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CHAPTER ONE


‘Blast,’ Sir Edmund Leggett swore softly as he pushed back the heavy curtains and peeked out the window at Thornton Square. ‘She’s there again.’


Roland Leggett walked up behind his cousin and peered over his shoulder through the glass pane. On the far side of the square, a young, red-haired woman wearing a straw bonnet, a gray jacket, and a pale lavender day dress stood staring at the house. He had a perfectly good view of her as she stood next to the lamppost beside the entrance to the garden. Roland had seen her a good half-dozen times in the last few days. ‘She’s certainly persistent,’ he said softly. He glanced over his shoulder at the three people having tea in the huge drawing room. ‘Is Miss Parkington aware of her existence?’ he whispered.


‘I’m not that stupid,’ Sir Edmund hissed. He dropped the curtain and stepped back. ‘She knows nothing about her, and I intend to keep it that way.’


‘What are you two whispering about?’ asked Julia Parkington, a matron of fifty-five, who turned to look at the two men. She was a tall woman with graying blonde hair, pale blue eyes, and rather bland features.


‘It’s nothing, Madam,’ Sir Edmund gave his future mother-in-law a wide smile. ‘I merely wanted to ascertain that you’d have fair weather for your journey home.’


‘How very kind of you,’ Mrs Parkington replied. ‘You’re so very considerate.’


‘Excellent character,’ Mr Osgood Parkington beamed at his future son-in-law and wished his daughter, Miss Beatrice Parkington, who was sitting next to her mother on the settee, would make a complimentary comment about her future husband. For God’s sake, what did the girl want? He’d gone to a lot of time, trouble, and expense to get the chit a titled and handsome husband, and all she could do was glare sullenly at the carpet.


Beatrice Parkington was a lovely, dark-haired young lady of twenty-two. She stared at the lap of her elegant, emerald-green day dress and said nothing.


Sir Edmund glanced at his intended and wondered if beneath that calm façade there was any personality whatsoever. Then he shrugged mentally and decided it didn’t matter what went on in that empty head of hers, as long as she married him. Quickly. His creditors were beginning to be most unpleasant in their threats. ‘May I offer you more tea, Miss Beatrice?’ he asked politely.


‘No thank you,’ she replied in such a low voice he could barely hear her.


‘Speak up, girl,’ her father, Osgood Parkington, snapped. ‘Sir Edmund doesn’t want to marry a mouse.’


She looked up sharply and opened her mouth; then she clamped it shut.


‘Now, Osgood, do be kind,’ Julia Parkington said quickly. ‘We don’t want Sir Edmund thinking we’re the sort of family that speaks harshly to one another.’


Osgood shot his wife a quick frown. He was a tall, balding man with a few tufts of graying hair left here and there on his scalp. He had thin lips, watery brown eyes, and a large nose. He was dressed in an expensive black suit, which, despite its expensive cut, couldn’t quite hide his potbelly.


‘It’s quite all right,’ said Edmund, who’d moved to the settee and was standing directly in back of Beatrice, patting her on the shoulder. ‘My lady is just shy.’ He felt her cringe away from him.


‘She’ll get over it once she’s married,’ Osgood blustered. He glared at Beatrice, furious at the way she was embarrassing him in front of a nobleman.


‘Now dearest,’ Mrs Parkington soothed. ‘Don’t be hard on the girl. She’s simply not used to such imposing company.’


‘Her inexperience is your fault, Julia. You’ve let her grow up with her nose in a book instead of learning the proper way for a young woman to conduct oneself in society.’


‘I can speak for myself,’ Beatrice said. She looked directly at her father. ‘If I have something worth saying.’


‘And I’m sure you have much that is not only worth saying, but definitely worth hearing.’ Roland laughed lightly and sat down on the settee next to Mrs Parkington. ‘Let’s do talk about something pleasant. When is the engagement to be announced?’


Sir Edmund sat down in the wing chair next to Mr Parkington. ‘Yes, madam, now that all the legal matters have been settled, we must move ahead with the wedding plans.’


Now that he knew how much the Parkingtons were willing to settle on him for making their daughter a lady of the land, he was eager to get on with it. The girl was nice and malleable, so being wed to her shouldn’t be any great inconvenience. Once he got an heir from her, he’d send her to the country and continue his life as it had always been. But it had to be done quickly. Some of the more aggressive of his creditors were actually threatening him. He needed that settlement money soon.


‘Oh, it’ll take at least a year to plan the wedding,’ Mrs Parkington replied airily. ‘These things take a great deal of thought and preparation.’


Sir Edmund contorted his face into what he hoped was a besotted-with-love expression and looked at his intended. ‘I can’t wait that long for us to be together.’


‘Perhaps it can be done in six months,’ Mr Parkington suggested eagerly.


‘That’s quite impossible,’ Mrs Parkington announced. ‘One simply can’t plan a wedding in such a short period of time.’


‘Let’s at least announce the engagement quickly,’ Sir Edmund said. If his creditors knew he were marrying an heiress, they might give him a bit of leeway. ‘Let’s do it tonight at Lord Keighley’s. We’re all going to be there and we’ve got to make it public.’


‘Jolly good,’ Roland exclaimed. ‘That’s the perfect place to do it.’


‘That’s a splendid idea,’ Osgood Parkington declared. ‘Absolutely splendid.’


‘You’ll be the center of things, my dear,’ Mrs Parkington said to Beatrice with a laugh. ‘It’ll be so very exciting.’


But Beatrice didn’t look in the least excited. Roland Leggett watched the girl’s face. He decided that she looked positively sickened by the news that her engagement was going to be announced.


Mrs Hepzibah Jeffries, housekeeper for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, reached for the big brown teapot and poured herself a second cup. She and the rest of the staff were gathered around the kitchen table for their morning tea.


‘I’ll finish up them top windows as soon as we’re done ’ere,’ Wiggins, the footman, said. He was a handsome lad with round apple cheeks, brown hair, and a ready smile.


Mrs Jeffries was glad to see him in such good spirits. The lad had gone through a difficult time lately but seemed to be coming out of it nicely. ‘You be very careful, Wiggins. I don’t want you falling over the railing and into the street.’


‘Humph,’ Mrs Goodge, the cook, snorted delicately. She was a portly, elderly woman who’d worked in some of the finest houses in all of England. She’d ended up working for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon when her last employer had let her go because she’d gotten old. At the time, she’d been quite dismayed at how she’d had to come down in the world. But now, she wouldn’t trade her place here for anything, not even if she were offered a position at Buckingham Palace. ‘As far as I’m concerned, those windows can stay dirty. No one looks out of them. You shouldn’t be going up there, it’s dangerous.’


‘Not to worry,’ he replied. ‘I know what I’m about.’


‘ ’Course you do, lad,’ Smythe, the coachman, said. ‘But why don’t you wait until later today to finish up them attic ones. I’ll be free in a couple of ’ours and I’d rather you didn’t climb out there on your own.’ Smythe was a big, muscular man with dark hair, harsh features, and kind brown eyes.


‘Why can’t you go up with him straight after tea?’ Betsy, the maid, asked. She was a young woman in her twenties with big blue eyes and a beautiful smile. She and the coachman were engaged.


‘Because I want to nip over to one of my sources and see if there’s any word about her.’


The ‘her’ he was referring to was Edith Durant. She was wanted for murder, and as the entire household of Inspector Witherspoon secretly helped him with his cases, they were on the hunt for her, so to speak.


Smythe, who had various underworld acquaintances, had crossed a few palms with silver to find any information on Edith Durant’s whereabouts. Smythe was also very, very wealthy. But only a few people in the household were privy to that knowledge.


He’d made a fortune in Australia and then returned to England. He’d gone to see his old friend and previous employer, Euphemia Witherspoon, the inspector’s aunt, who had asked him to stay on and look after her nephew. As she was dying, Smythe had agreed. By the time everything was settled, the household was investigating murders and he was in love with Betsy.


Gerald Witherspoon had inherited Euphemia’s house and fortune. He’d also inherited Smythe and Wiggins. As the inspector had been brought up in very modest circumstances, he’d no idea how to run such a big house. So he’d hired Mrs Jeffries as his housekeeper, Mrs Goodge as his cook, and ended up with Betsy when she’d collapsed half-starved on his doorstep. When she had recovered, she’d been hired as a maid.


‘I can’t believe the police can’t get their hands on the woman,’ the cook shook her head in disgust. ‘She can’t have disappeared off the face of the earth.’


‘She’s a very clever woman,’ Wiggins said. ‘She’s probably gotten clean away.’


‘Let’s hope not,’ Mrs Jeffries said quickly. ‘Smythe, is your source reliable?’


‘He’s not failed me yet,’ Smythe replied. ‘If she’s in England, he’d be the one to know it.’


‘I don’t think she’s still here,’ Betsy murmured. ‘Like Wiggins said, she’s clever. She’d know that the police were looking for her and she’d get out of the country.’


‘She’s probably in America or Canada,’ Mrs Goodge suggested. ‘It’s easy to get lost in those big countries. There’s lots of places to hide.’


‘It’s a good thing we don’t ’ave us a murder now,’ Wiggins said. ‘We’d be ’ard-pressed to do much investigatin’ with us still on the ’unt for our last one.’


‘We got the murderer on our last case,’ Mrs Goodge said defensively. ‘Leastways, we got one of them. His trial starts next week and he’s sure to be found guilty.’ Edith Durant and her lover had committed two very ugly murders. She’d gotten away before she could be arrested and left him to face the music.


‘That’s true,’ Mrs Jeffries interjected. ‘We did catch one of the killers. But Wiggins is correct as well, it is nice that things are a bit quiet now. Trying to find Edith Durant and work on another case would be a bit much.’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ Betsy mused. ‘I love our cases. It makes life ever so exciting and it feels like we’re doing something really important.’


‘We are, dear,’ Mrs Goodge assured her. ‘But it’s nice to have a bit of a rest.’


Little did they know that they had less than twenty-four hours before another case landed squarely on their doorstep.


Beatrice Parkington took her father’s hand as she alighted from the carriage. ‘If you muck this up, girl,’ Osgood hissed at her, ‘I’ll have you thrashed. You’re going to marry Sir Edmund if it’s the last thing you do.’


Beatrice stared stonily at her father. She had no intention of marrying that stupid fool. But she’d learned years ago that it was pointless to try and reason with her father. ‘I won’t muck up anything.’


‘I do wish you’d have let your maid tighten those corset strings,’ Mrs Parkington frowned at Beatrice’s pale pink gown. ‘You look quite plump.’


‘The dress fits fine,’ Beatrice replied, ‘and I refuse to be trussed up like some ridiculous bird for the sake of idiotic fashion.’


‘Come on, then,’ Osgood snapped at the two women, ‘we don’t want to keep Sir Edmund or the Keighleys waiting.’


The three of them entered the Grecian-style Belgravia mansion and were greeted by their hosts, Lord and Lady Keighley. But before Beatrice could escape into the crowded party, Sir Edmund and Roland Leggett arrived.


‘You look lovely, my dear,’ Sir Edmund swooped down for a kiss, but Beatrice turned her face quickly enough so that he only bussed her cheek.


‘Thank you,’ she replied. From the corner of her eye, she could see her father frowning at her, but she didn’t care.


Sir Edmund, who pretended he hadn’t noticed her avoidance of his lips, offered her his arm. ‘Shall we go inside?’


Beatrice gave him a tight smile, took his arm, and let him lead her into the festivities. The rooms were crowded and before too many minutes had passed, Beatrice managed to evade her parents and her fiancé. As unobtrusively as possible, she slipped over to a window that faced the street and slowly drew the curtain back. She smiled in satisfaction. The woman was there. She’d followed Sir Edmund.


Beatrice probably wouldn’t have noticed that her fiancé had an admirer had he not started acting so peculiar. He’d started hovering around windows all the time. A few days ago, when she’d seen him peeking out the front window of his own drawing room for the tenth time that afternoon, she’d had a look herself and spotted the woman. She’d been standing by a lamppost and staring at Sir Edmund’s front door. Since then, Beatrice had seen the woman several times. Good, she thought, the girl was an integral part of her plan to avoid marriage to this dolt. He might be titled and handsome, but she had no intention of spending her life saddled with a cruel man like Edmund Leggett. She’d rather be dead than stuck with a monster like him. No, better yet, she’d rather he was dead. There were far too many things she still wanted to do in her life.


‘Come along, girl,’ her father’s harsh voice intruded on her thoughts. ‘Get into the drawing room, Sir Edmund is getting ready to make the announcement.’


‘Coming, Father,’ she murmured. She trudged after him and hoped this wouldn’t take too long. She had a lot of plans to make.


Sir Edmund Leggett weaved his way down Pont Street. A light mist had begun to form pockets of fog, but the air wasn’t moist enough to sober him up. All in all, he thought the announcement had gone well tonight. He burped lightly and stepped around a postbox that had inexplicably jumped out in front of him. Too bad his fiancée didn’t seem overly enthusiastic about the match; it had been a bit embarrassing tonight with her walking off only seconds after the champagne glasses had been raised, but she’d come around before the wedding.


He looked down the deserted street and sighed in relief. At least that other witch wasn’t bothering him. He’d been half afraid that she’d be outside waiting for him when he escorted the Parkingtons to their carriage, but she’d gone. Thank God for that, he thought. Old man Parkington was desperate to sell his daughter to the nobility, but even he’d balk at a really ugly scandal sullying the family name. A few of his acquaintances and friends had spotted the girl hanging about everyplace he went, but he’d managed to let them think she was one of his castoff mistresses. In truth, he was getting worried. The girl should have gotten tired of her silly game by now, but she hadn’t. The woman loathed him. When he’d confronted her the second time she’d stood outside his home, she’d never said a word, merely stared at him with such utter contempt that a chill had literally crawled up his spine.


But she wasn’t here now and he wasn’t going to let the witch ruin his plans. As of today, he was officially engaged to Miss Beatrice Parkington, heiress. His financial troubles were over. Now, if he could just get rid of that troublesome woman who’d been following him, life would be perfect. He fully intended for his life to be perfect.


Edmund turned the corner into a narrow street and stumbled to a halt as a heavily cloaked figure appeared out of nowhere. ‘I say, you’d better watch where you’re going.’ He broke off as he recognized the face beneath the hood. ‘Good Lord, what on earth are you doing here …’


The figure raised a gloved hand, leveled a gun at Edmund Leggett’s heart, and fired three shots in rapid succession. Edmund gaped at his assailant for a split second and then toppled over onto a heap. The cloaked figure knelt down and made sure the victim was dead, then looked up and down the narrow, fog-enshrouded street. It was still deserted. The figure rose quickly, took one last look up and down the street, then hurried off into the night.


Less than fifteen minutes later, a constable who was patrolling the area found Sir Edmund’s body. At first he thought the fellow was simply drunk and passed out on the street. Such things happened, even in good neighborhoods. But then he saw the blood and knew that murder had been done.


The knocking came at half past three. Mrs Jeffries, who was a light sleeper, heard it first. She put on her robe, lighted the small lamp she kept at her bedside, picked it up, and went downstairs.


The inspector called out to her just as she reached the front hall. ‘I’m on my way down, Mrs Jeffries, let me open the door. You don’t know who’s out there.’


‘It’s Constable Cooperman, sir,’ a voice called through the door. ‘We’ve had a murder and I’ve been sent to fetch you.’


By this time, the inspector, wearing a dark maroon dressing gown, reached the front door. He unlocked it and yanked it open. ‘It really is a constable,’ he muttered to Mrs Jeffries. ‘Do come in lad,’ he invited, as he stepped back and gestured for the officer to step into the hall.


‘I’ll put the kettle on, sir.’ Mrs Jeffries said quickly. She knew that something important was happening. Despite his having solved more homicides than anyone else on the force, it was rare that they sent a constable around to get Inspector Witherspoon at this time of night.


‘Thank you, Mrs Jeffries,’ he said. He was such a lucky man to have such a devoted staff. ‘Come along, Constable. Let’s go down to the kitchen and have a cup of tea while you tell me what this is all about’


‘Yes sir,’ Constable Cooperman replied. ‘I could do with something hot. It might be spring, but it’s very chilly outside tonight.’ He was a tall, gangly young man with curly brown hair, deep-set hazel eyes, and a large mouth.


Mrs Jeffries was pouring the boiling water into the teapot when the two men reached the kitchen. ‘It’ll be ready in a moment, sir.’


‘Take a chair, Constable,’ Witherspoon directed as he sat down at the head of the table. ‘Now, what’s this all about?’


Mrs Jeffries fussed over the tea tray. She wanted to hear what the constable had to say.


‘There’s been a murder, sir,’ Constable Cooperman said. ‘In Belgravia. Sir Edmund Leggett was shot in the chest tonight.’


‘Are there any witnesses?’ Witherspoon kept his voice calm. He hated working on murders that involved the nobility or the upper classes. They were always such a bother. Getting any decent information about the deceased was generally as difficult as dodging raindrops during a thunderstorm.


‘No, sir, nary a one.’


Mrs Jeffries slowly picked up the teapot and the strainer. She poured the tea into the inspector’s favorite mug.


‘Where’s the body been taken?’


‘They’ve left it alone, sir,’ Cooperman replied. ‘That’s why they sent me along to fetch you. Chief Inspector Barrows happened to be at the station when the news came in, sir. He sent along instructions that the body wasn’t to be moved until you’d had a chance to look at it. Your methods are becoming quite well known, sir. We all know not to muck up the evidence until you’ve had a good look.’


Mrs Jeffries handed the inspector his tea and then handed the constable the cup she’d poured for him. She took her time getting the sugar bowl.


‘I suppose I’d best get cracking then,’ Witherspoon said. ‘If you’ll wait here, Constable, I’ll pop upstairs and get dressed. I shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.’ He glanced at the housekeeper. ‘I’ll take my tea with me.’


‘Yes sir.’ She waited until the inspector had disappeared and then she turned to the constable. ‘Would you care for a bun or perhaps a scone?’


Cooperman brightened. ‘I wouldn’t mind a bit of a nibble. I missed my dinner hour.’


‘Of course.’ She fairly flew to the cupboard where she knew Mrs Goodge kept the baked goods and pulled down a cloth-covered bowl. She took the bowl over to the dish cupboard. ‘You must be very hungry.’


‘I am a bit peckish,’ he admitted. ‘Mind you, I’m surprised I’ve got any appetite at all. Considering what someone had done to that poor fellow.’


‘Murder is dreadful, isn’t it?’ Lifting the clean towel, she pulled out one of Mrs Goodge’s excellent scones and laid it on a dessert plate. ‘Did you find the body?’


‘No, but I was the one that answered the police whistle. Thank you, ma’am,’ he said as she put the scone in front of him. ‘I don’t mind tellin’ ya, I’ve not much stomach for what happened tonight. Grisly, it was.’


‘I take it there was a lot of blood?’


‘From what I could see, the man probably bled to death. It was everywhere, all over his shirt and on the pavement, as well.’


‘How very clever that you were able to identify the body so quickly.’ She took a sip from the cup of tea she’d poured for herself.


He gave her a lopsided grin. ‘Cleverness had nothing to do with it, he had his calling cards on the inside pocket of his coat. “Sir Edmund Leggett, Number 14, Thornton Square, Belgravia.” Mind you, that was a bit of luck. These days it’s rare to find anyone, even people of that class, that still use calling cards. They’re a bit old-fashioned.’


‘He was an older gentleman, then?’ she pressed.


‘No, ma’am, he wasn’t young, but he wasn’t older either. I’d put him in his mid-thirties.’


‘Mrs Jeffries?’ Smythe, who’d obviously dressed in a hurry as his shirt buttons were undone and he was barefoot, came into the kitchen, his gaze fixed on the constable. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘It’s fine, Smythe.’ She smiled. ‘Constable Cooperman has come to fetch our inspector. There’s been a murder in Belgravia.’


‘Murder? Must be someone important for ’em to fetch the Inspector out at this time of night,’ Smythe murmured softly.


‘Officially, he’s no more important than any other victim.’ Cooperman grinned. ‘But unofficially, we’d best get crackin’ on this one or they’ll be questions asked.’


Inspector Witherspoon came into the kitchen with Fred, their mongrel dog, at his heels. ‘Gracious, Smythe, we must have been making quite a racket to wake you up. But not to worry, everything is fine.’


‘Yes, sir, but I wanted to make sure. I expect that’s how Fred got out; I must have left the door to our room open. Come on, boy, let’s get you back upstairs.’


‘Go on, old fellow.’ Witherspoon patted the dog on the head. ‘You need your rest. Up you go.’


Smythe shot the housekeeper a meaningful glance and then herded the reluctant dog toward the back steps. Mrs Jeffries knew that the coachman was going upstairs to finish dressing. He’d be back down and following the inspector in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. The inspector would be none the wiser, of course.


‘Do you have time for another cup of tea, sir?’ she asked Witherspoon. ‘It’s very chilly out there, and you’ll not get anything else until sunrise.’ She wanted to delay him long enough for the coachman to get his shoes on and his shirt buttoned.


‘Just a quick sip, Mrs Jeffries,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘Then we must be off.’


She refilled his mug and handed it to him.


The Inspector turned his attention back to Constable Cooperman. ‘Has the police surgeon been summoned?’


‘Yes sir.’ Cooperman drained his own cup.


‘Do you know who the surgeon for that district might be?’


‘It’s Doctor Grayson, sir.’


‘Right then, I expect he’ll be there by the time we get back. How did you get here? Surely you didn’t find a hansom this time of night?’


‘We did find one, sir. He was dropping off a late fare around the corner. I had him wait, sir. I hope that’s all right.’


‘That’s fine, Constable.’ He drained his cup. ‘Let’s be off then.’


Mrs Jeffries escorted them to the front door. As soon as she’d closed it behind them, Smythe charged down the staircase. ‘Did you manage to hear the actual address. If they’re in a hansom and I’m on foot, I might not be able to keep up with them.’


‘It’s just off Pont Street,’ she replied. ‘In Belgravia. You should spot it easily.’


‘Good, I ought to be back with something by breakfast.’


Mrs Jeffries closed the door behind him and then went back to the kitchen. She glanced at the clock on the pine sideboard. It was past four in the morning. There was no point in going back to bed. She’d never get to sleep. She might as well do a few chores. As it appeared they had a murder, she might as well get a bit ahead on the housework. She could have the drawing room swept and polished by the time the others got up.


Three constables and the police surgeon were standing around the body when Witherspoon and Constable Cooperman reached Carlotta Street in Belgravia.


‘Good evening,’ Witherspoon said politely. He didn’t look at the corpse. He was rather squeamish in that regard, but he knew his duty. He’d look at it when he had to and not a moment sooner.


‘Are you Inspector Witherspoon?’ A man wearing a dark overcoat and holding a medical bag stepped forward and extended his hand. ‘I’m Dr Grayson, the police surgeon. I’ll have a look as soon as you’re finished. Though I must say, it’s rather odd being told not to touch the body until you’ve had a chance to look at the fellow.’


‘How do you do, Doctor.’ Witherspoon shook the man’s hand. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can. I know my methods are a bit different, but there are things one can learn about the murder by having a good study of the victim before he’s been moved too much.’ The inspector had no idea when that particular habit had become part of his method for solving homicides or why the method had seemed to have spread through the police force. He wasn’t even certain what he hoped to find when he looked at an untouched murder scene, but he knew that it helped. He glanced at the constables. ‘Do any of you have a hand lantern?’


‘We all do, sir,’ Cooperman said quickly.


‘Good, shine them on the body then.’ He steeled himself and knelt down next to the victim. The man was lying on his side. His eyes were wide open and he was staring straight ahead. He wore formal evening dress but no overcoat. Blood had stained the front of his white silk shirt and pooled beneath him enough to soak through to the pavement. An ebony walking stick lay on the ground next to the body. Witherspoon picked up the stick and examined it closely. ‘He must have been murdered quickly,’ the inspector said. ‘He obviously didn’t have time to use his stick as a defensive weapon.’


‘How can you tell that, sir?’ one of the constables asked eagerly.


‘Because there’s nothing on it. This is a heavy stick, and if he’d struck someone with it, there’d be blood or skin or some sort of mark to show it had been used. It’s not got a mark on it anywhere.’ He handed the stick to a constable. ‘Book this into evidence, please. I might have someone take a look at it with a magnifying glass.’


Cooperman pointed to the victim’s right hand. ‘It wasn’t a robbery, sir. No thief would leave a ring like that one.’ The ring was a heavy gold filigree band with a large, black stone in the center. ‘It’s valuable.’


‘You’re right,’ the inspector frowned thoughtfully. ‘A thief would have taken that straight away. Check his pockets and see if he’s any money.’


The constable checked the inner coat pocket first. ‘Nothing there.’ Then he examined the trouser pockets. He pulled out a wad of pound notes and counted them. ‘There’s four pounds here. No thief would have left this untouched.’


Witherspoon winced. He’d been hoping it was a simple robbery gone awry. Drat. ‘Then I suppose we can discount robbery as a motive.’


‘Looks that way, sir.’


Witherspoon finished his examination of the body and then got up and said to Dr Grayson, ‘I’m through. He’s all yours now. Where will you be taking the body for the postmortem?’


‘St Thomas’s,’ Grayson replied. ‘I ought to be finished with him by noon. I’ll send the report over straight away’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Witherspoon turned to the constables. ‘As soon as it’s light, search the area and then get some lads to do a house-to-house along this street.’


‘What are we looking for, sir?’ one of the constables asked.


‘Anything that strikes you as odd or out of place,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘It appears our victim was shot more than once and the shots must have been quite loud. Ask everyone if they saw or heard anything unusual tonight. If anyone did, make sure you ask them if they noted the time.’


The police van trundled around the corner and for the next few minutes the inspector supervised the loading of the body onto the gurney and into the van proper.


He then borrowed a hand lantern from Constable Cooperman and used it to search the immediate area where the body had lain. He found nothing. But he and the other constables stayed in the area searching for clues with hand lanterns and oil lamps until the sun came up.


Constable Barnes arrived at Carlotta Street a few minutes past eight. ‘You should have sent for me, sir,’ he said to the Inspector. The constable was a tall man with a craggy face and a headful of gray hair under his policeman’s helmet. He’d worked with Inspector Witherspoon on all his cases and was somewhat put out that the inspector hadn’t sent for him straight away.


‘It was the middle of the night, Constable, and I didn’t want to disturb your good wife. She’s just getting over that nasty bout of influenza and I knew she needed her rest.’


‘That’s very thoughtful of you, sir,’ Barnes replied. He was somewhat mollified. But he was fiercely protective of his inspector and knew that Witherspoon, for all his brilliance in solving murders, didn’t know how to watch his back. A rich nobleman had been murdered and that always brought trouble. But now that Barnes was here, he could keep an eye on things.


‘Not at all, Constable.’ He told him everything that had been done thus far. ‘I think we’d best get to Sir Edmund’s home and have a word with his family.’ He sighed and started toward the Brompton Road. ‘Let’s find a hansom cab.’


‘It’s never nice to deliver this kind of bad news, is it, sir?’ Barnes fell into step with the inspector.


‘To be truthful, Constable, it’s the absolute worst thing I have to do in this job.’


The household of Upper Edmonton Gardens was gathered around the kitchen table and eagerly waiting for Smythe to return. Two others had been added to their numbers. Luty Belle Crookshank, an elderly American woman with white hair, dark eyes, and a love of bright clothes, sat next to a tall, distinguished-looking man. He was her butler and he’d worked for Luty Belle for years. Though his hair was as white as his employer’s he was a good many years younger than she.


They’d become involved with the inspector’s household in one of the very first cases that the staff had helped solved. Once Luty figured out what was going on, she’d come to them for help with a problem of her own. One thing had led to another, and before long, Luty and Hatchet were firmly entrenched in the inspector’s homicide investigations.


‘What’s takin’ him so long?’ Luty asked.


‘Patience, madam,’ Hatchet replied. ‘I’m sure Smythe is doing an exemplary job of learning as much as he can about the victim. He’ll be here shortly.’


‘If ’e don’t come quick, maybe I ought to go after ’im and see what’s what,’ Wiggins offered.


‘We don’t need both of you out and about,’ Mrs Goodge said quickly. ‘Sure as you set a foot outside the house, Smythe will turn up and then we’ll be delayed even more waitin’ for you to get back.’


‘He’s here.’ Betsy got up and hurried to the back hall.


They heard the back door open and the murmur of low voices. A moment later they returned. Smythe was holding Betsy’s hand. ‘Sorry it took so long,’ he said as they took their places. He nodded at Luty and Hatchet. ‘But I wanted to find out as much as I could.’


‘Let me pour you some tea.’ Mrs Jeffries picked up the pot and poured the tea into his mug.


‘I’ll get his breakfast plate,’ Betsy said. ‘I can listen while I’m fixing it.’ She got up and went to the stove where his breakfast had been kept hot in the warming oven.


‘The victim is Sir Edmund Leggett and he doesn’t live very far from where he was murdered. I went along and had a look at his house and found out a few things the police don’t know yet, but I’ll get to that part in a bit.’ He took a quick sip of tea. ‘According to the police surgeon, it looks like he was shot more than once but he won’t know for sure until he digs the bullets out of the fellow.’


‘You spoke to the police surgeon?’ Hatchet asked.


‘No, but I eavesdropped on a couple of coppers,’ he replied.


‘I don’t suppose you managed to find out where the body is being taken for the postmortem?’ Mrs Jeffries asked.


Smythe grinned. ‘We’re in luck. It’s St Thomas’s.’


The household had a good friend, Dr Bosworth, who was a physician at St Thomas’s. He frequently helped them in their investigations.’


‘Good. I’ll go along and have a word with Dr Bosworth this afternoon,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘Do go on, Smythe.’


Betsy put a plate of food in front of him. ‘Here, you can eat while you talk.’


‘Ta, love.’ he picked up his fork. ‘Anyway, like I was sayin’, I went along and had a gander at Leggett’s house. Grand it was, too, but showing a bit of wear on the outside if you know what I mean. But that’s neither here nor there. What is important is that I found out from a servant that Sir Edmund got engaged last night. He was murdered while he was walking home from the dinner party where the engagement was announced.’


‘Cor blimey, that’s a bit of bad luck,’ Wiggins exclaimed.


‘Poor fellow,’ Betsy clucked sympathetically.


‘How sad for his fiancée.’ Mrs Goodge shook her head.


‘Life simply isn’t fair, is it,’ Hatchet said somberly. ‘Not so fast.’ Smythe held up his hand. ‘Accordin’ to what I found out, his fiancée is probably doin’ a jig this mornin’.’


‘Doing a jig?’ Betsy repeated. ‘You mean she didn’t want to marry him?’


‘That’s right,’ Smythe replied. ‘She didn’t want to marry the fellow. Her parents were forcin’ her into it. Apparently, he’s got a bit of a problem with women in his life. ’Cause there was another one who’d been houndin’ ’im.’


‘Hounding him?’ Mrs Goodge repeated. ‘How?’


‘Well …’ Smythe wasn’t certain how to explain it. ‘She sort of stalked him like. Spent her days standing outside his house and glaring at his front door, and then she’d show up everywhere he went. Followed him about and made a nuisance of herself.’

OEBPS/images/9781472125712.jpg
9 VICTORIAN MURDER MYSTERY

From puppy love to

MRS JEFERIES

EMILY BRIGHTWELL





