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CHAPTER ONE


ABIGAIL HODGES SLAMMED the door so hard the gold-leafed mirror rattled dangerously against the foyer wall. She paused long enough to fling the door key and her silver beaded purse onto a mahogany table before stalking across the polished oak floor to the bottom of the curving stairway.


‘Mrs Trotter,’ she bellowed for her housekeeper. ‘Come here at once. At once, do you hear me!’


There was no answer.


‘Mrs Trotter,’ she shouted again. ‘Thomasina? Thomasina! Where are you? What’s going on here? Where is everybody?’


Impatiently her toe tapped against the floor. Where was the confounded woman? They’d pay for this! Abigail fumed. She’d teach the servants to ignore her summons. She’d teach them to play about while the mistress of the house stood waiting for service.


Her toe stopped tapping against the floor as she realized how very silent the house was. Ominously silent, almost as though it was empty.


A slow chill climbed her spine as she remembered the medium’s parting words. ‘Darkness, death, despair,’ the woman had intoned portentously.


Abigail took a deep breath and resolutely brushed Esme Popejoy’s warning aside. What nonsense the woman had spouted. She’d been absolutely right to tell that so-called medium precisely what she thought of such silly twaddle. She’d certainly had the last word on that matter.


It was a deeply held principle that Abigail Hodges always had the last word.


But where was everybody? The house was deathly quiet. Too quiet, Abigail thought. She listened for the faint noises that indicated the presence of those well-trained servants whose duty it was to wait up for the mistress of the house. But she heard nothing. ‘Hello. Is anyone here?’


After a moment she snorted indelicately. She wasn’t going to stand here all night like some frightened ninny. ‘Could that wretched husband of mine possibly have given the servants the night off?’ she finally muttered, pushing the medium’s theatrical warning to the back of her mind. She started slowly up the stairs, her steps encumbered by the heavy skirts of her evening dress. ‘No doubt he thinks it was wrong of me to keep them all in last Sunday. Well,’ she continued muttering under her breath, ‘we’ll just see about that. Coddling servants! When Leonard finally decides to bring himself home, I’ll give him the task of sacking everyone. That’ll put him in his place. That’ll teach him, to try to undermine my authority.’


Abigail reached the top of the stairs and paused to take a deep breath. She glanced back over her shoulder, hoping to hear the tapping footsteps of a running maid or Mrs Trotter’s breathless apologies for not being on duty to receive her.


She heard nothing.


Despite her brave words and utter fury, Abigail was frightened. She didn’t like the feeling. It was unfamiliar to her and it made her even angrier than she’d been when Leonard had announced his intention of escorting that silly Mrs Popejoy to the train station. And after everything that had happened! Oh, she’d make him pay for this. She’d make him really pay.


Esme Popejoy. That stupid woman! She’d never go to her for a reading again. Just because Mrs Popejoy was the current rage and supposedly the best medium in the city didn’t mean she had any genuine talent. Why just look at tonight’s fiasco. Seven people had paid good money to try to contact their dear departed loved ones and they’d got nothing but some melodramatic claptrap! Darkness, death and despair, indeed.


Abigail’s temper flared again. Why was she the one to have been singled out for a warning? she asked herself. Absolute rubbish. And that despicable Leonard! Instead of bringing her home and giving her comfort, her own husband had cavalierly agreed to escort that charlatan of a medium to the station!


Tonight was the first time Leonard had ever openly defied her wishes. The experience left a nasty taste in her mouth. Abigail wasn’t used to anyone defying her wishes. She wasn’t about to let it go unpunished either. She smiled slightly, thinking of the conversation she’d have when her husband finally had the good sense to come home. She’d have the last word about that too, she promised herself.


From below, she heard a loud creak. It sounded like a footstep. Abigail’s heavy brows drew together. ‘Who’s there?’


But no one answered her.


Instead of calling out again, she stomped down the hall to her room. Bravado desperately trying to ward off an unwelcome curl of fear, Abigail frowned thoughtfully as she noticed all the lamps in the hallway had been lit. They’d been on in the drawing room as well, she remembered. Flinging open the door, she marched inside, noticing that every lamp in her room was blazing too. She wondered if Mrs Trotter had done that before she’d taken herself off tonight. Usually, that kind of wastefulness annoyed Abigail, but tonight she was almost grateful for the brightness. It helped keep the fear away.


There was another creak. Abigail froze. The sound had come from the staircase. For some reason, though, she couldn’t bring herself to call out again.


Tilting her head towards the door, she listened hard for the noise to repeat itself. But there was nothing but silence.


After a few moments had passed, she decided she was merely being fanciful. Imagining things. This was an old house. Old houses groaned and creaked all the time, she had just never noticed it before. Abigail walked over and stood in front of her dressing table. Lifting her arm, she started undoing the buttons on the sleeve of her dress.


There is nothing outside the door, she told herself firmly. She finished the buttons on the sleeves and then reached behind her. Her fingers couldn’t quite reach the tiny ornate buttons on the back of the dress.


Suddenly the bedroom door crashed open. Abigail whirled around. Her mouth opened in shocked surprise, her eyes widened in sheer terror.


A shot rang out and then another.


She was dead before she hit the floor.


For once, Abigail Hodges didn’t get the last word.


It was a miserable way to start the new year, Inspector Gerald Witherspoon thought as he trudged up the staircase of the opulent residence. Only the fifth of January and already there was a murder. Witherspoon sighed. He’d so hoped that 1887 would be a good year, one that didn’t have people murdering one another every time one turned around.


He paused at the top of the landing and took a long, deep breath before turning to Constable Barnes. ‘Now tell me again, Constable, who found the body?’


Actually he had no need to ask Barnes to repeat any information, he was merely trying to delay the moment when he had to examine the body. Nasty things, corpses. Witherspoon didn’t much care for them.


‘Her husband, sir,’ Barnes replied. ‘He found her early this morning when she didn’t appear for breakfast. Looks like the poor woman walked in on a thief and he shot her. Twice. Once in the head and once in the chest.’


The inspector swallowed heavily. Oh dear, this was going to be a bad one. Gunshot wounds were so terribly messy. Then he realized exactly what Barnes had said. ‘You mean the victim was murdered in the course of a burglary?’ he exclaimed. The constable hadn’t mentioned that fact before.


‘So the lad that sent in the report seems to think.’


‘But if it was a burglary.’ Witherspoon argued, ‘then what are we doing here? Why wasn’t this case given to Inspector Nivens? Gracious, he’s the Yard’s expert on robbery. Furthermore, Nivens has been complaining for months that I’m getting all the homicides, practically accused me of “hogging” them. Seems to me it’s only fair he should get a crack at one.’


Barnes cleared his throat. ‘Now, sir,’ he said cautiously, ‘the gossip I got at the station was that the orders for you gettin’ this one came down from Munro himself. Seems the victim is a bit of an important person. They want the case solved quickly. Besides, Nivens has got the measles.’


‘Oh dear,’ the inspector muttered. One didn’t ignore or even dare to argue with orders that came from James Munro, the head of the Criminal Investigation Division himself. But drat, it wasn’t fair. Why should he be the one who was always having to look at dead bodies? ‘I expect we’d better get on with it then.’


Witherspoon and Barnes marched down the wide hallway, their footsteps muffled thumps against the thick carpet. The young police constable who’d been assigned to stand guard outside the door of the victim’s room was sitting slumped in a chair, his eyes closed in a light sleep.


‘Sleeping on duty, are you, lad?’ Barnes called, startling the young man.


‘Sorry, sir,’ the young constable replied, leaping up so fast he tripped over his feet. ‘But I wasn’t really asleep.’


‘Could have fooled me,’ Barnes said sternly.


‘I was merely resting, sir,’ he explained as his pale cheeks turned a bright pink. ‘I was on duty all night, sir. We’re a bit shorthanded at the moment.’


‘The police are always shorthanded,’ Barnes replied. ‘That’s no excuse for falling asleep at your post.’


‘Now don’t be too hard on the lad,’ Witherspoon interrupted. ‘We’ve all had to catch a catnap a time or two when we’re on duty and I expect the constable won’t do it again.’


‘No, sir,’ the young man replied gratefully. He quickly opened the door and stepped aside. ‘Absolutely not, sir.’


Barnes let the inspector enter first. Witherspoon gathered his resolve and determined not to make a fool of himself. However distasteful it might be, he knew his duty.


Once inside, the inspector stepped away from the door so the constable could step around him. He stood where he was and slowly surveyed the victim’s room.


The bedroom was large, with a high ceiling, and curved in a bow shape at one end. The walls were covered with a dark-green-and-gold-flowered wallpaper, heavy gold velvet curtains covered the windows and a brilliant emerald-green-and-gold-patterned carpet was on the floor. A bed with a carved mahogany headboard and a gold satin spread was in the centre of the room. Opposite the bed was a matching dressing table and tallboy. The drawers had been pulled out. He glanced at the bed again and saw that a jewellery case was lying upside down, propped against the foot-board.


On the side of the bed where he stood was a round table covered with a gold-fringed shawl. The top was cluttered with a lamp, porcelain figurines and a silver bowl. The room also contained an ornate dressing screen done in the Chinese style, a gold velvet settee and a footstool.


‘Uh, sir,’ Barnes said. ‘The body’s over there.’


‘I know, Constable, I know. But it’s important to take in the details of a place before one begins investigating.’ Witherspoon thought that sounded quite good. He really didn’t like the idea that others might catch on to his sqeamishness about corpses. That would be most embarrassing.


But he could delay no longer and he knew it. Steeling himself, he walked to the opposite side of the bed and reluctantly knelt beside the dead woman.


She’d been a tall, heavyset middle-aged woman with grey-streaked dark-brown hair, thick eyebrows, a jutting nose and a thin flat mouth. She lay on her back, with her hands behind her neck, her arms at sharp angles on each side. She was dressed in a pale lavender evening dress with long, tight sleeves and a high lace neck. He deliberately didn’t look at the gaping hole in her chest. He flicked his gaze to her arms and saw that the cuffs of her dress were hanging open, revealing the pale white flesh of the inside of her arms. Witherspoon felt a wave of pity wash over him. Poor woman. Murder was dreadfully undignified.


‘Did you notice her feet, sir?’ Barnes asked.


‘Er, yes,’ the inspector replied hastily. He hoped he wasn’t blushing. But he’d deliberately looked away from the dead woman’s limbs when he’d seen that her ankles were exposed. Still, Witherspoon knew that his duty required him to examine the victim with all due care. Why, even the smallest detail could help him solve this terrible crime.


‘Looks like she were killed instantly, don’t it, sir?’ Barnes continued chattily.


Witherspoon hadn’t the foggiest idea how the constable had come to that conclusion, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He stared quizzically at the victim’s feet. Her long voluminous skirts had ridden up, probably as she fell, and the inspector could see her feet, still clad in evening shoes, were crossed at the ankles. Suddenly it came to him. ‘Why yes, Constable. That’s my conclusion exactly. From the angle of her arms, we can conclude she was probably trying to unbutton her dress.’ He forced himself not to stammer over those words. ‘And if the killer came in and she whirled about quickly, then from the way her feet are crossed we can conclude that death must have been almost instantaneous.’ He sincerely hoped he hadn’t just made a fool out of himself and knew a tremendous relief when Barnes nodded.


‘I’m not surprised she died quick, sir,’ the constable continued. ‘It were probably a double-fast shot. One to the head and one to the heart.’


Witherspoon nodded weakly and forced his gaze to the victim’s wounds. There was a small dark hole in the centre of the forehead. But the worst was the woman’s chest – it was covered in a round swell of dried blood with a crimson blackened pit at the centre. It was only duty that made the inspector bend closer and examine each of them in turn. He held his breath and tried not to get dizzy.


‘We had a bit of luck with this one, sir,’ Barnes said cheerily. ‘The husband saw right off what had happened. He had the good sense not to touch anything.’


‘Not even his wife’s body?’ Witherspoon was rather surprised by that.


‘Not even her, sir. He said he could see she was dead as soon as he saw her lying there. And when he saw the jewellery case on the bed and them drawers pulled out, he figured it was probably a robbery. He thought it best just to close the door and send for the police. No one’s been in the room since he found her.’


‘That is a bit of luck,’ Witherspoon agreed. ‘Usually the relatives muck the body about so much that what little evidence there is in cases like this gets horribly muddled.’


‘What do you make of it, sir?’ Barnes asked.


‘Too early to tell, Constable, too early to tell. When is the divisional surgeon arriving?’


‘Dr Potter should be here any moment now.’


‘Potter?’ Witherspoon moaned. ‘Oh dear, hasn’t he retired yet? I’m sure I heard someone say he was going off to Bournemouth to grow roses.’


The constable sighed. ‘Not yet, sir.’


Neither man held the divisional surgeon in high esteem.


‘I suppose I’d better go and talk to the husband,’ the inspector said. He’d learned what he could from staring at this poor woman. There was no point in prolonging this distasteful task. For the life of him, Witherspoon couldn’t understand what one was supposed to learn from studying a corpse. It wasn’t like they were ever going to speak up and tell you who’d done the foul deed. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Hodges, sir. Leonard Hodges. The victim is Abigail Hodges.’


Drat, Witherspoon thought, I should have asked the identity of the victim before I examined the body. He wasn’t sure why he should have done that, but he felt like he’d missed the boat. ‘How many others are there in the household?’


‘The victim’s niece, Felicity Marsden, lives here and then of course there’s the servants, sir. A housekeeper by the name of Thomasina Trotter, a cook, several maids and a footman. Considering the size of the house and the kind of neighbourhood hereabouts, it’s a fairly small staff.’


‘No butler?’


‘No, sir.’


Leonard Hodges waited for them in the drawing room. He was a tall, distinguished gentleman with deep-set hazel eyes, dark brown hair worn straight back from a high forehead, an aquiline nose and prominent cheekbones. He would have been a handsome man save for the expression of utter despair and grief on his face. Dressed in an elegantly tailored black morning coat with grey trousers and a matching waistcoat, Leonard Hodges paced nervously in front of the wide marble fireplace. He also, the inspector noted, appeared to be a good deal younger than the late Mrs Hodges. But naturally one couldn’t comment about such a thing.


‘Mr Leonard Hodges,’ the inspector began politely as he and Barnes advanced into the room.


‘Yes.’ Hodges started violently. Seeing the constable’s uniform, he smiled weakly. ‘I take it you’re the police?’


‘I’m Inspector Witherspoon and this is Constable Barnes.’ They nodded courteously at one another. ‘I’m sorry, sir, we didn’t mean to startle you when we came in just now. Let me say I’m dreadfully sorry for your loss,’ the inspector said sincerely. ‘It must have been a terrible shock. I understand you’re the one who found your wife?’


Hodges closed his eyes for a moment before answering. ‘That’s correct.’


‘Could you tell us the circumstances, please,’ Witherspoon asked. His heart swelled with sympathy for the poor man.


‘The circumstances,’ Hodges repeated blankly. ‘Oh yes. Of course, you’ll need to know the details. Forgive me, please, I’m not thinking too clearly.’


‘That’s understandable, Mr Hodges,’ Witherspoon replied kindly. ‘Please take your time and begin at the beginning. When did you find your wife’s body?’


‘When she didn’t appear at breakfast this morning, I became concerned. I thought perhaps she’d taken ill during the night,’ Hodges began softly. ‘I went upstairs to her room and saw her lying there. I knew right away she was dead.’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘So I sent Peter for the police.’


‘And what time was that, sir?’ the inspector asked.


‘Just after seven-thirty this morning. We always breakfast at half past seven.’ His voice broke.


The inspector gazed at him in dismay. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry to have to put you through this, Mr Hodges,’ he said gently, ‘but the more you can tell us now, the faster we can catch the villains that perpetrated this evil deed.’


‘Of course.’ Hodges got hold of himself. ‘I understand. Please, go on. Ask me anything you like.’


‘May we sit down, sir?’ Witherspoon enquired.


‘Oh please,’ Hodges said quickly, gesturing towards the wing chairs opposite the settee. ‘I’ve forgotten my manners. Forgive me. Would you care for a cup of tea, or coffee, perhaps?’


‘No, thank you,’ the inspector said as he sat down. He waited until Barnes was settled in the wing chair and had taken out his notebook. Then he turned back to Mr Hodges. ‘When was the last time you saw your wife alive?’


‘Last night, about nine-fifteen.’


‘Is that the time Mrs Hodges usually retires for the evening?’ the inspector asked.


‘No, no. But she didn’t retire then,’ Hodges explained. ‘We weren’t here when I last saw her. We’d been out for the evening. The last time I saw my wife alive was when I put her in a hansom cab outside Mrs Popejoy’s home.’ He dropped his face into his hands. ‘Oh, this is all my fault.’


Witherspoon straightened. Egads, was the man going to confess? He couldn’t believe his luck. ‘Your fault, sir?’


‘Yes,’ Hodges cried passionately, lifting his head and gazing at the inspector with tear-filled eyes. ‘If only I’d come home instead of going to my club to stay, this wouldn’t have happened. But I was so angry. I stupidly indulged in foolish pride and my poor wife paid the price for my stubbornness. If I’d been with her, I could have protected her. If I’d only come home, she might still be alive, she might have been saved.’


‘I doubt that, sir,’ Barnes put in dryly. ‘The way I see it, your missus was probably dead before she hit the floor.’


Witherspoon shot Barnes a frown. Really, sometimes his constable was so tactless.


‘That’s no comfort,’ Hodges moaned. ‘I’ll never forgive myself. Never. I should have come straight home from the station and checked on her.’


‘Could you explain that a bit further, sir?’ Witherspoon asked.


‘We’d gone to see a medium, a Mrs Esme Popejoy.’ He shrugged. ‘I know that sounds rather absurd. I’m not a believer, but my wife is, or was. Mrs Popejoy is quite well known, at least in some circles. When the séance was over, she asked me to escort her to the train station. She was going to visit a sick friend in Southend and she was rather frightened of going to the station by herself at that time of night. It was a decidedly awkward position. Well, I could hardly refuse the woman, and I thought Abigail would be perfectly safe coming home in a hansom. I didn’t really feel I could say no to Mrs Popejoy’s request. At the time I thought it the only decent thing to do.’ He frowned uneasily and looked away. ‘Abigail wasn’t pleased. We had words when I put her in the cab. That’s why I went to my club.’


‘And what club might that be, sir?’ Witherspoon asked.


Something that sounded very much like a sniffle accompanied Hodges’s reply. ‘Truscott’s, near St James’s Park.’


Before Witherspoon could ask another question, Barnes stuck his oar in. ‘And what time did you arrive at your club, sir?’


Hodges sniffled again. ‘It was ten-thirty. I remember because the clock was chiming the half hour when I entered the lounge.’ Suddenly his shoulders slumped and he lifted his hands to cover his face. Soft, quiet sobs racked him.


Witherspoon and Barnes stared helplessly at one another. Obviously the poor man was so overcome by grief he couldn’t answer any more questions.


Rising to his feet, the inspector said, ‘Perhaps, sir, it would be best if we continued the questioning at a later time.’


He and Constable Barnes quietly left the room. When they were in the hall, Witherspoon said, ‘Is someone taking a statement from the niece and the servants?’


‘Miss Marsden isn’t here, sir. One of the housemaids told me that the girl had gone to the ballet with a friend and was spending the night there. We’ve sent a constable round to fetch her. And as for the servants’ – Barnes snorted – ‘one of the lads has already told me we won’t get much out of them today. The housekeeper is the only one on the premises that isn’t havin’ hysterics. Do you want to talk to her now?’


The inspector sighed. ‘I suppose we’d better.’


‘Should I have the lads start a house-to-house?’


‘Wait until after Potter’s seen the body,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘Perhaps he’ll be able to at least estimate the time of death. Asking questions is always so much easier when you can pinpoint the likely time the crime took place.’


Barnes looked doubtful. ‘But what if Potter can’t or won’t estimate the time? You know how he is, he won’t want to say a word before he does the autopsy. And you know as well as I, sir, that the longer we wait before questionin’ the neighbours, the worse everyone’s memory gets.’


‘True,’ Witherspoon admitted. ‘Then go ahead with the house-to-house now, have our lads ask the neighbours if they saw anything suspicious last night. Anything at all.’


‘Do you think the inspector will be home on time for his dinner?’ Mrs Goodge asked. The cook cast a worried glance at the oven, where a nice bit of lamb was roasting.


‘I expect so,’ Mrs Jeffries, the housekeeper, replied. The servants at Upper Edmonton Gardens, home of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, had just finished their evening meal. ‘He’s not involved in any important cases now, so I don’t see why he shouldn’t be here at his usual time.’


‘More’s the pity,’ the maid, Betsy, added. ‘He hasn’t had a good case since November. I tell ya, it’s right borin’.’


‘I don’t think it’s borin’,’ Wiggins the footman said. A wide, cheerful grin spread across his round face. ‘I think it’s nice. Restful like, gives a body time for other things in life.’


‘Hmmph,’ Betsy said. ‘You’re just happy the inspector’s not on a murder, so ya don’t have to give up none of your courtin’ time. Not that it’s done ya much good. That Sarah Trippett still ain’t givin’ you the time of day.’


‘Now, now, Betsy,’ Mrs Jeffries admonished. ‘Let’s not tease Wiggins. He’s got a right to privacy.’ She smiled to take the sting out of the words. ‘I wonder where Smythe is this evening? He’s late.’


Smythe, the inspector’s coachman, for all his independent ways, might be late for a meal, but he rarely missed one completely.


‘ ’E didn’t say nothin’ about bein’ late this evenin’,’ the cook muttered. She shoved her empty plate to one side, rested her plump arms on the table and gazed thoughtfully at Betsy. ‘But then again, he were a bit miffed when he left this mornin’. I could hear the two of you havin’ a go at each other. What were that all about?’


Everyone looked at Betsy. She stared fixedly at her lap as a bright blush spread over her cheeks. Mrs Jeffries sighed. Really, this was becoming tiresome. For the past few months Betsy and Smythe seemed to be at odds every time one turned around. ‘Oh dear. Did you and Smythe have words again this morning?’


Betsy raised her chin and tossed her head, sending one long blonde curl over her shoulder. Her blue eyes flashed defiantly. ‘It weren’t my fault this time,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what’s got into that man. He walks around ’ere with a long face, snarlin’ and snappin’ at people and stickin’ ’is nose into where it don’t belong. Well, this mornin’ I got fed up and told him to mind his own bloomin’ business.’


‘Admittedly Smythe hasn’t been in the best of moods lately,’ Mrs Jeffries agreed thoughtfully. She’d assumed that Smythe, like the rest of them, had a bad case of the winter doldrums. The weather hadn’t been very good, the excitement of Christmas was over and, even worse, the inspector hadn’t had a good case for them to snoop about in since November. But as she gazed at Betsy’s stubborn expression she wondered if perhaps there might be more to Smythe’s bad temper than a prolonged case of boredom. ‘But I am surprised he actually missed his meal. He must be very annoyed with you, Betsy. Would you like to tell us why? Perhaps we can help.’


Betsy sighed. ‘Oh, all right. Smythe’s got a flea in ’is ear over me goin’ to that spiritualist tomorrow night with Luty Belle.’


Mrs Goodge snorted. ‘I don’t think it’s Luty Belle that he objects to,’ she said. ‘More like that young man who’s escortin’ the two of you.’


‘And who might that be?’ Mrs Jeffries was curious. Though most households made young female servants account for every moment of their free time, she’d always made it a policy not to interfere.


Betsy went back to staring at her lap. ‘Edmund Kessler,’ she mumbled. She raised her chin. ‘But it’s all quite respectable. Luty’s goin’ too. It’s not like I’m goin’ out and about with ’im on my own. Edmund’s just a friend.’


Wiggins snickered. Mrs Goodge snorted again and even Mrs Jeffries raised an eyebrow. Edmund Kessler had been hanging about now for two months. No wonder Smythe was annoyed, the housekeeper thought. Every time one turned around, Edmund was underfoot – ever since they’d met the young man two months ago at a music hall. Luty Belle Crookshank, a rather elderly, wealthy and eccentric American, had taken them all on the outing in gratitude for the help they’d given her in finding a young friend of hers who’d gone missing. During the course of that investigation, the servants of Upper Edmonton Gardens had also helped solve a rather nasty double murder, not that one ever let on to anyone that one did such things, Mrs Jeffries thought.


Save for a few trusted friends who were privy to their investigations on the inspector’s behalf, it was a decidedly well-kept secret. Their dear employer, whom they all liked and admired tremendously, was completely in the dark about their activities. And they were committed to keeping him in the dark as well.


But unfortunately one of the results of their lovely outing to the music hall had been that Mr Edmund Kessler, bank clerk, had become smitten with their Betsy. He’d also become a bit of a nuisance.


Edmund had contrived excuse after excuse for seeing the girl. He brought Mrs Goodge recipes, he kept them apprised of where the best bargains for household linens were to be had and he’d even gone so far as to help Wiggins wash the front windows. But Mrs Jeffries knew that the girl wasn’t really interested in the poor lad. Why, she was actually quite surprised that Betsy had even agreed to go to a séance with him. It wasn’t like the maid to lead the boy on. Betsy must really want to go to that séance.


‘Well,’ Mrs Jeffries said, ‘I expect Smythe is over his bad temper by now. He’ll come home in his own good time.’


The words were no sooner out of her mouth than they heard the back door opening and the subject of their conversation stepped inside.


Smythe was a tall, powerfully built, dark-haired man with heavy, almost brutal features usually softened by a generous smile and a pair of twinkling deep-brown eyes fringed with long lashes.


He was not smiling tonight, nor was there a cocky grin on his face.


‘It’s bloomin’ cold out there,’ he said, shrugging off his overcoat and hanging it on the oak coat rack. ‘Almost as bad as last year.’


He walked to the table, his big body moving almost silently despite his being such a large man. Under his arm he carried a folded-up newspaper. Smythe’s heavy dark brows came together in a scowl when his gaze fell on Betsy. She refrained from looking at him. Instead, as he tossed the evening paper down at his place at the table, she snatched it up and opened it.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ he mumbled, easing himself into a chair and ignoring the fact that Betsy had pinched his newspaper.


‘That’s quite all right, Smythe,’ Mrs Jeffries assured him, ‘we’ve already eaten, but Mrs Goodge has your supper warming in the oven.’


The cook started to heave her considerable bulk to her feet, but the coachman stopped her. ‘Don’t trouble yerself gettin’ up,’ he told her. ‘I can wait a bit fer me dinner and I can get it myself.’


‘We were having a nice natter about Betsy goin’ to that spiritualist,’ Wiggins said innocently.


Smythe’s scowl deepened, but he said nothing. The footman didn’t appear to notice.


‘I’m only goin’ ’cause it might be interestin’,’ Betsy said. She put the paper down. ‘Not like we’ve got much else to do.’


‘I don’t see what’s so excitin’ about wantin’ to talk to a lot of dead people.’ Wiggins helped himself to another currant bun. ‘Let the dead rest in peace, that’s what I always say. I mean, how do they know what’s goin’ to ’appen in the future?’


‘You don’t go to a spiritualist to find out about the future,’ Betsy argued.


‘Then why do you go?’ Smythe asked quietly. He reached for the pot of tea and poured some into his mug.


‘Lots of reasons,’ Betsy replied. ‘It’s interestin’; it’s different.’


‘It’s silly,’ Smythe said, and smiled at Betsy’s outraged gasp. ‘For once, the lad is right. Spiritualism and séances are a right old load of rubbish. The only people who take notice of such stupid carryin’s-on are gullible old ladies and stupid twits.’


‘Are you calling me a twit and Luty Belle stupid!’


‘If the shoe fits, wear it.’


Mrs Jeffries knew she really should intervene. This was getting out of hand. ‘Now really, this must stop. Calling one another names is vulgar. And I do believe that however the rest of us feel about spiritualism, Betsy and Luty Belle have a perfect right to investigate any . . . er . . . philosophical avenue they choose.’


‘I don’t reckon it’s the girl that’s so eager to go as it is Luty Belle,’ Mrs Goodge commented. ‘Frightening though it is, I’m forced to agree with Wiggins. Let the dead stay dead and buried. Seems to me if you keep botherin’ ’em with a lot of tomfool questions, they’ll get right annoyed! Probably tell a packet of lies just so you’ll leave ’em be.’


‘Leave off it,’ Smythe snapped. ‘You’re all talkin’ about it like it were real. Spiritualists are nothin’ but a bunch of thieves takin’ hard-earned money off the likes of gullible girls like Betsy and old women like Luty.’


Mrs Jeffries gave up. She might as well let them argue.


‘A fat lot you know about it,’ Betsy responded. ‘You’ve never been to one.’


‘And I’ve got too much sense to go to one too.’


Oh well, Mrs Jeffries thought as the debate raged around the table, there was nothing wrong with a free exchange of ideas and opinions. Her gaze fell on the newspaper. She scanned the page quickly, and a small article at the bottom of the front page caught her eye. She snatched the paper up and hurriedly read it.


‘You’ve just got a closed mind,’ she heard Betsy snap.


‘And I intend to keep it closed to bloomin’ rubbish like that,’ Smythe shot back.


‘Why does anyone think the dead wants anyone talkin’ to ’em?’ Wiggins asked.
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