally tall and thin old woman, with grey hair in a tight bun under an austere and ugly hat. Goodness! thought Flora. She looks just like that pet tortoise I had as a child! She has the same bulging, rheumy eyes, no chin – and talk about a crepey neck! This must be the housekeeper; I believe her name is Mrs Scrubs.


			


			Flora blushed. Nanny was made of sterner stuff, and brazenly, looked her up and down. 


			 Dr Honour and Nurse Smythson stopped arguing, startled into silence as the three came to the front door. They stared at Nanny and Flora. Even Derek Adams blinked at them.


			‘What-ho!’ stammered Flora with a weak smile.


			At that moment, a saviour appeared in the unlikely form of Mrs Honour, the doctor’s mother. She was a familiar and forceful figure in both Flora’s and the village’s life. 


			I never thought the day would come when I would actually be pleased to see her!


			She was nearly as tall as the scowling housekeeper, but far more elegant in both dress and demeanour. Flora had known the imposing older woman for many years but she had always remained an acquaintance rather than a friend. Mrs Honour wore her snow-white hair swept up in an elegant chignon, with the suggestion of a chic hat pinned to one side. She was wearing a dove-grey dress that was à la mode, with its dropped waist and higher hem. 


			Flora glanced at Mrs Honour’s costume with a silent sigh. Trust Mrs Honour to choose a colour so much more suitable for a house in mourning than my dashing red.


			Mrs Honour’s return gaze clearly stated that she was thinking, What in the world are you doing, visiting a house in mourning in that costume? 


			But all she actually said was, ‘Mrs Farrington, I see you are here, like me, to pay your respects.’


			Exultant at this opt-out-of-an-embarrassing-moment suggestion, Flora mumbled, ‘Rather!’


			Dr Honour’s lips were set in a firm line. ‘Mother, now is not the time.’


			Mrs Honour cast a dismissive glance at her son. ‘Victor, you must allow me to be the best judge of what is and is not a good time.’ Seamlessly, she turned to the housekeeper and with a quiet, commanding voice demanded, ‘Mrs Scrubs, be so good as to make us some tea. We will have it in the drawing room.’ She bestowed a charming smile on the grieving widower. ‘Mr Adams, If you will kindly show us the way.’


			She strode forwards with Flora following meekly in her wake. Gosh! It must be heavenly to be so audacious.


			As they headed towards the drawing room, Nanny quietly followed the housekeeper to the kitchen.


			The drawing room was rectangular and bland. The fireplace was mean and small; Flora could tell at a glance that it was not big enough to ever provide a roaring blaze. The rest of the room was equally uninspiring. It boasted magnolia walls and the curtains were insipid. The chairs were of recent design and comfortable, which was more than could be said for the company. 


			Flora noted the small array of Christmas cards on display. Very festive, but I’d rather not have the reminder that I haven’t started mine yet. She brightened. It’s probably too late now, so I needn’t bother. She turned her attention back to her host.


			Derek Adams was polite. Even in his dishevelled state of mourning, with his hint of stubble and his shirt not fully tucked in he managed to say all the right things. ‘How kind of both of you ladies to come. Mrs Honour, I know how busy you are, so thoughtful of you to make the time to visit. Mrs Farrington? Ah yes! If only we were meeting under happier circumstances. My dear Maud always spoke so fondly of your schooldays together.’


			To Flora’s delight, Mrs Honour soon proved to be a positive bulldog of determination when it came to questioning Derek over Maud’s demise. Primly poised, sitting very erect on the edge of her seat, the older lady regarded their host with cool grey eyes. ‘Now, Derek, what in the world was Maud thinking of? I mean, wandering down to the lake in nothing more than her nightie and dressing gown at that hour of the morning?’


			The implied criticism of his late wife seemed to affect Derek deeply; his lined face contorted in distress. Oh goodness, the poor man looks stricken. I am a worm for gleefully prying into Maud’s demise. Sometimes my curiosity is a curse.


			 With a sigh, he admitted, ‘And barefoot.’


			‘Barefoot?’ exclaimed Flora, all remorse forgotten. ‘But Maud always had a bit of a phobia about going around barefoot. She kicked up a stink when Gracie Pearl and Gertie Arbuckle hid her slippers in Matron’s aspidistra.’ She felt a zing of excitement. This is confirmation that Maud was murdered – she would never have ventured outside without her feet suitably clad. Of course, it could be argued that galoshes would be even more suitable wear than slippers.


			Mrs Honour was uninterested in Gracie and Gertie’s adventures with Matron’s aspidistra and spoke over Flora. ‘I understand she had her appendix out two weeks ago – could that have affected the balance of her mind?’


			Derek ran a heavy hand through his grey hair and slowly shook his head. ‘I really couldn’t say. Dr Honour and Nurse Smythson performed the operation on the kitchen table. We were so fortunate Nurse Smythson was on hand – she’s had a lot of theatre experience at that big London hospital, I forget its name.’


			Mrs Honour sniffed and said tartly, ‘I hardly think the presence of some nurse was of any significance. My son is truly brilliant. His talent is sadly wasted in this backwater. I keep urging him to open rooms in Harley Street but…’ She grimaced before returning her hawk-like gaze on Derek. ‘I understand you were away from home when the incident occurred?’


			Derek appeared to be only half listening; he was staring at his shoes. He nodded absently. ‘I had pressing business in Shrewsbury and only arrived back as—’ his voice caught, ‘—as Maud’s body was being carried up from the pond.’ He took a couple of steadying breaths. ‘I should never have left her, but the business matter was urgent and I thought that with Susan, Nurse Smythson, here… I never imagined—’


			‘Quite,’ declared Mrs Honour. Her grey eyes were cold as ice, her thin lips a rigid line. ‘I must say she couldn’t have chosen a more inconvenient time, what with Christmas in two weeks. We have the fireworks party and the Lords and Ladies ball before that.’


			Derek murmured a weak apology while Flora mused, Gosh Nanny was right; it does sound rather callous when one points out the trickiness of Maud’s timing. I must try to be a better person.


			


			Mrs Honour was now in full flow. ‘I suppose we will have to cancel the village’s traditional Christmas fireworks.’ She tutted and shook her head in a disapproving way. ‘Such a shame as everyone was so looking forward to it, especially the children. Still, it can’t be helped. We can hardly hold the fireworks party by your ornamental lake under the circumstances.’ She did some more tutting and head shaking; this time it was laced with regret. ‘Pity – fireworks always look magnificent when reflected over a body of water. But like I said, it can’t be helped. If only we could find a new venue but at this late date and so close to Christmas, I fear that is impossible.’


			Derek’s shoulders drooped more and more with each phrase of her accusatory speech and his hollow eyes sank further into his face. Weakly he murmured, ‘I really am most terribly sorry.’


			Flora felt her heart constrict as she regarded the poor man. Impulsively she declared, ‘No problem at all. Please don’t give it a second thought. We can have the fireworks party at Farrington Hall. It’s a little further from the village but we can lay on a couple of the farm’s horses and carts to transport people, just like we are doing for the ball. The children will love it.’


			The moment the words were out of her mouth, she regretted her decision. Her stomach tightened and, too late, a vision of the chaos and extra work the fireworks would involve swam before her eyes.


			Derek look visibly relieved, which made Flora feel a little better, but not much.


			Mrs Honour almost smiled; her lips quivered while her eyes remained cold. Briskly, she stated, ‘Excellent. It will be easy for you as you will be hosting the Lords and Ladies Ball shortly afterwards.’


			Flora was at a loss to see how hosting a second major function a few days later made it easy for her to host the fireworks, but Mrs Honour had already moved on to another topic. ‘What are you going to do about Draycott?’


			‘Draycott?’ Derek seemed confused. 


			Flora’s horticultural brain went instantly into full swing at the mention of the name. ‘Paul Draycott is a total genius with his roses,’ she said. ‘He did frightfully well last summer at the village show. I must say, Derek, I do envy you having him as your gardener. My Mr Bert is a gem, but he is as old as the hills and—’


			Mrs Honour was clearly as uninterested in Flora’s problems with her gardener as she was in slippers and aspidistras. She cut across her as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Really, the man needs locking up. He isn’t safe. That temper of his is totally out of control.’


			It was Flora’s turn to look puzzled. ‘I’m sorry, have I missed something? What has Paul Draycott got to do with – eh – the present situation?’


			Mrs Honour gave Flora a withering look. ‘If you spent more time contributing to the village you would have heard that just before Maud needed her appendix out, she was involved in an unfortunate incident. Maud hit Draycott’s daughter Polly with her car.’


			Flora gasped. ‘She killed her?’


			‘No, just gave her a broken leg but Draycott made a frightful fuss about the whole thing. The man has never been quite right in the head since he came back from the war. He doesn’t sleep or speak; he simply roams around the countryside all night.’


			Flora immediate thought was, If Maud hit my daughter, Debo, with her car, I would make a frightful fuss, too. 


			Derek stared into the middle distance. ‘I am afraid Draycott’s distress was increased by Maud’s behaviour after the accident. She was a bit offhand about it.’


			Flora bit her tongue for a moment, then blurted out, ‘That sounds like typical of Maud, running a child over then acting as if it’s all too boring to deal with.’


			Derek voice became wistful. ‘I suppose at least I can re-employ him now. I didn’t like dismissing him without a reference just before Christmas, but Maud insisted.’


			Flora gasped, shocked that even Maud would insist on such a thing. Mrs Honour’s tight-lipped expression suggested she agreed with Maud.


			Derek swallowed before glancing up at the women. ‘I suppose that that at least is a good thing and it’s good to know that the children’s home will benefit from inheriting Maud’s fortune.’


			Mrs Honour sniffed. ‘When I heard that Maud had left her not inconsiderable fortune to some children’s home near Oxford, I thought it most odd.’


			‘So, Nanny was wrong,’ mused Flora.


			‘What?’ asked Mrs Honour sharply.


			Flora gave a weak smile. ‘Oh frightfully sorry, I was thinking out loud. Just something Nanny said on the drive over.’ Thank goodness I didn’t actually articulate that we had the grieving widower down as the chief suspect motivated by Maud’s money. ‘Children’s home? Do tell me more. I didn’t know Maud was interested in—’ Flora just stopped herself from saying, ‘in anyone but herself’. Instead, she said, ‘—in a children’s home.’ 


			Privately, she thought, Strange, I thought the only thing Maud disliked more than giving to charity was children.


			Derek’s voice trailed away just as the housekeeper bustled in carrying a heavy tray ladened with goodies. She was still frowning with disapproval, especially when her eyes alighted on Flora. 


			‘Now Derek, we must organise the funeral,’ said Mrs Honour, her voice laced with glee.


			Derek looked at her with horror.


			‘You don’t need to do a thing,’ she said. ‘I will organise it all.’ 


			Derek flinched. His mouth fell open and he raised a hand. ‘No, no, I can—’


			‘So that’s settled then. I believe I’m free on Thursday.’


			‘But that’s only a few days away,’ stammered Derek.


			With a calm force, Mrs Honour stated, ‘Far better to get it out of the way, especially with the fireworks, the ball and Christmas all to be got through in the next two weeks.’


			‘I’ll do the flowers,’ piped in Flora. Once more, she immediately regretted her offer. When I’ll have the time, goodness only knows. 


			Mrs Honour frowned, she was evidently loath to relinquish any control but as she was hopeless at anything floral, she had little chance but to nod. Almost as if she was speaking to herself, she muttered, ‘While I’m speaking to the vicar, I must tell him to stamp out these ridiculous stories about angels.’


			‘Angels?’ queried Flora, baffled as to the link between, funerals, flowers and angels.


			Mrs Honour sighed. ‘So, you haven’t heard the rumours? Several villagers are insisting that on the night Maud died, there were two beautiful, statuesque, blonde angels wondering around the village.’


			‘Goodness!’ was all Flora managed to say before a knock at the door led to a muttered curse from Mrs Scrubs, before she reluctantly slunk away to open it.


			Conversation in the drawing room stopped as all were curious as to who the new visitor was. Both Flora and Dorothy recognised Busby’s steady baritone voice.


			Flora felt a flutter of butterflies in her stomach, while Dorothy started to wag her tail enthusiastically.


			Busby strode into the room, exuding professional confidence. His neat tweed suit and shiny shoes were in sharp orderly contrast to his unruly rusty-coloured curls and freckles. He lost no time in addressing Derek. ‘Mr Adams, I am sorry to intrude at this sad time. Allow me to introduce myself, I am...’ His hazel eyes alighted on Flora, ensconced on the sofa with Dorothy happily straining at her lead in her attempt to get closer to Busby. For a moment he seemed to forget his name as he blinked in amazement. Flora looked innocently up at him. He swallowed and with difficulty regained his composure. ‘I am Chief Inspector Busby. I am afraid I need to ask you some questions.’ He gave Flora a meaningful look. ‘So if you ladies would kindly leave.’


			The look he was giving Flora as he said these words was anything but kindly. She and Mrs Honour rose to their feet and Derek, ever the gentleman, mimicked their action.


			Mrs Honour shook Derek’s hand, saying in a loud voice that he was to contact her should he need anything and of course she would organise the funeral for him. Flora took advantage of this to approach Busby.


			He glowered down at her. ‘Mrs Farrington, I feel I must caution you against meddling in police matters.’ He raised one eyebrow. ‘I just hope I have arrived here before you have had much time to create your habitual havoc.’ 


			‘I am shocked by your accusation, Inspector.’ Flora stood as tall as her petite height would permit, her unruly brown curls framing her heart-shaped face, and blinked virtuously at the detective. ‘When have I ever interfered in police matters?’ 


			Busby regarded her with calm tawny eyes. With just a hint of a smile about his generous mouth, he replied, ‘Well, the first time I am aware of was when you insisted we pretend to be a married couple at the Tews’ Christmas house party. Then when we were in France, I lost count of the number of times you disrupted my investigation.’


			‘Details, details,’ declared Flora, waving her hand in the air as if she could dismiss the notion away as easily as an errant wasp. 


			Busby returned to Derek Adams while Mrs Honour joined Flora in the hall. Mrs Scrubs seemed rather too delighted to show Flora and Mrs Honour the door. Nanny was already waiting there, her hat pinned to her head and her red carpetbag in hand. 


			Mrs Honour declared, ‘I can’t stand around here, I have work to do.’ She strode away purposefully. 


			Flora felt a pang of pity for whoever was about to be the victim of Mrs Honour’s work. One knows any work that lady performs will be of the good work variety: charitable and condescending. Out loud, she said, ‘It’s a shame I didn’t get my cup of tea. Still, one can’t have everything in life.’ She turned to the housekeeper and asked, ‘Could you kindly point out where Paul Draycott lives?’ 


			Too late, she realised that this request might well provoke suspicion in this woman’s mind but she need not have feared as Mrs Scrubs eyed her sharply. ‘No doubt you’ll be wanting to see if you can steal him away for your own garden. Word in the village is that your Mr Bert is past it. If you hold on a tick, I’ll just grab my coat and show you. I have some bits to take them.’


			True to her word she soon had her meagre coat wrapped around her even meaner figure and with a basket on her arm she led the way down the driveway.


			


			Flora glanced at her watery eyes and cracked lips and struggled for a topic of conversation to break the silence. Her eyes alighted on the basket. ‘Most kind of you to take pity on the Draycott family in their time of trouble.’


			As she spoke an awful realisation struck her. Goodness, I sound like a character in some highly moral Victorian novel – or, worse still, like Mrs Honour. She shivered at the idea of her resembling Mrs Honour. I need to read something racier. Perhaps something by Eleanor Glynn. How does the rhyme go? ‘Would you like to sin with Eleanor Glynn on a tiger skin?’


			Mrs Scrubs’ mind was obviously not on tiger skins, but sin did feature as she sniffed and tartly replied, ‘I’m not doing it for the parents, I’m doing it for Betty. It ain’t right for a child to be punished for the sins of her parents.’


			There was a bitterness in her voice that made Flora ponder, I wonder what sins Mrs Scrubs’ parents committed that she was punished for as a child?


			Down the drive and on the edge of the village stood a small sandstone cottage. The cottage was in good order and even the garden gate swung neatly on its hinges – a sure sign of being well cared for.


			‘Here we are,’ announced Mrs Scrubs.


			Flora regarded the orderly garden, neatly put to bed for the winter. Everything was pristine, from the neatly mulched beds to sack-wrapped roses. ‘Easy to see gardening is his passion as well as his profession.’


			By the side of the cottage, a tall well-built man was chopping wood. Even from this distance it was easy to see that his right side was stiff and unyielding. Everyone in the village knew that he’d lost half his face as well as much of the use of his right side in the trenches. Familiarity with veterans’ more grisly war wounds softens the onlookers’ horror – or perhaps one just gets better at masking one’s horror, mused Flora. 


			A small robin red breast was close by. Flora caught the tenderness with which this husk of humanity gently took something from his pocket and crumbled it on the ground for the bird. They were evidently used to working in tandem. 


			As Mrs Scrubs led the way, Paul looked up and glowered at the intruders.


			‘No need to scowl like that, Draycott; we’re not here to see you, we’re here for the babe,’ commented Mrs Scrubs as she pushed past. She entered the back door with only a brief ‘Cooey!’ while Flora and Nanny followed.


			The moment Flora entered the spotless kitchen, she felt as if she’d been wrapped in a comforting blanket of warmth. Coppers shone, the table gleamed with beeswax polish, a kettle sang on the hearth and the scent of baking was in the air. The festive season was much in evidence, with colourful paper chains strung across the low ceiling.


			In front of the range, on a tartan rug, sat a small girl playing with a rag doll. Flora guessed her age to be about three and a half. She had a halo of golden ringlets and one of her little legs was stiffly encased in plaster.


			As Flora crossed the threshold, a pretty young women, with buxom curves and the same golden curls, stopped singing, and smiled. ‘Well, here’s a treat and no mistake! Visitors!’ 


			The toddler looked up and beamed. She had a delightfully open and innocent face. 


			‘Come yourselves in and be welcome,’ said the woman. ‘This a joy and it’s a blessing that I’ve just been baking.’ 


			Mrs Scrubs sniffed yet again. ‘I’m not stopping, some of us have work to do. I just came to leave this for Betty.’ She took various foodie treats out of the basket and laid them on the side. ‘Like as not, these fine folks have time enough to sit around and drink tea.’ With that, she departed. 


			Mrs Draycott took advantage of the door being briefly open to call, ‘Paul, come on in for your cup of tea.’ She smiled at her guests. ‘Sit yourselves down and I’ll fetch the teapot and some buns.’


			Flora was fond of children and chose the chair nearest to the little girl. She nodded towards the rag doll and politely enquired, ‘Who is this?’ 


			


			‘She’s Polly and I’m Betty.’ The child looked quizzically at Flora with large blue eyes and held out the much-loved doll. ‘Would you like a hold?’ 


			‘I certainly would!’ Flora cradled the doll. ‘I’m Mrs Farrington. Does your baby, Polly, sleep well?’


			‘Sleeps and eats like the angel she is,’ declared the proud young mother, evidently repeating a phrase she had heard to describe herself. A large ginger tomcat strolled into the kitchen and laid himself down next to Betty. Sprawled out flat with just the occasional flick of his tail, he basked in the warmth of the range. 


			Sullenly Paul stomped in. He tossed an armful of small logs in the basket by the range and sat down at the table without making eye contact with either Flora or Nanny. Undeterred by her husband’s rudeness, the young woman laughed. ‘Oh Paul, will you leave off your sulking. We don’t often have company.’


			Without looking up, Paul muttered, ‘Got work to do.’


			Mrs Draycott gave Flora an apologetic smile. ‘Now, I know from all the local flower shows that you be Mrs Farrington. It’s many a fête I’ve seen you open in your fine clothes. I am Claire Draycott and this little bundle of joy is our Betty.’ 


			Betty beamed. ‘That lady already knows; we’re friends.’


			Once they were settled, Mrs Draycott poured the tea. Nanny surveyed the dark, inky liquid with satisfaction while Flora looked at it with trepidation and requested the milk. The buns were far more promising, glazed with sugar and smelling of cinnamon.


			Mrs Draycott initiated the conversation. ‘Now we are all sorted, perhaps, Mrs Farrington, you could be telling us what your business is with us?’ She blinked her blue eyes at Flora.


			Oh dear why do I feel like a bit of a cad? How can I say, ‘Gosh, Mrs Draycott these buns are delicious and, by the by, did your husband murder Maud?


			Fortunately, Flora was struck with inspiration. Remembering Mrs Honour had mentioned Paul Draycott was sacked, as well as Mrs Scrubs’ suggestion that she wanted to see the Draycotts about a gardening job, she announced, ‘I understand that Mr Draycott is currently – er – looking for a gardening position? I was wondering if he would care to come and work for me over at Farrington Hall?’


			Mrs Claire Draycott’s habitual smile exploded into a look of pure ecstasy. She clasped her hands together with excitement. ‘Oh how wonderful! Do you hear that, Paul?’


			Mr Draycott grunted but continued looking into his cup.


			Claire Draycott’s enthusiasm was short-lived. She bit her lip and a worry line showed between her brows as she mused, ‘But then with Mrs Adams – gone – it could be that Mr Adams wants our Paul back.’


			Flora was pleased that the conversation had turned to Maud’s death and she eagerly leant a little forward saying, ‘Yes, I did hear about the accident.’ She glanced at Betty’s leg in its cast, which left all to wonder if the accident she was referring to was Maud’s death or Betty’s broken leg. 


			Paul Draycott leapt to the conclusion that she was alluding to the latter and sprang to his feet, causing his chair to crash to the floor. ‘It weren’t no accident!’ he yelled angrily. ‘That woman drove like a maniac! Even after she hit our Betty, all the bitch could say was that she shouldn’t have been on the road!’  He spat on the ground, presumably to further express his contempt for Maud. 


			Claire was on her feet, speaking to him with the soothing tones a mother uses to calm an infant. ‘There, now, don’t take on so. No need to trouble yourself.’


			Betty calmly continued to play with Polly; she was evidently used to these outbursts. Paul Draycott was trembling. Claire continued to murmur comfort into his ear. 


			Flora observed Claire’s kindness as her own alarm at Paul’s sudden outburst subsided. A tangled web of thoughts assailed her. So, we’ve established that Paul Draycott has a murderous temper and that he hated Maud. She looked at Betty, then at Claire. But if we do prove that he is the killer, what will happen to these two innocents?


			She soon had more pressing things to worry about. There was a knock at the door, Claire went to answer it and led Busby into the kitchen.


			


			Unsurprisingly, he looked none too pleased to see Flora having tea with his number one murder suspect. He cast her a furious look through narrowed eyes, but he addressed Mr and Mrs Draycott rather than her. He introduced himself and explained he need to ask them some questions, then he turned to Flora and Nanny. ‘But first if you will please excuse me, I need to accompany these ladies to their car as I would like a word or two with them.’


			Flora sprang hastily to her feet. ‘No need, Inspector. Nanny and I will simply take ourselves off. Don’t trouble yourself on our behalf; you just sit down and enjoy Mrs Draycott’s excellent baking.’


			‘But I insist,’ stated Busby through a taut mouth. He even went so far as to take Flora none too gently by the elbow and propel her to the garden gate, leaving Nanny to bid adieu and thank you to their hosts. 


			They were barely out of earshot before Busby swung her round to face him. His nostrils flared and the vein on his right temple pulsed. Flora had at times noticed that throbbing pulse whenever Busby was especially vexed with her, which was quite often.


			‘Mrs Farrington, I don’t know what to say to you.’


			Flora smiled. ‘Then I suggest you remain silent and we will go.’ 


			She turned to leave, pulling a reluctant Dorothy’s lead.


			But he caught hold of her hand, effectively stopping her and sending an annoying frisson of excitement through Flora’s body. His hazel eyes were burning as he looked at her. ‘Mrs Farrington, I will not tolerate your interfering in yet another case.’


			Nanny whizzed up behind them. ‘Quite, quite. Now if you’ll stop your flirting, Inspector, Flora and I need to be getting home.’


			Stunned, Busby abruptly dropped Flora’s hand. ‘I wasn’t flirting,’ he muttered defensively as the two ladies made haste to get in the car and depart. 


			As they drove out of the village Flora sighed. ‘We didn’t get a chance to ask Paul Draycott where he was at the time of Maud’s demise.’


			


			Huddled in her seat, Nanny said, ‘Don’t you worry about that, we can always go back and ask them some more questions. I’ve a mind to knit that little poppet a matinee jacket.’
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