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        England, early March, 1942


      


      


      Stephen Ronald Redmond, named for his grandfathers, let out a pitiful howl, his tiny face turning red as he lashed out with his fists, and I held him closer in my arms. Even wrapped up, cradled against my body warmth, the poor child was cold.


      He had been fine the few days we’d been in hospital, those few days mandated for all newborns and mothers, and the hospital had been warm. Adam managed a few days off to see his son, and Stevie had seemed warm enough then. I certainly had been. But two days after we returned to my father’s house, Adam had to return to his army base somewhere in the north.


      And then things, such as Stevie’s temper, his digestive tract, the weather, the cold in the house, and my father’s patience, had gone downhill day by day.


      A cold blast from Scotland was making my father’s house colder than ever. Stevie was too cold to even eat. He wailed constantly. This had gone on for two days by then. I don’t know why I thought of the oven, but I took Stevie to the kitchen, turned on the oven, opened the oven door, set a chair in front of where the heat poured out, and sat with Stevie on my lap.


      I thought I’d try to feed him when he and I warmed up a little.


      It worked. Stevie had fed as if he was the starving child he was before he dropped off to sleep, warm and content. I only had a few minutes to relax before I tensed as my father entered the room and Stevie started to wail again.


      “Doesn’t he ever stop?” my father asked me.


      “Only when you aren’t around.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “You shout all the time.”


      “He cries all the time.”


      “You fuss at me, I tense up, then Stevie gets upset and he cries. And then you shout and make it worse.”


      My father looked around the kitchen and started shouting about a new subject. “You can’t heat the house with the oven.”


      “I’m not trying to. I was trying to warm him up enough that he could eat and go to sleep. Which worked until you came in here.” To show my point, I turned off the oven and shut the door. Then I glared at my father. I was exhausted and he wasn’t helping.


      “Do you know how much fuel costs?”


      I gave a small shriek and marched off with Stevie in my arms toward the stairs. Upset by my increased tension and sudden movement, Stevie screamed louder.


      My father shook his head. “I’ve contacted Sir Henry. He’ll bring the car around in half an hour to drive you two to Esther’s.”


      “I was told not to move the baby or me for six weeks if I could help it. If we weren’t bombed out,” I told him. We hadn’t yet made it halfway there.


      And thank goodness, we hadn’t been bombed out.


      My father’s face was nearly as red as Stevie’s. “I don’t as a rule condone infanticide, but this is too much. He’s getting worse, not better. You need to leave.”


      “It’s cold and damp in here and he’s uncomfortable. I’m uncomfortable. A short time in front of the oven fixed that.” I still felt better from the extra heat.


      “It’s too expensive.”


      “He’ll get older. The weather will get better. If you could find a little love for him or for me, it wouldn’t seem so expensive.” I hurried across the hall and up the stairs to my room, fighting tears.


      “He’s my grandson and someday I’ll love him, but I can’t take any more of this. Two weeks is all I can handle. I’ll send Mrs. Johnson up to help you pack, and I’ll help carry things downstairs.” My father had followed us. Now he shut the door with a little more force than necessary.


      I was being thrown out of my home.


      All I could do was join Stevie in a burst of tears.


      By the time Sir Henry arrived, Mrs. Johnson had packed up all our clothes and our ration books while I had stopped my tears and dressed us both for the miserable rainy weather. Why couldn’t my father have waited for a sunny day, provided we were ever to have one again?


      My father, Sir Henry, and Mrs. Johnson ran between the house and the car with our travel cases, umbrellas held at an angle against the wind and rain.


      When everything was ready, I thanked Mrs. Johnson for all her help. Then my father held the umbrella to protect us as I carried Stevie to the car. I climbed into the back seat, and with the baby on my lap and both of us wrapped in a blanket, we drove off. My last view of my childhood home was Mrs. Johnson snapping some words at my father, who was looking quite relieved.


      “Is Esther all right with us coming out to visit? Does she even know?” I asked as soon as we were down the street.


      “She knows and she highly approves. She believes the last thing you need is tension in these early days of motherhood. Bad for you and bad for the little one,” Sir Henry said.


      With the inclement weather and the lack of petrol, there was no real traffic between my father’s house in the London suburbs and Esther’s in the village of Chipping Ford in Oxfordshire. I slumped into the back seat and Stevie fell asleep in my arms for the entire trip, his lullaby the constant swish of the windscreen wipers.


      If I didn’t know better, I would think Stevie was relieved to be away from his grandfather. I certainly was.


      When we arrived, Sir Henry held an umbrella up to protect us from the car to the house where everyone was waiting to greet us. They, even nearly five-year-old Johnny and three-year-old Becca, made a fuss over Stevie while Sir Henry carried our cases and the blanket in.


      “We have a fire going to warm your room upstairs and we’ve set up the cradle in there. The room’s in the front on the left. The sheets and blankets have been aired and warmed with the warming pans the house came with when my father bought the place just before the war. Go on upstairs and I’ll bring you a hot mug of tea,” Esther said. “Do you need anything else?”


      “I don’t know. I don’t think so,” I said, shaking my head.


      Stevie was crying by the time I reached the top of the stairs. All my muscles tensed until I realized children cried in this house all the time and no one fussed. I opened up the door to my room and found it to be the warmest room I’d been in all winter.


      After I shed us both of our outerwear, I settled us in the rocking chair in front of the fire and started to feed Stevie. Wonder of wonders, he fed well for the second time that day. By the time Esther appeared with my tea, his eyes had drooped closed.


      “This is the best he has eaten and slept since he came home from the hospital,” I whispered, smiling in gratitude.


      “No wonder. Your father was tense and his attitude spreads over everybody, making it harder to care for a sensitive infant. I adore your father, but when mine started telling me what he overheard when he visited, we both knew it was only a matter of time until one of you asked for you and the baby to move out here.”


      “Two weeks. I wonder if that’s some sort of record,” I said.


      “It doesn’t matter. You two will be warm and safe here, and by spring, if we ever have a spring, things will look much better.”


      I studied Esther’s expression. “That’s when you want me out.” I felt tension flood my veins and Stevie began to stir.


      “No. You brought your ration book, and we have plenty of room. It will be nice having another adult in the house. I think my father will put you to work writing some sort of column on raising a newborn during the war to give him an excuse to drive out here every couple of weeks.”


      “Oh! I never thanked your father for the ride out here. With petrol rationing, the drive must have cost him a fortune.”


      “He was glad to do it, and I was glad he was available to do it,” Esther assured me.


      “Won’t I be an extra guest when James gets leave to see his family?”


      “Not any more than I will be when Adam gets leave.” Esther gave me a smile. “We’ll work this out. You just worry about keeping this little one fed and warm. I’m across the hall in front. Behind my room is the nursery and then Goldie’s room is at the back. Magda is downstairs in the back by the kitchen. It’s a big house. My father was brilliant when he chose this place. Now, drink your tea and let us know when you want us to bring up your cases.”


      “Let me drink my tea and then I’ll carry them up.”


      “No. Enjoy being pampered. In a couple of days, you’ll have to start tending your own fire and coming down to meals. We try to be self-sufficient here, but I don’t expect you to completely jump in less than three weeks after giving birth.” Esther gave me a sunny smile.


      “I’ve forgotten what normal life is, without frozen silences or shouting instead of conversations. Thank you.” I drank my tea, feeling warm and relaxed with Stevie sleeping peacefully on my lap while the rain pattered a gentle beat on the windowpanes.


      For the first time since Stevie was born, I felt as if we might both survive this.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            
Chapter Two



          


        


      


    


    

      As much as I enjoyed eating, planting a vegetable garden was more work than I expected. By the time eight weeks had passed and Easter with it, I had regained my strength and patience and Stevie was beginning to grow, things that would never have happened in my father’s house. As spring and sunshine began to win over wintery rain, Esther and I had gone out in our wellies after a local farmer had turned the ground over for us to plant the earliest vegetables.


      I bundled up Stevie in the pram that both of Esther’s children had previously used and set him in a protected corner so I could keep an ear out for him while working. Johnny and Becca were playing on the village green under the watchful eye of Goldie, their nanny, so we had been able to put in a full hour of uninterrupted work.


      “Mrs. Powell! Is it safe to plant this early?” a woman about our age in a tweed skirt and heavy jacket asked from the other side of the fence.


      When Esther rose from her crouched position and began to walk over, I followed. “Lady Lydia, how are you?” Esther said as she pulled off her work gloves. Underneath, her skin and nails were perfect. “We can plant the earliest vegetables now. The others we’ve started in the potting shed.”


      I left my gloves on and my hands behind me, since my digits were covered with soil, thanks to a few small tears in my gardening gloves.


      “Lady Lydia Fletcher, may I present my friend Mrs. Livvy Redmond. She and her baby have come to stay with us for the duration,” Esther said.


      “Your husband was no doubt in the military?” Lady Lydia asked. Close up, she was a milk-and-honey blonde with lovely skin and nails unmarred by physical work. I had already burned my fingers twice before I learned how to build a fire on my bedroom grate and my face felt as if it was already turning pink from the sun.


      “He still is. He was wounded in France, so now he’s training troops.”


      “Mine was an RAF pilot. One of the unlucky ones. Therefore, I’m Lady Lydia, to distinguish me from my mother-in-law, Lady Agatha, also a widow, and my sister-in-law, Lady Jane, also a widow with the newest earl in the form of her baby son. We all live in the lodge below the manor house, just up the rise from the church. The manor house was our home until the Ministry of Defense commandeered it for offices.” This last was said with a sniff.


      I’d certainly been put in my place. “I’m pleased to meet you. Now that the weather’s better, I imagine we’ll see each other in church and around the village.”


      “I daresay we shall. Good day. Good day, Mrs. Powell.”


      We stood by the fence, Esther pulling her gloves back on, and watched Lady Lydia walk down the edge of the paved lane through the village toward the shop with the post office.


      “What was that about?” I asked when she was out of earshot.


      “She wanted to establish her status, and yours. Status is very important to Lady Lydia. Lady Jane, the one with the baby son, ordinarily just goes by Jane unless her mother-in-law or sister-in-law are around.”


      “How old is the baby?” I was more interested in playmates for when Stevie was a little older.


      “He was born last Christmas, I think. Four months now, maybe? Yes, four months and a bit more.”


      We returned to planting. “I never visited Abby during planting season, but I had plenty of practice weeding. I didn’t know planting was this hard.”


      “How is your cousin? And her boys?” Esther asked.


      “She and Sir John are fine, and very busy, with all their farmland. Their oldest boy is studying engineering and mathematics at university, courtesy of the Royal Engineers. The younger three are in school and working on the farm on their holidays. They must be doing the same thing along the south coast that we’re doing here.”


      Esther smiled. “Except we don’t have farmland, we have a garden. Thank goodness.”


      We went back to work, only to be interrupted twenty minutes later by thick dark clouds rolling across the sky and blotting out the sun. I took Stevie inside in his pram and then began to collect the extra gardening tools Esther couldn’t manage. Esther put an armload away and then greeted her children and the nanny as they all rushed inside through the side door closest to the garden.


      I came out of the shed and started to head toward the house as the first drops of rain began to splatter against the path and the fence. The sound of hurrying feet and a metallic squeak caught my attention. A dark-haired young woman pushing a pram was hurrying past our gate as the rain thickened.


      “Quick!” I shouted. “Through the gate. Come this way.”


      She did, huddling against the back end of the pram. I directed her through the side door and followed on her heels. Once we were in, Esther greeted us with towels. I dried myself off as best I could and said, “I guess you two know each other.”


      “It is a village,” the stranger said with a smile. “Thank you for letting us in. We’d have been completely soaked by the time we reached the lodge.”


      “Are you Lady Jane?” I asked.


      “You must have been talking to Lydia,” the woman said, rolling her dark eyes. “I’m Jane, and this is Andrew. I try to avoid the titles when possible. They seem so irrelevant these days.”


      I leaned over the pram as his mother finished drying off her baby and turned the towel on herself. Andrew was much larger than Stevie and blue eyed, so different from his mother, and with the whitest of blond hair. “What a handsome baby. I’m Livvy. This little guy over here is Stevie. Stephen, actually.”


      Jane glanced over at my pram. “Two months? He’s a little one.”


      “Yes, ten weeks today, as a matter of fact.” I smiled with that devoted, lovesick grin I had whenever I looked at him.


      “No wonder I haven’t seen you around the village before now. The weather has been too cold and wet for babies. Welcome to Chipping Ford.” She held out her hand. The skin was rough from washing and lighting fires, so unlike her sister-in-law’s.


      I shook it gladly.


      Esther and Jane discussed upcoming cooking classes at the Women’s Institute and the next meeting of the Mothers’ Guild at the village hall. By then, the rain had tapered off to a fine drizzle.


      “Come along, Andrew. We should be able to get home now without drowning.” Jane bundled him up and they left by the side entrance.


      “She seems awfully nice,” I said as I took the towels to hang them in the scullery.


      “She is,” Esther called after me. “Not as worried about status as Lydia.”


      As I returned, Johnny ran into the hallway, sneezing.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      Nearly five-year-old Johnny passed his cold to three-year-old Becca who passed it to Stevie, which caused me to turn into a bowl of jelly. Stevie cried and gasped and whimpered and couldn’t sleep. Goldie, the nanny, found he was teething as well as suffering from a cold and she showed me how to gently rub his gums. She also showed me how to hold him under a tent over a steaming bowl of water to ease his gasping.


      I’d had no idea babies could start teething this young or suffer so much. It just reminded me how much I didn’t know about being a mother.


      After all that didn’t get Stevie or me any sleep, I called the local doctor and asked if he’d stop by and check on the baby. He promised to stop by that evening after his surgery and rounds at the cottage hospital.


      I’d signed both of us up at Dr. Sampson’s surgery when we’d first moved to Chipping Ford, as he was the only doctor in the village, but he hadn’t yet seen my Stevie.


      “Don’t worry, Livvy. You just rub his gums and do the tent thing with the bowl of hot water and he’ll probably be better by the time Dr. Sampson arrives,” Esther said.


      “What if he gets held up? Stevie is so miserable.”


      “Why don’t I take Stevie for an hour and let you take a nap?”


      “You have too much on your plate already. I should be able to manage one baby.”


      It turned out I couldn’t. By afternoon, Stevie and I were both reduced to tears. Esther took Stevie and ordered me to bed. After an hour’s sleep, I could manage once again, although I felt as if I’d failed.


      The doctor arrived after dinner. Dr. Sampson was businesslike, listening to Stevie’s chest and back with his stethoscope and looking in his ears and mouth with a light. Stevie was fascinated by the doctor and with his tools and stopped crying. I felt my own tension ease as I sensed the doctor’s experience from his graying hair, lines around his mouth and eyes, and confident way he handled Stevie.


      “He’s early with his teething, which makes it a little harder for him. Won’t hurt him, but may make your life a bit rougher. His cold is already lessening.” When Dr. Sampson heard what Nanny Goldie had showed me with his gums and the tent, he completely approved.


      Then he sat me down with Stevie in my arms and said, “Childhood is much harder on the parents than on the children. This is your first, and everything is new and strange. You have good advisors here in Mrs. Powell and Nanny Goldie. But if you find their advice isn’t helping, call me at my surgery.”


      He gave me a reassuring smile. “Now, I want you to try to relax. Stevie senses when you are worried and it makes him fussy. He feels the tension in your arms when you hold him. Make taking care of him your number one job and getting enough rest yourself next in importance. Esther is sensible. She won’t mind if you slack off on your chores to take care of your baby or yourself.”


      Stevie willingly lay in his cot and I walked Dr. Sampson downstairs. He used a cane, but he struggled so much I thought he should use two. I suspected he only used one so he could carry his Gladstone medical bag in his other hand. When we reached the ground floor, he turned kindly blue eyes on me.


      “You and Stevie are going to be fine. And it will get easier as you become more certain of yourself. As you get used to being a mother.”


      There was a knock on the front door and I walked over to answer it. Esther came out into the hallway to say goodbye to the doctor as I discovered Constable Bell on our front step. It was still light out, so I wasn’t worried about breaking blackout regulations.


      “How can I help you, Constable?”


      “It’s the doctor I need.”


      “Yes, Bell?” For the first time, I heard weariness in the doctor’s voice. It must have been a long day for him before he arrived at Esther’s house.


      “It’s Mrs. Bryant. She’s dead. Murdered. I don’t know what to do. I’ve never handled a murder before. People don’t get murdered here.” The uniformed bobby looked into each of our faces as if they’d contain clues.


      “That’s easy, Constable,” I said with confidence. “Call the doctor, which you did. Make sure no one traipses through the crime scene. Take photographs of anything that might be important. If it’s indoors, lock up the room if you can’t lock up the whole building. Check around the…”


      For the first time, I saw the doctor frown. The constable’s mouth had dropped open.


      “How do you know all that?” Bell said, his eyes widening.


      “Before the baby came, I was a reporter for the London Daily Premier newspaper. I saw a lot of murder scenes.” This was an easier answer than explaining my work for Sir Malcolm Fremantle, which I couldn’t divulge without breaking the Official Secrets Act.


      “I don’t have a camera.”


      “Livvy, get your camera and go with Bell and the doctor. Help the constable out,” Esther said. “You know you want to.”


      “Stevie…”


      “Between Nanny Goldie and me, Stevie will be fine. Don’t worry. Just get your camera and go.”


      I looked at the two men who stood watching me. With a nod, I hurried upstairs to our room. Tiptoeing around, I got my hat, coat, gloves, camera bag, and a notebook and pencil. With a final gaze at Stevie, I hurried back downstairs. “He’s asleep for the moment. If he⁠—”


      “Go,” Esther said and pointed out the door.


      I followed the doctor outside, where Bell was waiting. We all piled into the doctor’s car and drove the short distance to what I guessed was Mrs. Bryant’s cottage.


      There was still enough light that I could make out the cottage I’d noticed before. A vine growing along the fence by the street was currently covered with buds. Another vine grew over a trellis near the front door, also coming to life, this one in rose-buds. There was a window on either side of the entrance to the golden-stone-built house, with a thatched roof pitched steeply enough to provide a room or two upstairs in the attic. Two chimneys rose above the roof on either side of the door.


      As we climbed out of the car, I readied my camera. “Was the door open when you first saw the cottage, Constable?”


      “Yes. That’s why I investigated.”


      I asked Dr. Sampson to wait a moment while I took a picture showing the door ajar and another of the doorstep with no sign of footprints. Then I waved him ahead of me.


      He pushed the door fully open and disappeared to the left. I followed, Bell bringing up the rear, and saw the doctor had gone into the drawing room. A table lamp was on, the blackout curtain covering the window. A woman, perhaps in her fifties or sixties, was slumped in an overstuffed chair facing the door with a large knife handle sticking out of her chest. Blood stained her white blouse and blue cardigan, but very little had fallen on her gray skirt.


      “Can you wait a moment, Doctor? I assume you don’t see any signs of life?” I asked.


      He felt around her neck and jaw and then said, “No signs of life” as he backed up.


      I took a few photographs of the woman, the chair, and the knife without moving anything while the doctor and the constable waited for me. I was on my knees, taking a photo from below the level of the knife when I heard a man’s voice call out, “Hello? Mrs. Bryant?”
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      I turned in time to see a plumpish, middle-aged man, balding on top, stop in the entrance to the drawing room and say, “Good grief.”


      I immediately looked to see if he had any blood on his gray three-piece suit, but I didn’t see any.


      Constable Bell stepped forward to block the other man’s path as he said, “Aren’t you Mrs. Bryant’s lodger? Working up at the manor house?”


      “Yes. Howard MacDonald.” They shook hands.


      “How long have you resided here?” The constable had his notebook out, and I decided it was time for me to get back to my task.


      Once I had taken photos of her from every direction, I then began to photograph the fireplace, the walls with the windows, the pictures on the walls, and the doorway. The chair where the victim sat was at a distance from a sofa, with end tables holding lamps by each. I couldn’t tell about the chair, but the fabric on the sofa looked unworn.


      While I worked, I listened to the constable’s questions and learned Mr. MacDonald was a civilian employee, in charge of a small office in the manor house where his work was covered by the Official Secrets Act, and had been living with Mrs. Bryant two months.


      “Anything else you want a photo of, Constable?” I broke in.


      “Is that a drop of blood?” Dr. Sampson asked, pointing at the rug between the chair and the doorway.


      I took a photo of the spot and then said, “How far do you think that is from Mrs. Bryant?” as I pulled out my own notebook and pencil from my coat pocket. “That is Mrs. Bryant?”


      “Aye,” said the constable. “Distance of maybe four feet.”


      “And here’s another one on the floorboard, maybe another four feet farther along.” I snapped another photo and then took notes describing all the shots I’d taken. “How did the blood drops get there? Do you think the killer was injured?”


      “It would make life easier if he were,” Bell replied.


      “If she were stabbed here, by the door,” Mr. MacDonald said, “then walked or was forced back to the chair, it might explain the drops of blood.”


      “You think the killer wasn’t marked by Mrs. Bryant or her blood?” Dr. Sampson asked.


      “No reason why they should be, if they shoved the knife in and didn’t pull back at all. The damage could all be internal. If the knife was held at arm’s length from the killer, there would be room for a few drops of blood to fall to the floor,” Mr. MacDonald said. He had a serious look on his face, as if he were picturing the assault.


      “Or the killer just let go and let Mrs. Bryant stumble backward to fall into the chair,” I added. I looked around. “Any other photographs I should take in here?”


      “That’s a very nice camera,” Dr. Sampson said.


      “My husband gave it to me after we learned I was carrying his child, so I could take pictures of the baby and send them to him. He was already stationed away from here and he was afraid he’d never see Stevie.”


      “Do you have any photos of Stevie on this film?” Dr. Sampson asked me and then looked pointedly at Constable Bell.


      “Yes, four. Plus I still have more shots available on this roll of film.”


      “The police in Oxford will want to develop that, but they’ll give you the pictures of your son. They should give you another roll of film, too. Never know when we may need your talents again, Mrs. Redmond,” the constable said.


      “I’m surprised you know my name,” I said. I was surprised because with Stevie, I hadn’t been out of the house much during the cold, rainy weather we’d had since I arrived.


      “I make it a point to. Necessary in my job.”


      “Glad to know, Constable. Anything else I should take a photo of?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “What was she doing in that chair?” I asked.


      Constable Bell looked puzzled. Dr. Sampson studied the woman in her chair for a moment and then nodded. “No books or papers on the table next to the lamp, although it’s turned on. The radio along the wall there is turned off. No sign of a cup of tea, and I know Mrs. Bryant was fond of a cuppa. She worked for me and my predecessor part-time for years.”


      “If she was stabbed in the doorway and staggered backward to fall into the chair, there wouldn’t be any reason for her to be sitting there,” MacDonald said. “She just stumbled backward, away from her killer.”


      I took another photo of the table and jotted a few more notes in my book, while Mr. MacDonald asked, “Does she still work for you?”


      “No. I retired her a few months ago,” the doctor said. “I hated to do it, lord knows she said she needed the money often enough, but she was getting further and further behind on her work and my practice was suffering as a result. The patients have to come first.”


      “That’s right. I talked to a Mrs. Hunter when I signed up at your surgery.” And that had been over two months before.


      “Yes. She’s been a godsend. She’s not the gossip Mrs. Bryant was and much more efficient.” The doctor looked around. “I don’t see anything else. I wonder why she was sitting in here and not the kitchen.”


      “She’d know I’d be home soon for my dinner. So she might have waited for her cuppa until I returned. That is, if she were just murdered. Was she just murdered, Doctor?” Mr. MacDonald asked.


      Dr. Sampson nodded, still studying the victim in silence.


      “She probably had a visitor.” As soon as I spoke, I frowned. “Of course, she did. And her visitor killed her.” I went out to the kitchen in the back of the house, the constable following me.


      “She wasn’t heating the kettle.” I touched it gingerly. “It’s not even warm.” I took a couple of photos of the kitchen, including one of the stove and kettle. There were no dishes in the sink or in the drying rack, and I took a photo of that too.


      Then I checked the oven. It was on and Mr. MacDonald’s dinner was in a pan, looking slightly dried out. I turned off the stove and pulled the dinner out before I took a photo of it.


      “Constable, will I be able to eat my dinner and sleep in my bed tonight?” Mr. MacDonald asked.


      The constable looked shocked, but then said, “You can eat your dinner if you do it quickly, but you’ll have to find another place to sleep tonight.”


      Mr. MacDonald found a plate and silverware, dished up his dinner, and turned on the kettle as if he was completely familiar with the kitchen, which made sense if he’d lived there for two months. He sat in one particular highbacked slatted wooden chair at the kitchen table as if he habitually sat there.


      I couldn’t imagine how Mr. MacDonald could eat, knowing there was a dead body in the next room, but I guessed he was very hungry.


      “Whoever her guest was, she wasn’t giving them tea,” Dr. Sampson said from the doorway.


      “Constable, have you made certain there is no one hiding in the cottage?” I asked.


      Bell looked around wide-eyed. “No.”


      “That is the next thing you need to do. Your inspector will ask that,” I told him.


      “Oh.” He walked upstairs and then back and forth, and we could follow the sound of his footsteps in every room.


      “You’re very good to do this for him,” Dr. Sampson told me.


      “I don’t care for the idea of a killer loose in Chipping Ford. I live here. My baby lives here. My friend and her children live here.”


      The doctor nodded.


      I turned to lock the back door and stopped.


      “What is it?”


      “The back door is unlocked.” I picked up my camera and shot another photo.


      The constable came back into the kitchen. “No one here.”


      “The back door is unlocked,” I told him.


      “Well, you’d expect that in any of the cottages around here. People don’t lock their doors,” the constable told me.


      “Something the killer was counting on?” I asked.


      “Then why leave the front door ajar?” he asked me.


      I shrugged. It seemed as if the killer had made a mistake.


      When Mr. MacDonald finished his dinner, he washed up and left the dishes to dry in the rack. Then the constable went upstairs with him while he packed a bag to take with him for the night.


      The constable locked the back door and then followed us out, locking the front door after us.


      “At least there weren’t any open windows,” the doctor said in a jovial tone.


      “You agree, Constable?” I asked.


      “Aye.”


      I made a note of that, too.


      “But she kept her bedroom messier than I would have thought,” he continued.


      The doctor and I looked at each other. “Unlock the door, Constable.”


      We piled back into the house followed by Mr. MacDonald, and the constable led us to the right. As we were under blackout regulations, as soon as the doctor turned on the ceiling light, the constable and I closed the blackout curtains in the ground-floor bedroom instantly, by habit.


      “This is Mrs. Bryant’s room?” I asked Mr. MacDonald, who was loitering in the hallway and carefully not touching anything.


      “Yes.”


      I took photos of the slightly open drawers in the dresser with clothes peeking out and the doors to the wardrobe ajar. The bed was also slightly unmade. Once I made notes of what these photos were of, we again left the house and the constable locked it behind us.


      Then the doctor drove all four of us to the Chipping Ford police constabulary house. It was a stone cottage with the entrance to the police constabulary on the left by a notice board and an entrance to Constable Bell’s living quarters on the right. We entered the left-hand door and I took the film out of my camera and the pages out of my notebook that corresponded with the photos while Constable Bell and the doctor were on the telephone to the police headquarters in Oxford.


      Whoever answered in Oxford listened to Bell’s concise account over the phone, helped by my suggestions, and then after hearing Dr. Sampson’s report, must have told Bell to hand the body over to the mortuary to await the coroner and that an inspector would be out in the morning to take over the investigation. The constable looked deflated when he told us his orders.


      “Call Maudie Elliott now and see if she wants to pick up the body tonight,” Dr. Sampson said.


      As Bell returned to the telephone, I said, “The funeral director here is a woman?”


      “And quite good. She took over the business when her husband died, but she’d been doing most of the work for ages before that,” the doctor said.


      The constable hung up the phone and said, “She’ll meet us at the cottage in an hour.”


      We left the police constabulary house, Bell leaving the door unlocked, and the doctor went out to his car. “I’ll park at my house and then walk over.”


      Bell responded with a wave.


      “May I walk you home, Mrs. Redmond?” Mr. MacDonald asked.


      “Thank you, but shouldn’t you be finding another place to stay the night? I don’t think Constable Bell will let you go back into Mrs. Bryant’s house.”


      “I’m sure I can find a spot to bed down in the manor house. Then tomorrow I’ll get the billeting office to find me a new place.”


      “Do you have a family who wants to join you?” I asked.


      “No. I’m a widower. One daughter lives with her family in Canada, and the other lives with hers in York. I’m on my own now, so any old billet will do. Your husband. Is he in the army?”


      “He’s a major in a training brigade. He was wounded in France. I was able to see him for a few days after Stevie was born.” I took a few more steps. “Are you a policeman?”


      “Why do you ask that?”


      “You ate your dinner in the next room from a dead body, and you found a logical reason for those blood drops to be on the floor.”


      He smiled. “I have a strong stomach.”


      We walked down the lane to the Old Vicarage where I lived with Esther. It was full dark now and our voices sounded loud against the sounds of the night creatures. No doubt a few curtains twitched. He waited just inside the gate while I opened the door and went in. I waved to him, said “Thank you,” and shut the door.


      The door when I arrived home was unlocked, but everyone was asleep. I stood there for a moment, listening to the difference between what I heard now and what I’d heard at Mrs. Bryant’s. Even with everyone asleep, there were little sounds here that hadn’t been in Mrs. Bryant’s cottage. Hers held the silence of death. Here a bed creaked as someone turned over. One of the children cried out in their sleep. Someone snored.


      I locked the door and tiptoed up the stairs. I put down my camera gear and notebook without turning on a light and, as my eyes adapted to the dark, crept over to Stevie’s cot. He shifted and sniffled in his sleep and I marveled at how incredibly adorable he was. I undressed and climbed into bed, knowing it would be a short night’s sleep.
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        * * *


      


      Stevie awoke me demanding to be fed while it was still dark out. His needs met, we both lay down for what little sleep we would get before the rest of the household rose.


      As it turned out, Stevie was as tired as I was and we were both asleep again when there was a gentle tapping on my door, followed by Esther coming into my room. She glanced into Stevie’s cot first before coming to the side of my bed and whispering, “Constable Bell and an Inspector Grimsby are here for you. What did you do?”


      “Nothing,” I said, wiping the sleep from my eyes and sitting up.


      “I’ll tell them you’ll be down in a moment.” Esther slipped out so I could throw on the clothes from the evening before and talk to the policemen.


      When I went downstairs, I found Grimsby lived up to his name. He was nearly a head taller than Bell and much thinner, with a hairless crown. He wore what appeared to be a perpetual frown etched deeply into the lines of his face. “Mrs. Redmond?” His voice was frosty.


      “Yes.”


      “Come with us, please.”


      “I can’t. I have to feed the baby and then ask Esther to watch him for me.”


      “This is a murder inquiry. Come with us now.” Grimsby glared at me, sounding as if he were trying out for the Gestapo.


      “After I feed my baby.” I turned to Bell. “I’ll meet you at the constabulary house as soon as I finish.”


      “And bring your camera,” Grimsby said.


      “Why? You have the film.”


      “Just bring it. And hurry up.” Grimsby turned on his heel and marched away.


      He sounded as if he wanted to arrest me.
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