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CHAPTER ONE




‘I’m afraid there isn’t much hope,’ Dr Douglas Wiltshire said, as he and his companion walked down the long hall. He glanced at the closed sickroom door. Oscar Daggett, the world’s worst hypochondriac, was currently lying in his sickbed suffering from a mild case of indigestion.


‘Have you tried everything, sir?’ Mrs Benchley, the housekeeper for Oscar Daggett asked.


‘Everything. There’s nothing left to be done. Sad as it is, all living things only have so much time allotted to them on this earth. When it’s over, death is inevitable.’


‘It seems such a shame, sir. You’ve worked so hard to keep the old stick alive, too.’


‘Even I’m not a miracle worker, and my best efforts simply weren’t good enough this time, Mrs Benchley. It’s nature’s way, I suppose.’ He shrugged and smiled as a young maid carrying a stack of linens slipped into the sick man’s room. Dr Wiltshire knew he ought to check on his patient before he left, but he really didn’t see the point. He’d already told Daggett he was going to be fine. Besides, he simply wasn’t up to listening to the man whine. Except for the indigestion, there wasn’t a thing wrong with the fellow. But Daggett would moan and wail as if he had the grim reaper nipping at his heels.


Dr Wiltshire and Oscar Daggett had played this game many times. Daggett ate too much, drank too much, smoked too much and took absolutely no exercise. Was it any wonder he felt ill most of the time?


‘I will see you out, Doctor,’ Mrs Benchley said. They’d reached the landing. The housekeeper wasn’t surprised the good doctor hadn’t poppped in to say goodbye to her employer. If Mr Daggett caught sight of the man again, he’d bend his ear for hours about his various aches and pains.


‘That won’t be necessary, Mrs Benchley.’ The doctor cast one last glance over his shoulder. ‘I’m sure you’re very busy. But do remind Mr Daggett of my orders. He’s not to have anything to eat today except clear broth and light toast.’ He smiled to himself as he gave the housekeeper instructions. As Daggett’s complaints were actually very mild, there was no reason he couldn’t eat a plain, but decent dinner. But Wiltshire wanted the man to suffer a little for dragging him away from his surgery and the genuinely ill patients he’d had to put off.


‘Yes, Doctor. And again, I’m terribly sorry your orange tree is dying. I know it was the pride of your conservatory. I do hope Mrs Wiltshire isn’t taking it too hard.’


Inside the sickroom, the maid stepped up to the bed. ‘Here’s some fresh linens, sir, and a clean nightshirt. If you’d like me to help you to the chair, sir, I’ll change the bed.’ She’d already changed the linens once today and this was his third fresh nightshirt. She hoped the doctor had given the silly old fool something to make him sleep. She wasn’t sure how many more times she could change this ruddy bed. Her back was killing her.


Oscar Daggett, a corpulent fellow with a mottled complexion and thinning blond hair, lifted his head from the six overstuffed pillows. His watery gray eyes were as big as saucers and his expression panic-stricken. ‘My box, Nelda. Bring me my box. Hurry.’


‘What box, sir?’ She laid the linens on the bedside table.


He threw out his arm, pushing the heavy, red-velvet bedcurtains to one side and pointed at the huge armoire opposite the windows. ‘My letter box. I must have it. Hurry, I don’t have much time.’


Daggett was terrified. He’d known his health wasn’t good. He was always sure he was on the verge of death. But ye gods, this was the first time his diagnosis had been confirmed by Dr Wiltshire. He wished the doctor had had the good grace to give him the bad news to his face.


Nelda frowned. ‘You mean your writing box, sir? The gray paisley one?’


He nodded weakly. He had much to get off his conscience. ‘Get it quickly, girl.’ He clutched his stomach as a sharp pain speared his lower abdomen. ‘I’ve not much time left.’


Nelda hurried over to the huge cherrywood armoire, knelt and pulled open the door of the bottom cupboard. Reaching in, she yanked out a large gray-and-gold paisley box. She took it to the bed and laid it next to Mr Daggett. ‘Would you like me to change the bed first?’


‘There’s no time for that now.’ Wincing as another pain went through him, he forced his big bulk into a sitting position and placed the writing box across his lap. Opening it, he reached inside and took out a pen and piece of paper. ‘Come back in an hour. I’ve a very important letter for you to deliver.’


‘Yes sir.’ Nelda was a bit puzzled. It wasn’t like the master to miss a chance to loll about in clean sheets. But she did as she was bid and left the bedroom, closing the door softly behind her.


Oscar Daggett stared at the blank paper for a moment. One part of him was desperately frightened of what he was about to do, but another part knew he couldn’t meet his Maker without confessing. No, he simply couldn’t die without telling the truth. Almighty God would never forgive him for staying silent, and he didn’t want to spend eternity frying in hell.


And he was dying. He knew it. He’d heard the doctor’s grim prognosis with his own ears. Mind you, he was a tad annoyed with his housekeeper for referring to him as an ‘old stick.’ That was quite disrespectful. If he wasn’t dying and consequently filled with mercy and forgiveness, he might consider sacking the woman for her impertinence.


He took a deep breath, and another sharp pain shot across his chest. He moaned. He’d best get on with it; perhaps he had even less time than he’d thought.


He straightened his spine, put the paper on the lid of the box and positioned the pen in his right hand. He began to write. ‘For the good of my immortal soul, I, Oscar Daggett do hereby make this confession of my own free will.’


He poured out his confession onto the clean, white pages. By the time he’d finished he was exhausted. He slumped against the pillows and closed his eyes, waiting for the end to come.


Precisely one hour later, Nelda came back to his room, knocked and entered slowly. ‘Sir,’ she whispered. ‘Are you asleep?’


‘No. Come closer, girl.’ He motioned for her to come to stand by his bedside. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the letter. ‘Take this to number thirteen Dunbarton Street,’ he told her.


‘Where’s that, sir?’ She was a country girl, recently arrived in London. The address meant nothing to her.


‘It’s in Fulham, girl. Take the letter to number thirteen and give it to the woman that answers the door. Can you remember that?’


‘Yes, sir.’ She took the envelope and stuffed it in the pocket of her stiff white apron. ‘Do you want me to take it tonight, sir?’


‘Right away. Now. Tell me the address again.’


Nelda repeated her instructions. She couldn’t read very well, but it wasn’t much to remember.


‘Good. Go now and hurry. I must know that it’s been delivered before I pass.’


‘But what about Mrs Benchley, sir? She don’t allow us out of the house after dark, sir.’


‘I’m the master here, not Mrs Benchley. Send her to see me if she tries to stop you. Now, hurry, go on.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Nelda bobbed a quick curtsey and hurried out of the room.


Oscar Daggett sighed peacefully and lay back against the pillows. Now that his conscience was clear, he was quite prepared to meet his Maker.


Upon leaving the master’s bedroom, Nelda went down to the kitchen to find the household in a tizzy. Mrs Benchley had fallen in the wet larder and smacked her forehead against the edge of the shelf. The cook and the other maids were gathered around her trying to stanch the flow of the blood.


‘Excuse me, Mrs Benchley,’ she said. ‘The master wants me to take a letter to …’


‘For God’s sake, girl, can’t you see Mrs Benchley is busy,’ the cook scolded. She glared at the impudent housemaid. Stupid country girls. They couldn’t see what was right under their noses.


‘I’m sorry,’ Nelda said miserably. ‘I can see poor Mrs Benchley is in a terrible state, but Mr Daggett ordered me to deliver this letter to …’


‘For goodness’ sakes,’ the cook cried. ‘Take the wretched letter and be done with it. Do hold still, Mrs Benchley, we’ll have the bleeding stopped in no time.’


Nelda gave up trying to explain. Turning, she grabbed her cloak and hat from the rack and hurried out the back door.


‘Mrs Benchley, don’t fret so, we’ll have you fixed up in just a moment,’ the cook assured the housekeeper. But Mrs Benchley didn’t answer. Her eyes rolled up in the back of her head, and she slumped back against the chair. ‘Oh blast, we’ll have to call the doctor,’ the cook said glumly. ‘Mr Daggett won’t like that.’


‘But the bleeding’s stopped,’ Hortense, the tweeny, pointed out. She was standing behind the cook and could only see a portion of the housekeeper’s forehead.


‘True. But Mrs Benchley’s gone to sleep,’ the cook replied. ‘And I don’t think that’s a good sign. Run along and get Dr Wiltshire,’ she ordered the tweeny. ‘And be sure and tell him it’s for Mrs Benchley and not Mr Daggett. We want the man to hurry this time.’


By the time Dr Wiltshire arrived, Mrs Benchley was back in the land of the living. But he was taking no chances. ‘You have a concussion,’ he told her. ‘I don’t think it’s serious, but with head injuries, one never knows. You must stay in bed for a few days and get plenty of rest.’


‘Mr Daggett won’t like that, sir,’ Mrs Benchley replied. Her head was pounding, and there was a terrible pressure at her temples.


‘Not to worry,’ Dr Wiltshire assured her, ‘I’ll make it right with Mr Daggett. He’s not a monster, you know; he won’t expect you to work when you’re ill.’ He hoped the old boy would see reason, but the fact was, half of his patients were monsters and did expect their servants to do all manner of impossible things, ill or not. Well, dammit, he wasn’t going to allow this poor woman to kill herself working. ‘I’ll just pop up and see him.’ He headed for the back stairs and stopped at the kitchen door. Turning, he addressed the cook. ‘Have someone help Mrs Benchley to her room and into bed. Is there someone who can sit with her tonight? She oughtn’t to be alone.’


The cook hesitated. She wasn’t sure what to do. ‘I suppose Nelda can sit with her.’ She looked around, wanting to find the girl. ‘Where is she?’


‘Remember, she’s gone to deliver a letter,’ Hortense said helpfully. ‘She ought to have been back by now. There’s a postbox just on the corner.’


‘Well, go out and have a look for her,’ the cook ordered. Really, she thought, these country girls were useless. You couldn’t depend on them at all. ‘I’ll see that someone sits with Mrs Benchley,’ she said to the doctor.


Wiltshire went up to his other patient’s room. Daggett was still sitting up in bed, his eyes closed and his hand resting on his protruding stomach. ‘Egads,’ he cried, when he caught sight of the doctor, ‘back so soon. I thought I had another few hours at least.’


The doctor was in no mood to put up with Daggett’s hysterics. ‘What are you talking about, man? There’s nothing wrong with you but a mild case of indigestion. I told you that this afternoon. Look, your housekeeper’s had a bit of an accident …’


‘I know what you told me,’ Daggett interrupted. ‘But I now know the truth. The end is near. The reaper is coming for me. I’m,’ he paused dramatically, ‘dying.’


Wiltshire wondered if Daggett had ever done a stint on the stage. ‘Nonsense, Mr Daggett. You’re nowhere near dying. You’ve got indigestion.’


‘I’m not dying? Are you sure?’ Daggett shot up off the pillows. There was something in the doctor’s voice that made him realize he was speaking the truth. ‘But I heard you talking to my housekeeper. I heard you say there was no hope … that the end was near, that it was nature’s way and everything had to die.’


Wiltshire forced himself to be patient. Daggett wasn’t the biggest fool he’d ever dealt with, but he was close. ‘You overheard me talking to Mrs Benchley about my orange tree. It’s leaves are falling off, and it’s dying, not you. Speaking of Mrs Benchley, I’m afraid she’s had an accident. That’s why I’ve come back. She won’t be able to work for a few days. I’ve ordered …’ He trailed off as he saw Daggett’s face go completely white. For once, the fellow actually looked ill. ‘I say, are you feeling all right?’


Daggett couldn’t speak as the enormity of what he’d done hit him full force. He started to get up, but the doctor gently pushed him back. ‘You don’t look at all well. You’ve gone pale, perhaps I’d better have a look at you …’


Daggett shook him off. He had to get that letter back. He had to stop that silly girl from delivering it. ‘I’m fine,’ he said. He tossed the bedclothes to one side and swung his legs off the high bed. ‘Just fine. Not to worry, I’m suddenly feeling fit as a fiddle. I think I’ll get dressed and take a bit of air.’


Puzzled, the doctor stared at him. ‘Your color isn’t very good, sir. You ought to go back to bed.’


‘Nonsense.’ Daggett forced himself to smile. ‘I’m fine. As you said, it’s just a bit of indigestion. Now, what were you saying about Mrs Benchley?’ He barely listened as the doctor detailed the housekeeper’s accident. All he could think of was getting to Fulham, to number thirteen Dunbarton Street, and getting that damned letter back.


‘Mrs Benchley must have as much rest as she needs,’ he muttered when the doctor finished speaking. He hurried over to his armoire and yanked open the top drawer.


‘A day or two should do it,’ Wiltshire replied, watching him closely. The man’s behavior was odd, but medically, he now seemed quite all right. His color had returned to normal. ‘I’ll stop by to see Mrs Benchley tomorrow.’


‘Good, good,’ Daggett said. He yanked a pair of clean socks out of the drawer. ‘Good night, I’ll see you tomorrow then.’ He wished the doctor would hurry and leave. He had to get moving. Oh God, what on earth was he going to do? Whatever had possessed him to write it all down?


The doctor finally left. Daggett threw on his clothes and raced out the bedroom door, almost running into Hortense on the landing. The girl managed to dodge to one side to avoid being run over. ‘Out of my way, girl. Where’s the other one?’


‘Other one, sir?’ Hortense had no idea what he was talking about. Alarmed, she stared at him. His shirt was hanging out of his trousers, his hair stood straight up, his tie was crooked and the lapel of his jacket was folded in the wrong way.


‘The other girl,’ Daggett shouted. ‘Where is she?’


‘Nelda’s not back yet,’ Hortense replied. She began to back away from him. ‘I went and looked for her. I went all the way to the postbox at the corner, but I didn’t see her. No one’s seen her since she left with that letter you give her.’


Daggett’s eyes almost popped out of his head, then he turned, bolted down the staircase and out the front door.


Harrison Nye sat across from Oscar Daggett and considered killing the man. He carefully weighed the pros and cons of that solution, and then discarded it. Too many people had seen Daggett arrive. How unfortunate that the fool had come blundering in so hysterical he could barely speak when Eliza was having one of her dinner parties.

No, he decided, he couldn’t kill him, and that wouldn’t solve the problem anyway.


‘I didn’t know what else to do.’ Daggett wiped his forehead with his handkerchief. ‘I can’t think what to do.’


‘Did it occur to you to go to Dunbarton Street and try to get the letter back?’ Nye asked.


‘That wasn’t possible,’ Daggett said. ‘The girl had a good two hours’ head start on me. I knew it was hopeless. That’s why I came here. We’ve got to decide what to do.’


What Nye wanted to do was to wrap his fingers around Daggett’s pudgy throat and squeeze the life out of him. ‘Don’t do anything. I’ll take care of the matter. You’re sure she still lives there?’


Daggett hesitated. ‘Yes, of course.’


But Nye had seen the hesitation. ‘Damn it, man. You mean there’s a chance she isn’t there? Tell me the truth now, it’s very important. If she got your damned confession, we might be able to deal with the consequences, but if someone else got it, we could be doomed.’


‘She was living there last summer. I know because I saw her getting into a hansom on Regent Street. I heard her give the cabbie that Fulham address.’


Nye closed his eyes briefly to regain control of himself. He hated losing his temper. It made him do idiotic, impulsive things. But the urge to smack Daggett’s fat, stupid face was so strong he had to ball his hand into a fist to keep from hitting him. He’d deal with Daggett later. When he had that letter safely back in his possession. Nye rose to his feet, indicating the meeting was over.


Daggett gaped at him, then lumbered up off the settee as well. ‘What should I do?’


‘Go home,’ Nye ordered. ‘Just go home and try to act normal.’


‘Harrison?’ Eliza Nye, a tall, striking redhead in her early thirties, came into the study. ‘I do hate to interrupt, dear, but we’ve guests.’


‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart.’ Nye smiled at his beautiful wife. She was a good twenty years younger than he. The daughter of minor aristocracy, she’d been the perfect candidate when he’d decided to take a wife. She had breeding, but no money. She was therefore pliable, grateful and willing to overlook his more ruthless character traits. ‘Let me show Oscar out, then I’ll rejoin our guests.’


She nodded regally, smiled graciously at Daggett and withdrew.


‘You’re not going to the house now?’ Daggett asked.


‘What would be the point?’ Nye replied. He started for the door and motioned to Daggett to follow. ‘She’s had time to read it by now. But I doubt she’s going to do anything about it until tomorrow. By then, I’ll have taken care of the problem once and for all.’


They’d reached the hall, and Daggett stopped dead. Behind him, he could hear the sound of the guests through the partially open door of the drawing room. ‘You’re not going to hurt her, are you? I mean …’ His voice trailed off.


Nye stared at him coldly. ‘You weren’t worried about her welfare fifteen years ago.’


‘That was different.’ Daggett swallowed. ‘What are you going to do?’


‘I’m going to take care of our little problem. A problem, I might remind you, that you caused.’


‘I thought I was dying. I didn’t want it on my conscience.’


Nye laughed. ‘We can’t have that, can we? Run along home, little man. I’ll get that damned letter back, and when I do, I’ll be along to see you.’


Daggett backed away. Fear curdled in his stomach. ‘All right, I’ll leave it all to you, then.’ He turned and bolted for the door, almost knocking over a tall, lanky young man who’d just come out of the water closet.


‘I say,’ the young man sputtered apologetically. ‘Frightfully sorry. I didn’t see you …’ But he was talking to Daggett’s back. He turned and looked at his host. ‘Your friend seems in a deuced hurry. Almost bowled me over.’


‘Do forgive him, Lionel,’ Nye said. ‘He’s in a bit of a state. Nervous fellow. You know the sort. Let’s go and join the others.’


Harrison Nye pulled his heavy overcoat tighter and banged the black-onyx top of his cane against the roof of the hansom. He stuck his head out the side. ‘Let me off here, if you please.’


Obligingly, the cab stopped, and Harrison climbed down onto the wet, cobblestone street. He paid the driver, then waited until the cab turned the corner before he started for his destination. He’d deliberately had the driver drop him here. He was fairly certain she could never be connected with him, but he wasn’t taking any chances.


It was past midnight and the October night was cold. A light, misty rain fell. Save for another cab pulling up at a small hotel a little farther up the street, he was completely alone. That’s the way he wanted it, no witnesses. Turning, he crossed the road and started for the corner. Dumbarton Street was a long street of small, two-story rowhouses with tiny front gardens. Even in the dark, he could see that most of the houses were unkempt and in need of a good coat of paint.


When he got to the front of number 13, he saw it was in slightly better condition than the others. Nye went up the walkway to the front door. In the distance, he heard the rumble of a train. Reaching in his pocket, he pulled out a small metal object with a thin protruding strip at one end. He stuck it into the lock and turned it gently. But he couldn’t hear the small, faint clicks that signaled the opening of the door because that damned train was getting closer. It was so loud now he could barely hear himself think. He tried turning the handle, but the door didn’t budge. Damn, he thought, this was supposed to be easy, in and out in a few seconds, just like the old days. No fuss or bother. Why in the hell did she have to live next door to a bloody railway line?


Suddenly, he gasped as a searing pain lanced him from behind. His fingers dropped the lockpick, his arms flailed and he turned to look at his assailant. His eyes widened. ‘My God, it’s you …’


‘Where’s Betsy?’ Smythe, the coachman for Scotland Yard Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, asked as he came into the kitchen. He was a tall, muscular man with dark hair and heavy, rather brutal features. But his true character was reflected in his warm, kind brown eyes and his ready smile.


The housekeeper, Mrs Jeffries, a short, plump auburn-haired woman in her mid-fifties, pulled out the chair at the head of the table and sat down. ‘She’ll be along directly. I sent her to the station. The inspector forgot his watch, his money clip and his spectacles. He was in a bit of a hurry this morning. But she ought to be back any moment now, she left over two hours ago.’


Smythe nodded. ‘Should I go call Wiggins? He’ll need to wash up before he comes to the table. He’s covered in filth.’


‘Yes, thank you; tell him just to wash his hands and face. I’ll put a newspaper under his chair to catch the rest of the dirt.’


‘The lad’s worked hard,’ Mrs Goodge, the portly, white-haired cook, said as she placed the big brown teapot in front of the housekeeper. ‘Cleaning them attic rooms is a right old mess. I still think we ought to burn all that old junk instead of having poor Wiggins bring it down to the terrace.’


‘It is hard work.’ Mrs Jeffries picked up the teapot and began to pour. ‘I told Wiggins he didn’t have to do it alone, that we’d get some street lads in to help him, but he was quite adamant he was up to the task.’


‘Are you going to go through all of it?’ the cook asked curiously.


‘The inspector wants to see what all is stored up there. He’s no idea, you know. From what he learned from his late aunt, most of the stuff in the attic was there when she bought the house. Then, of course, she lived here for a number of years and added to it as well.’


‘Cor blimey, I’ve a powerful thirst,’ Wiggins, an applecheeked, brown-haired lad of twenty, announced as he came into the kitchen. He was the household footman. But as the establishment wasn’t formal enough to really need a footman, he did any task that needed doing. His face and hands were clean, but his white work shirt and brown trousers were covered in soot.


Mrs Jeffries got up and grabbed yesterday’s Times off the pine sideboard. ‘Don’t sit yet,’ she said, pushing his chair to one side. She put the paper down and motioned for Wiggins to move the chair back onto the newspaper. ‘There, now you can have your tea in peace without worrying about dirtying the place up.’


‘Thanks, Mrs Jeffries,’ Wiggins replied. Though in truth, he’d not given dirtying the kitchen a moment’s thought. He sat down and reached for one of Mrs Goodge’s scones.


‘I wish we had a murder,’ the cook said glumly. ‘I’m bored.’ She was also feeling her age. She knew that her contributions in helping to bringing killers to justice was the most important thing she’d done in her life. She wanted to do a bit more of it while she had the chance.


‘What’s the ’urry, Mrs Goodge? It’s only been three weeks since our last one,’ Smythe asked cheerfully.


‘That’s easy enough for you to say,’ she replied. ‘You’re young and fit. I’m not so young and not so fit. I want to do my part while I’ve got the chance.’


Mrs Jeffries frowned in concern. ‘You’re not ill, are you?’ It wasn’t like the cook to be morbid or self-pitying.


‘Of course not, I’m just not as young as I used to be and, frankly, helping the inspector with his cases is a lot more important than what I’m going to be fixing for Tuesday’s supper.’ She waved a hand dismissively. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m not ready to pick my funeral hymns yet; I just wish we had us a nice murder, that’s all.’ She wished she’d kept her mouth shut. Now all of them would be watching her like hawks, making sure she was all right. But then again, that was the other reason her life was so good now. She had a family. They all did. They had each other.


After a lifetime of living in other people’s houses and keeping her distance from the staff lest they not respect her, she’d ended up as cook to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon. No one else would have her because she’d gotten old, but Mrs Jeffries had hired her. Smythe and Wiggins were already there – they’d both worked for the inspector’s Aunt Euphemia and even though the inspector hadn’t needed a coachman or a footman, he’d kept them on. Then Betsy, half-starved and frightened to death, had been found on their doorstep and the inspector had hired her as a maid. Then all of a sudden they were investigating murders, helping their dear employer bring killers to justice. Not that he knew about their efforts, of course. That made it even sweeter, she thought. Even more important. Here they were secretly helping to do the most noble thing a person could do and only a handful of people knew the truth. It was exciting, and she wanted to do it as many times as possible before she went to meet her Maker. Indeed she did. But she didn’t want the rest of the household thinking she’d gone maudlin in her old age.


‘Me too,’ Wiggins agreed. ‘I’d much rather be out ’untin’ for clues rather than luggin’ all that junk down the stairs. The inspector’s aunt kept everything, rotten old books, boxes of letters, old bits of cloth.’


‘Perhaps we ought to let the inspector sort out the papers,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured. ‘Family letters can be very personal. As for the rest, we’ll have to ask him what he wants done with the stuff. He may want to give the useful objects to charity.’


Smythe glanced at the clock on the sideboard. ‘Betsy should be back by now, shouldn’t she?’


Betsy and Smythe were engaged. He tended to worry about the girl when she wasn’t right under his nose. She, being the independent sort, generally ignored him when he was acting too much like a nervous Nellie and did what she pleased. They’d agreed to postpone getting married for the near future. Neither of them was ready to give up their investigating just yet.


‘I’m sure she’ll be here any minute,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. She turned her head toward the window. Like many homes in this part of London, the kitchen was lower than the street level, and one could see the street through the kitchen window. A hansom was pulling up in front of the house. ‘I believe that’s Betsy now.’


‘Why’d she take a cab?’ Mrs Goodge mused.


‘I expect she has a good reason,’ the housekeeper replied. ‘Betsy isn’t one to waste money.’


A few moments later, a pretty, slender blonde wearing a straw bonnet and a blue coat hurried into the kitchen. She was shedding her coat and hat as she walked. ‘I’ve got news.’ She put her things on the coat rack and flew toward the table, eager to share what she’d learned with the others. She slipped into her chair, grabbed Smythe’s hand under the table and gave it a squeeze. ‘We’ve got us a murder.’


‘Ask and thou shalt receive.’ Mrs Goodge rolled her eyes heavenward. ‘Thank you, Lord.’


‘Who was killed?’ Mrs Jeffries asked.


‘A man named Harrison Nye,’ Betsy said. She accepted the cup of tea the housekeeper handed her. ‘He was found stabbed to death in a garden in Fulham.’


‘Whose garden?’ Mrs Goodge asked. She liked to get as many details as possible. As she did all her investigating right from this kitchen, it was important to get as many names as possible as quickly as possible. Mrs Goodge had a secret army of informants. Deliverymen, rags-and-bones boys, chimney sweeps, gas men, ’tweenys and street arabs. She plied them with tea and cake and got their tongues wagging. If that didn’t work, she used her vast network of former colleagues, which stretched from one end of London to the other, to unearth every morsel of gossip about suspects and victims. She could do a better background investigation on someone than the spies at the foreign office and do it quicker as well.


Betsy took a quick sip of tea. ‘I don’t know. I only got the name of the victim and the address. It was number thirteen Dunbarton Street in Fulham. That’s where he was found.’


‘Harrison Nye,’ Smythe repeated thoughtfully. ‘That name sounds familiar. Now where ’ave I ’eard it before?’


‘Tell us what happened,’ Mrs Jeffries said to Betsy. It was important that they get the full story. She knew that it was easy to leave out something that could be a vital clue when one was telling something piecemeal.


‘I got to the station and the sergeant on duty let me go up to the inspector’s office. He wasn’t there. He was in a meeting of some sort, so I put his things on his desk. Then I left to come home, but just as I was leaving the building, who should pop up but Inspector Nivens.’


Everyone groaned. Inspector Nigel Nivens was universally and heartily disliked. The man had made it his mission in life to prove that Inspector Witherspoon had help solving his cases. He was rude, caustic and quite stupid.


‘That was my reaction as well,’ Betsy said with a grin. She’d groaned when he’d waylaid her in the foyer. ‘But as it turned out, it was just as well. If Nivens hadn’t stopped me, I wouldn’t have found out about the inspector nor the name of the victim.’


‘What happened?’ Mrs Goodge asked.


Betsy’s grin broadened. ‘Well, there I was trying to get away from Nivens, who was asking me what I was doing there in the first place, when all of a sudden, who should come racing down the stairs but our inspector and Constable Barnes. He stopped when he saw me, thanked me for bringing his things, then told me to tell you’ – she nodded at Mrs Jeffries – ‘that he’d be home quite late tonight as he’d just been given a murder. You should have seen Inspector Nivens’s face. He got so angry he looked like he was going to have an apoplexy attack. He demanded to know who’d been killed and where it had happened. Of course our inspector told him, and that’s how I heard. Then Nivens took off up the stairs muttering something to the effect that this should be his murder and that the chief inspector had no business giving it to our inspector.’ She broke off and laughed. ‘Oh, you should have seen him. It was a sight. Even the police constables milling about and the sergeant were staring at Nivens like he’d lost his mind.’


‘Nye. That name sounds so familiar,’ Smythe muttered again.


Betsy was glad her beloved was so worried about who the victim was rather than why Nivens had stopped her in the first place. She’d told them he’d been questioning her about why she was at the station and that, to some extent, was the truth. He’d whipped off his hat, done a funny little bow and then grinned at her like she ought to be grateful he was taking any notice of her at all. It had taken a few minutes before she’d realized he was flirting with her. She’d been horrified. He’d actually had the nerve to ask her when was her day out.


She’d told him her day out each week varied according to what the household’s needs happened to be. Mercifully, the inspector and Constable Barnes had come rushing down the stairs at that point.


The inspector hadn’t noticed anything amiss with her, but she’d seen the constable’s eyes narrow suspiciously. Constable Barnes didn’t miss much. She’d seen him shoot Nivens a really dirty look too.


She had no intention of seeing Nigel Nivens on her day out, and she’d tell him so the next time she saw him. She couldn’t stand the little toad, and she was an engaged woman. She intended to keep it that way.


‘Should we send for Luty and Hatchet?’ Mrs Goodge asked.


Luty Belle Crookshank and her butler Hatchet were dear friends. They’d inadvertently gotten involved in one of the inspector’s earlier cases and ended up using their considerable resources to help catch a killer. Now they helped all the time.
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