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CHAPTER ONE



‘IDON’T CARE what kind of a report you’ve had,’ Neville Grant snapped impatiently. ‘No one here knows that person. Now kindly take yourself away and don’t bother me or my household again.’


‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,’ said Constable Theodore Martin – Teddy to his friends – swallowing nervously. Just his rotten luck that the master of the house himself would answer the door and not the ruddy butler. ‘But we must make inquiries. It’s our duty. Are you sure none of your servants have seen this woman?’


Grant glared at the pale-faced lad who dared to continue questioning him. The fact that the man was a policeman didn’t intimidate him in the least. ‘Are you deaf, young man? I’ve already told you. Some incompetent has made a mistake or, more likely, is playing the police for fools, which, by the look of you, isn’t difficult to do. This household is hardly likely to be issuing invitations to women like that.’


‘We’ve still got to inquire, sir,’ the constable said quickly. ‘Someone’s filed a report. She’s gone missing. This house is the last known place where she was, sir. That’s why we’ve got to make sure no one here’s seen her.’


‘You’ve the wrong address.’ Grant stamped his cane against the parquet floor for emphasis. ‘She wasn’t here. Now go away.’


Martin hesitated indecisively. He didn’t like to make a fuss, but if he went back to the station without even setting foot in the house, his sergeant would have his guts for garters. Ever since the ruddy Whitechapel killings, the police had to be extra careful – even if it was some flitty artist’s model that had gone missing. More likely this old tartar was right – the woman probably hadn’t come here at all. But if the missing girl turned up with her throat slashed or her guts torn out and the newspapers found out that the police hadn’t even bothered to make inquiries when she’d been reported missing – Constable Martin didn’t even want to think about that! ‘It is the right address, sir,’ he insisted.


Grant’s wrinkled face reddened in rage. ‘How dare you contradict me,’ he yelped, stamping his cane again and coming within a hair’s breath of smashing the constable’s toe. ‘I don’t care what address you’ve got.’ Grant started to close the door. ‘And I don’t care if the girl has been kidnapped by white slavers. Someone’s made a mistake. No one here knows anything about a missing woman.’


‘If I could just speak to the rest of the household, sir,’ Martin persisted desperately. It wasn’t just his superiors he worried about facing if he went back without any information. It was that French woman. She’d raised such a ruckus down at the station this morning that even his hardened old sergeant had stepped back a wary pace or two when she was ranting and raving like a she-demon.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. We have guests this afternoon,’ Grant snapped. ‘I’m not having you bother my wife or anyone else with this silly matter.’


‘Then if I could have a word with your servants,’ the constable asked. ‘Maybe one of them invited her.’


‘My servants are hardly in the habit of inviting their friends for social calls.’


‘But one of them might know something.’


‘They’ve already been spoken to, you fool,’ Grant shouted, his complexion deepening to crimson. ‘The butler made inquiries amongst the staff yesterday after that other constable came round bothering us with this ridiculous tale. None of them know what the blazes you’re on about either. You’ve bothered us twice now and we’ve been very patient. But enough is enough. Now get off with you and leave us in peace.’ With that, he slammed the door in Martin’s face.


The constable sighed and trudged down the three steps to the paved walkway. As he went out the ebony wrought-iron gate that surrounded the property, he glanced back over his shoulder. Blooming toffs, he thought as he glared at the handsome three-story brick house, just because they’re rich they think they don’t have to answer to the law. Well, they’d find out soon enough that they did. Constable Martin knew in his bones that this wasn’t the end of things.


‘Zhey do nothing!’ Nanette Lanier banged her dainty fist against the tabletop hard enough to rattle the china. ‘She’s been gone now for a week and still zhey do nothing. Zee English police,’ she cried. ‘Useless.’


Mrs Hepzibah Jeffries, housekeeper to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon of Scotland Yard, would normally have challenged such a statement, but considering the highly excitable state of her guest, she thought it best to let the comment pass.


‘Miss Lanier,’ she began, only to be interrupted.


‘Please call me Nanette.’


‘Very well, Nanette,’ she replied. She glanced at the clock. Almost three. The others should be back any moment. This would go a good deal easier if the rest of the staff were here. Smythe, the coachman, had taken everyone, even Mrs Goodge, the cook, out for a drive in the inspector’s carriage. ‘I quite sympathize with your position. I don’t quite understand . . .’ She paused, relieved, as she heard the back door open and the muted sound of several voices talking all at once. Good, the others were back. Now she wouldn’t have to deal with this on her own.


Nanette’s expression of indignation turned to alarm. ‘Is zat zee inspector?’ she asked.


‘No, no,’ Mrs Jeffries assured her. ‘It’s the rest of the staff. They’ve been out this afternoon.’


‘I told ya you’d like it,’ Wiggins, the footman, exclaimed.


Mrs Goodge, her hat somewhat askew and her spectacles slipping down her nose, bustled into the kitchen with Wiggins right on her heels. Fred, the mongrel dog the household had adopted, trotted in after them.


‘Smythe drove too fast,’ the cook groused, but her round cheeks were flushed and despite her grumbling she was smiling. She stopped dead when she saw Mrs Jeffries had a guest.


‘He weren’t goin’ that fast,’ Wiggins said defensively. ‘Not like that time he made it all the way to the . . .’ He broke off in mid-sentence as he spotted the beautiful woman sitting next to the housekeeper. He stumbled to his left to avoid ramming into the cook’s broad back.


‘Good afternoon,’ Mrs Jeffries said calmly. ‘As you can see, we have a guest. This is Miss Lanier.’ She gestured at Nanette, who nodded politely. ‘Miss Lanier,’ she continued, ‘this is Mrs Goodge, our cook, and Wiggins, our footman.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ Mrs Goodge said.


‘Likewise,’ Nanette said with a regal incline of her head.


‘Miss Lanier is joining us for tea,’ Mrs Jeffries explained.


‘I’ll just put my hat away.’ Mrs Goodge shot the housekeeper a curious look as she bustled off toward the hallway and her room.


Wiggins, who was still staring at the woman like a love-struck cow, started for a chair, tripped over his own feet, blushed bright red and then managed to seat himself without further ado.


‘Where are Betsy and Smythe?’ the housekeeper asked him. Nanette Lanier’s arrival wasn’t a social call. Mrs Jeffries wanted everyone here before the woman went any further with her story. She forced herself to stay calm, deliberately keeping a tight lid on her rising excitement. She didn’t want to get her hopes up. Nanette’s problem might be a tempest in a teapot. But she hoped not. She hoped that soon the household would be out and about doing what they did best. Snooping. Seeking answers. Solving a mystery. They were very good at it too. But then, they should be. They’d done it often enough in the past. As the household staff for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon of Scotland Yard, they’d had plenty of practise. Not that their inspector had any inkling they regularly assisted him in his cases. Oh no, that would never do. But the point was, they did. Why, if not for them, their dear inspector would probably still be a clerk in the records room.


‘They’re just coming,’ Wiggins answered absently, his gaze still on their guest. He was the perfect picture of a love-struck youth. His eyes had gone all soft and dreamy, a half-smile played around his mouth and a rosy blush had swept across his cheeks. Mrs Jeffries ducked her head to hide a smile. Wiggins would be mortified when he looked in a mirror. Several tufts of his dark-brown hair were sticking up at the back of his head.


The cook returned and took her regular chair at the table just as the back door opened again and the muted voices of the maid and the coachman drifted down the hallway. A moment later they came into the kitchen.


They made a striking contrast. Betsy, pretty and slender with blue eyes and blond hair, walked daintily next to a dark-haired hulk of a man. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘We’ve got company.’ She poked her companion in the arm. Smythe looked toward the table. His features were strong enough and brutal enough to intimidate a bear, but he’d not noticed they had a visitor because his eyes had been gazing adoringly at the maid.


Mrs Jeffries repeated the introduction and then said, ‘Miss Lanier has come here for our help. It seems she has a problem.’ Her voice was calm and her expression serene, but there was something in her tone that caught all their attention.


Smythe’s lips curved in a smile.


Mrs Goodge grinned.


Betsy’s eyes sparkled.


Even Wiggins jerked his gaze away from the Frenchwoman to look at the housekeeper in pleased surprise.


Mrs Jeffries knew good and well what was going on in their minds. The same thing she’d thought when she’d opened the back door fifteen minutes ago and seen Nanette standing there. They had a case. A mystery to solve.


‘What kind of a problem?’ the cook asked eagerly.


‘Before we go into that,’ Mrs Jeffries said, ‘I’d like to remind everyone that Miss Lanier was involved in one of our first cases.’


‘But of course,’ Nanette said quickly. ‘It was when zat awful Dr Slocum was murdered. I was working as a maid to Mrs Leslie. We were Dr Slocum’s neighbors.’


‘It were that Knightsbridge one?’ Wiggins exclaimed eagerly.


‘Oui,’ Nanette replied, giving him a dazzling smile. ‘C’est correct. I remember, you see. I remember very well what I saw when zee police were trying to find out who killed Slocum. If it had not been for all of you, zee real killer would have gotten away with it. Zat’s why I come here when zee police do nothing. I zink all of you are very good at finding answers.’


No one was quite sure how to respond to her statement, so no one said anything. Save for the faint ticking of the carriage clock on the cupboard shelf, the room was silent as they all drifted back to the memory of the first case they’d knowingly worked on together. It hadn’t been their first case; there had been those horrible Kensington High Street murders. But on that one, they’d each worked separately, under Mrs Jeffries’s guidance and without even knowing what they were doing. But the murder of Dr Bartholomew Slocum had been different. Mrs Jeffries had realized they not only enjoyed and were good at snooping about but were just as devoted to the inspector as she was, and that they could work together as a team.


It had been the Slocum murder that had really brought them together. Mrs Jeffries smiled at the memory. Now they were a family.


Misinterpreting the continued silence, Nanette quickly said, ‘I can keep a secret. If you help me, I won’t say a word to anyone, especially not to your Inspector Witherspoon.’


‘Well,’ Mrs Jeffries said thoughtfully, glad the woman had given them this promise freely, ‘that would put us more at ease. Now as to whether or not we can help you, we can’t determine that until we know precisely what it is you need.’


‘My friend is missing,’ Nanette said. She plucked a pristine white handkerchief out of the pocket of her elegant green spring jacket and dabbed at her eyes. ‘She’s been gone for a week.’


Mary Grant’s serene expression didn’t change as she watched her husband come out the French doors and stamp across the lawn to where she was entertaining his wretched business guests. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she saw Neville deliberately smash an early blooming daffodil with his cane. They’d discuss that later, she thought before casting her gaze back to their visitors. Tyrell and Lydia Modean weren’t friends but business acquaintances. And though they’d been foisted upon her by her husband, she was far too proud a hostess to ever do less than her best. She smiled warmly at the tall man standing behind his wife, who was seated directly across from her. ‘Have you had time to visit many galleries?’ she inquired politely. Modean was quite an attractive man, even if he was an American.


‘Quite a number of them,’ Tyrell Modean replied. He laid a hand on his wife’s shoulder. He’d been standing here now for ten minutes and was hoping they’d go in to tea soon. ‘We took in the Japanese Gallery on New Bond Street this morning. Some of the work was exquisite, wasn’t it, Lydia?’


But it wasn’t Lydia Modean who replied. It was the man sitting across from their hostess. James Underhill was also a guest, but one who’d been invited by Arthur Grant, Neville’s son, who was slouched in a chair across the table. ‘Exquisite? Do you really think so?’ Underhill said doubtfully. He opened a tin of mints and popped one in his mouth.


‘Yes,’ Modean replied, not bothering to look at the Englishman. ‘I do.’ He deliberately moved so that he was turned away from Underhill. The snub was obvious to everyone seated at the table. Helen Collier, Mary Grant’s sister, leveled an outraged frown at the American.


‘Mrs Grant,’ Modean continued calmly, ‘I understand the Caldararos were originally part of your family’s collection.’


Underhill shot a fierce glare at the American’s broad shoulders. God, he hated him. He snapped the lid shut on his mints and started to put them back in his coat pocket.


‘James,’ Mary ordered. ‘Could you go and get Mr Modean a chair? Take Arthur with you to help carry it. They’re quite heavy.’


James Underhill was outraged. The witch was treating him like a servant. Well, by God, she’d pay for that. He glared quickly at the others around the table. Arthur practically trembled as Underhill’s gaze raked him. Helen gave him her mewling calf’s smile that for some odd reason she thought was attractive and Mary merely stared at him imperiously, daring him to object. Modean and his slut of a wife didn’t even bother to look in his direction.


Underhill slapped the tin onto the table. ‘Of course, Mrs Grant,’ he replied coldly. ‘I’ll be delighted to get Mr Modean a chair. Come along, Arthur. I could use a hand.’


‘Have you told the police?’ Mrs Goodge asked. Her tone was polite, but behind her spectacles, her eyes were suspicious. She’d never had much liking for foreigners. Especially the French.


‘Zee police!’ Nanette snorted. ‘Useless fools! I went to them zee morning after Irene did not come home! Zhey claimed zhey’d make inquiries. But zhey did nothing. A rich man says he knows nothing of Irene and zhey are cowed like zee dog.’


‘I’m not quite followin’ ya,’ Smythe said softly. ‘Why don’t ya start at the beginnin’ and tell us everythin’?’


‘But I’ve already told Mrs Jeffries,’ Nanette wailed. ‘I don’t want to waste time. Something has happened to Irene. I know it. I can feel it in my liver.’


‘Liver?’ Wiggins echoed. ‘That’s a funny place to feel somethin’.’


Nanette waved her hand impatiently. ‘Not my liver – what’s zat other word . . .’ She tapped her chest.


‘Heart?’ Betsy suggested.


Nanette nodded. ‘Zhat’s it. I can feel it in my heart. Sometimes I get my English mixed up when I’m excited or upset and now I am very upset.’


‘Then I suggest you drink your tea and calm down,’ Mrs Jeffries said. ‘You’ll need to have all your wits about you when you tell us the facts of this matter.’


Nanette nodded and took a deep breath. ‘But of course. You are right. I must be calm. It happened last week. My friend Irene Simmons came to take tea with me. A charming custom, is it not? Afternoon tea . . . but forgive me, I’m wandering off zee point. Irene lives in zee flat upstairs from my shop. She lives with her grandmère. Pardon, I mean grandmother.’


‘You own a shop?’ Betsy asked curiously.


‘A hat shop,’ Nanette replied proudly. ‘We carry all zee latest designs from Paris. We also carry a full line of gloves, scarves, fans and shawls.’


‘Go on,’ Mrs Jeffries prompted. She too was curious how someone who only a few years ago was a lady’s maid had acquired the capital to open her own business. But she wasn’t going to ask that question now. She’d learned it was better to find some answers indirectly. ‘Do tell us about Miss Simmons.’


‘She’s an artists’ model,’ Nanette continued. ‘But Irene is a good girl, a decent girl. She is from a good family. They once had a bit of money, but when her parents died, she and her grandmother lost everything. I gave her a job working for me in zee shop . . .’


‘I thought you said she was an artists’ model,’ Wiggins asked.


‘She is. But she only got her first modeling position a few months ago. A Spanish artist named Gaspar Morante happened to come into zee shop. He took one look at Irene and asked her to pose for him. He didn’t offer her much money, but I told her to do it because I knew it might lead to other work. To be honest, my own business hadn’t been so good.’


‘So she doesn’t work for you now?’ Smythe asked.


‘Only occasionally,’ Nanette replied. ‘Her grandmère is quite ill. Irene needed to make money to pay for her medicines and zee doctor.’


‘So now she’s makin’ a livin’ posin’ for pictures?’ Mrs Goodge asked, her tone clearly indicating her thoughts on that kind of employment.


‘She is a decent woman,’ Nanette declared with a sniff. ‘She does not pose in zee nude even though zat ridiculous Englishman offered her a hundred pounds.’


Mrs Jeffries reached over and patted Nanette’s arm. ‘No one is saying your Miss Simmons isn’t a perfectly nice woman . . .’


‘That’s right,’ Wiggins interrupted. ‘And even if she took all her clothes off, we’d still go out and look for her.’


‘Really, Wiggins,’ the cook snapped. ‘Please watch your tongue.’


Wiggins blushed a fiery red. ‘Sorry. What I meant to say was that no matter what Miss Simmons does for employment, we’d look for ’er if she’s missin’. No one deserves to be ignored just because they might be poor or different or . . . well.’ He looked helplessly at the housekeeper. ‘You know what I mean, Mrs Jeffries.’


‘Of course we do, Wiggins, and I must say, you’re absolutely right.’ She smiled approvingly at him and then turned to Nanette. ‘Do continue with your story. Miss Simmons came to have tea with you last week,’ she prompted.


‘It was quite late in zee afternoon. Irene, she was excited because she’d received an offer of employment. She was to go zat night and discuss the terms with zee artist. I walked her to zee corner, to zee omnibus stop, and waited with her till it came. Zat was the last time I saw her.’


‘Do you know where she was going?’ Betsy asked. ‘Do you have an address?’


‘To a house on Beltrane Gardens. Zat’s why Irene was so excited. The address was very fashionable, and she was sure she’d get a good wage,’ Nanette explained. ‘But she never came home. Zee next morning, her grandmère came down to zee shop and told me Irene’s bed hadn’t been slept in.’


‘What did you do?’ Betsy asked.


‘As I told you, I went to zee police. I was afraid there’d been an accident. But Irene, she wasn’t in any of zee hospitals and zee police hadn’t found any bodies without zee names.’


‘Huh?’ Wiggins said.


‘She means unidentified bodies,’ the housekeeper clarified.


‘Zat’s right. There were no unidentified bodies.’ Nanette pursed her mouth in disgust. ‘I even gave them zee address of zee house Irene went to, but zhey did nothing. Zee man who owns zee house told zem Irene never arrived. He is lying.’


‘Why do you think ’e’s lyin’?’ Smythe asked.


‘Because I know Irene,’ Nanette declared. ‘I know she went to zat house. She needed zee work so badly she wouldn’t have dared not gone. Zat’s how I know he is lying . . . zat stupid old man. He’s lying about Irene and zee police will do nothing . . .’ Nanette broke off and launched into French with such speed and fury that everyone around the table was rather glad they couldn’t understand what she was saying.


When the storm had passed, she got a hold of herself, wiped her wet eyes and said, ‘Please forgive me, but Irene is very dear to me, like a sister. I’m alone in zhis country. She and her grandmère aren’t just my neighbors, but my family. I know zat Mr Grant is lying. Why, he even claimed he hadn’t sent zee note asking Irene to come. But he had sent it. . . I saw it with my own eyes.’


‘You saw it?’ Mrs Jeffries said. There were a dozen different explanations as to why the girl hadn’t arrived at the house, but for now, they’d accept Nanette’s assumption that the girl had indeed arrived at her destination that evening.


‘Oui,’ Nanette cried, ‘and there is nothing wrong with my eyes. Irene did not write zat note to herself.’


‘So you’re suspicious of this, er . . . Mr Grant because you think he lied to the police,’ Mrs Goodge said.


‘He is lying! It was his notepaper. It had his name and address on it. Neville Grant. Thirty-four Beltrane Gardens, Holland Park.’


Smythe sucked in his breath. ‘Cor blimey, that’s right near ’ere.’


‘Does Irene have a sweetheart?’ Betsy asked softly.


‘Non.’ Nanette shook her head. ‘There is no one. Several young men have been interested, but Irene is devoted to her grandmère. She would never desert her to run off with someone.’


‘Maybe somethin’ ’appened to ’er after she left the Grant ’ouse?’ Wiggins suggested. ‘You said yourself it were evenin’. Maybe somethin’ ’appened to ’er after she come out?’


‘I don’t believe zat,’ Nanette said emphatically. ‘If she’d been there and gone, zhen why would zis man keep lying to zee police? He claims she was never there at all and I know she was.’


‘Perhaps someone was playing a trick on her?’ Mrs Jeffries suggested.


‘I thought of zat,’ Nanette replied, ‘but zhen again, why wouldn’t Grant admit she’d come to the door and zhey’d sent her off? But he said she was never there. I know she was. I saw her get on zee omnibus.’


‘That doesn’t mean Irene didn’t get off somewhere between the stop and the Grant house,’ Betsy pointed out. ‘Perhaps she stopped off to buy something at the chemist’s?’


‘Impossible,’ Nanette insisted. ‘She hadn’t enough money.’


‘None at all?’ Mrs Goodge asked suspiciously.


‘None.’ Nanette snorted delicately. ‘I had to loan her zee fare for zee omnibus. Zee next day, Madam Farringdon, one of my customers, came into zee shop. She mentioned zat she’d seen Irene on zee omnibus zee night before. Of course I questioned her, because I knew by zat time zat Irene hadn’t come home. Madam said zat Irene and she had gotten off zee omnibus together and even walked up Holland Park Road. Madame left her at zee corner of Beltrane Gardens. That’s only a very leetle distance from zee Grant house. What could have happened to Irene? It was a public street and she only had to walk a leetle ways to her destination.’


‘Had it gone dark by then?’ Smythe asked.


Nanette nodded. ‘Yes, but when Madam Farringdon left Irene, she didn’t have far to go.’


‘ ’Ow was Miss Simmons plannin’ on gettin’ ’ome?’ Wiggins asked.


Nanette shrugged. ‘I lent her money for a hansom. I didn’t want her on zee streets too late at night. Why?’


‘I was just wonderin’,’ he mumbled.


‘Will you help me?’ the Frenchwoman pleaded. ‘Her grandmère is frantic with worry, and so am I. I can pay you for your trouble.’


There was an immediate chorus of protests. But it was Smythe’s harsh tones that stood out. ‘We ’elp people because it’s right, not because we’re wantin’ to make a bob or two.’


‘We’re not a private inquiry firm.’ Mrs Goodge sniffed.


‘Please excuse me.’ Nanette’s pretty blue eyes filled with tears. ‘I didn’t mean to offend.’


‘None is taken,’ Mrs Jeffries said calmly. There were a number of things to consider before they leapt into this venture. The main one being that they might not have any more luck in locating this poor woman than the police had. ‘But before we can agree to assist you, we really must discuss it among ourselves.’


Nanette leapt to her feet. ‘I’ll step outside in zee garden for a few minutes. Will zat give you enough time?’


Taken aback, Mrs Jeffries could only nod. She’d rather thought they might have the whole evening to discuss the matter, but as Nanette was already scurrying toward the back door, there wasn’t much she could do about it. She waited till she heard the door close before turning to the others. ‘What do you think?’


‘We should ’elp ’er,’ Wiggins said quickly. ‘Poor lady’s in a state, worryin’ about ’er friend.’


Mrs Goodge sighed. ‘Well, it’s not a murder,’ she began, ‘but finding this model is better than sittin’ around here twiddling our thumbs.’


‘I don’t know.’ Betsy glanced toward the back hall and shook her head. ‘We’ve never really done anything like this and if the girl’s been gone a week . . .’


‘You think she’s already dead?’ Smythe said bluntly.


‘I’m not saying that,’ Betsy explained. ‘But there’s something funny about the whole thing.’


Mrs Jeffries rather agreed with the maid’s assessment. But she didn’t want to give her opinion until everyone had been heard from. ‘Smythe, what do you think?’


Smythe leaned back and folded his arms across his massive chest. ‘Betsy’s right. Somethin’ strange is goin’ on. But I don’t think the girl’s dead. I think someone’s got ’er.’


‘You don’t think she’s dead? Goodness. Why?’ Mrs Jeffries was curious as to his reasoning.


‘Because Nanette’s already been to the police about this and even though she claims they ain’t doin’ nothin’ about it, they probably are. Since this awful Ripper case, they’re under a lot of pressure when it comes to missin’ young women. Maybe they haven’t brought this Grant feller in for questionin’, but you can bet your last farthin’ they’re watching the morgues and the ’ospitals.’ Smythe shrugged. ‘Probably watchin’ ’im, as well.’


‘What are you sayin’?’ Wiggins scratched his chin.


‘I’m sayin’ ’er body ’asn’t turned up,’ Smythe replied softly. ‘And there’s not many places in a crowded city to hide a corpse.’


‘What about the river?’ Mrs Goodge put in quickly. ‘That’s a good place to get rid of it.’


Smythe shook his head. ‘It woulda floated up by now and someone would’ve seen it.’


‘So what do you think’s happened?’ Betsy prodded.


‘I think she’s been kidnapped,’ he said seriously.


Mrs Jeffries wasn’t sure she would go that far, but there was enough to Nanette’s tale to warrant a futher look. ‘What do you all think? Should we agree to help find this young woman?’ She looked around the table at the others.


‘I think we ought to,’ Betsy declared. ‘We can find out if she went into the Grant house if nothing else.’


‘I’m for it,’ Smythe agreed. ‘Mind you, I don’t think we’re goin’ to have much more luck than the police . . .’


‘Of course we will,’ Mrs Goodge scoffed. ‘We’ve got ways of findin’ things out that the police don’t.’


‘That’s true,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured. They were quite good at digging out information. Even Mrs Goodge, who never left the kitchen, could find out just about anything about anyone who was important in the city. But then, the cook had a veritable army of people marching through her domain. Tradesmen, delivery boys, costermongers, chimney sweeps and laundrymen. She kept them well supplied with sweet cakes and tea while she ruthlessly pumped them for every morsel of information there was to be had. ‘We’re agreed, then. We’re going to help?’


Everyone nodded. Wiggins got to his feet. ‘I’ll just nip out and get Miss Lanier.’


Mrs Jeffries raised her hand. ‘Not yet. I think we ought to bring the inspector into this.’


‘What for?’ Mrs Goodge demanded. ‘He’ll not be able to do anything the police haven’t already done.’


‘On the contrary. According to what Nanette told me earlier, a police constable has gone to the Grant house twice requesting information. They didn’t even get inside the place.’


‘So what good would it do to get the inspector involved?’ Smythe asked.


Mrs Jeffries smiled. ‘Ah, but he’s not a constable, is he? It’s a far different matter when an inspector shows up on your doorstoop and starts asking questions. If nothing else, it will put the cat among the pigeons . . .’


Smythe chuckled. ‘I see what you’re gettin’ at.’


‘I don’t,’ the cook demanded.


‘Simple, Mrs Goodge. If someone in that house knows anything about Irene Simmons, the inspector showin’ up and askin’ a few questions might loosen a few tongues.’


* * *


‘I say, Mrs Modean is quite a lovely lady, isn’t she?’ Arthur Grant said to his companion as they paused at the top of the stairs and watched the couple below entering the drawing room.


James Underhill shrugged and patted the pocket of his elegant black jacket, checking to see that he had his box of mints handy. Damn, they were gone. He’d probably left them out in the garden earlier. ‘She’s beautiful, but hardly a lady. She was a model before Modean married her. I ought to know. I’m the one who introduced them.’


Grant gave Underhill a knowing smirk. ‘I fancy you wouldn’t say something like that within earshot of her husband.’ He was satisfied when he saw a quick flush creep up Underhill’s cheek. The man didn’t like being reminded of their earlier meeting with the American. ‘Modean doesn’t appear to like you very much.’


‘We’ve had dealings before,’ Underhill muttered. He started down the stairs, one well-manicured hand clasped lightly onto the polished mahogany banister.


‘He seems a cultured sort, for an American.’ Arthur fell into step next to Underhill.


‘Don’t be absurd.’ Underhill stopped. His fingers tightened against the wood. ‘Modean’s nothing. He’s just a stupid, colonial upstart who thinks because he’s made a bit of money he can buy art and culture the same way he buys mining shares or bonds. The man can barely read. No real education, no breeding, no family. Nothing but money. That’s all they care about in America. Money.’ He continued down the stairs.


‘Then it’s fortunate for Modean that he has so much of it.’ Arthur said gleefully, taking such momentary delight in reminding Underhill of today’s humili-ation that he forgot Tyrell Modean and his American money were causing him a lot of trouble as well. ‘But rather unfortunate for us,’ he amended quickly, hoping that Underhill hadn’t quite realized he was deliberately trying to bait him. Sometimes, Arthur lamented, he frequently let his mouth loose without thinking.


Underhill was no fool. He shot Arthur a withering glare as they reached the bottom of the stairs. Across the wide hall, they could hear the muted voices of the others.


Arthur swallowed nervously and stepped back a bit. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I didn’t mean . . .’


‘Stop trying to goad me,’ Underhill warned. ‘You haven’t the wit for it. In any case, without me, you’re in very deep trouble. Don’t forget that, my friend.’


Grant’s pale face turned even whiter. ‘But you will help me,’ he pleaded, casting a quick glance toward the drawing room. ‘He’ll toss me out if he finds out. Yee gods, he’ll probably kill me. You promised . . .’


‘I promised nothing,’ Underhill interrupted. He was beginning to enjoy himself. The momentary shame at being reminded of Modean’s snub was washed away as he saw Grant cringing like a whipped pup. ‘This really isn’t my problem at all, is it?’


‘It will be if it all comes out,’ Grant blustered, his hazel eyes shifting between the drawing room and the man standing in front of him. ‘If I go down, you go down.’


‘Do you really think he’ll believe you?’ Underhill sneered, somewhat taken aback that the cowed pup had the nerve to fight back, even a little.


‘Perhaps he won’t believe me, but the police will.’ Grant appeared to gain courage as he spoke. ‘It’s not the first time you’ve done it. I know that much.’


Underhill watched him for a moment, his expression amused. ‘What you know is one thing. What you can prove is something else entirely. You weren’t complaining when you got your money, little man. I suspect the police will be interested in that too.’


Grant’s bravado deserted him completely. He lifted his hand and ran it nervously through his thin, blond hair. ‘Look, let’s not get silly over this. It’s in both our interests to cooperate with each other.’


Underhill’s lip curled in derision. ‘You really are a cowardly little whelp, aren’t you? Well, lucky for you I happen to need money. Otherwise, you’d be on your own. We made a deal and I kept my part of it. So if you want my help now, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and do precisely as I say.’
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