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CHAPTER ONE


‘They won’t get away with it,’ Harlan Westover muttered to himself as he charged into his flat and slammed his door shut. He winced at the noise and then remembered that Mrs Lynch, his landlady, was out of town and wouldn’t be bothered by his fit of temper.


Harlan tossed his overcoat onto the settee and stalked across the room to the desk in the corner. Yanking out a chair, he sat down, pulled out a piece of paper from the stack in the top cubicle, and grabbed his pen off of the brass ink-stand.


He froze for a moment, frowning at the pristine white page and then shrugged. It didn’t matter how he wrote the affair up, it only mattered that he got the facts correct.


For ten minutes the only sound in the quiet room was the scratch of his pen across the page. He paused, read what he’d written and then nodded in satisfaction. The prose wasn’t elegant, but it told the tale well enough.


A knock sounded on his door, and he started in surprise. The nib of the pen slapped against his fingers, smearing the tips with ink. The knock came again, and without realizing it, he jerked and his stained fingers brushed against his shirt collar. He shoved the paper into the dictionary lying on the edge of his desk, put the pen back in the stand, got to his feet, and crossed the room.


Harlan opened the door. ‘What on earth are you doing here? Oh, I suppose you’d best come in …’ He motioned for his visitor to step inside. ‘If you think to dissuade me from my course, you’ve wasted your time. There’s nothing anyone can say that will stop me from doing what’s right.’


His visitor said nothing.


Confused by the silence, Harlan frowned. ‘Perhaps we’d best sit down.’ He started toward the settee. ‘Let me move my coat …’ His voice trailed off, a strangled gasp escaped from his throat, and he toppled onto the plump cushions. A splatter of blood seeped out from the now-bleeding gash on the side of his head and dripped onto the dark paisley fabric of the overstuffed arm of the settee. Then his eyes closed and he lapsed into unconsciousness.


The visitor moved quickly and efficiently. It took only moments to rearrange Harlan’s body. As he’d fallen awkwardly, the visitor found it easiest to prop Westover up at the other end of the settee. It was important to set the scene correctly. No one must suspect the truth.


Harlan Westover’s visitor pressed a revolver into the unconscious man’s hand and then positioned his arm so that the weapon was aimed at the bleeding gash where he’d been struck. The weapon fired once and he slumped to one side, his arm dangling over the end of the settee. The gun was strategically placed on the carpet, just below the man’s fingers. It had to look like he’d dropped the revolver himself.


The guest smiled in satisfaction. Harlan Westover was most definitely dead. He wouldn’t be telling anyone anything.


The household of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon was gathered around the table in the kitchen for their morning tea.


‘I suppose it’s just as well that we don’t have a case, what with Luty and Hatchet being gone,’ Mrs Goodge, the cook, said. She was an older woman with gray hair, wire-rimmed spectacles, and a rather portly frame. She’d cooked in some of the finest houses in England but counted herself lucky to have ended up working for Gerald Witherspoon.


‘Why’d they want to go off in the dead of winter?’ Wiggins, the footman, asked. He was a handsome, brown-haired lad of twenty. He helped himself to a slice of bread and then reached for the butter pot. ‘Seems to me January is a miserable time to be crossing the Atlantic.’


‘They didn’t have much choice,’ Mrs Jeffries, the housekeeper, replied. ‘Luty’s American lawyers insisted on the meeting. Apparently, she’s got to make a number of important decisions regarding her properties in that country. She still has a number of investments in her native land.’


Mrs Jeffries was a short, vibrant woman of late middle age. She had auburn hair liberally sprinkled with gray, sharp brown eyes, a ready smile, and a mind like a steel trap.


Betsy, the pretty, blond-haired maid, tossed a quick glance at her fiancé, Smythe. He was a large, rather brutal-looking man with dark hair, heavy features, and the kindest brown eyes in the world. He was also Inspector Witherspoon’s coachman. Betsy and Smythe had been engaged for several months now and were devoted to one another.


Mrs Jeffries ducked her head to hide a smile as she saw the quick, rather furtive glance the maid darted at her beloved. No doubt the two of them felt just a bit guilty when the subject of ‘investments’ came up. Betsy, being Smythe’s fiancée, knew the truth about him. So did Mrs Jeffries. She was well aware of the fact that Smythe wasn’t just a mere coachman, he was a very rich man with a legion of investments of his own. Every time the subject of money came up, these two squirmed like a couple of guilty puppies. Well, that was to be expected. Keeping secrets was often very uncomfortable, especially for such naturally honest souls as these two.


Smythe, interpreting Betsy’s expression correctly, decided to steer the conversation to more comfortable waters. ‘Did they know ’ow long they’d be gone?’


‘Luty hoped they’d be home by the end of the month. They’d like to come home at the end of the month on the Corinthian.’


‘That’s a bit quick isn’t it?’ Smythe reached for a slice of bread. ‘What’s the ’urry. You’d think they’d want to stay a bit. Doesn’t Luty ever get homesick?’


‘She’s scared if they stay too long she’ll miss a murder,’ Mrs Goodge said bluntly. ‘Besides, Luty’s lived in London for so many years, I don’t think that she’s got any reason to prolong a visit to America. She doesn’t have any family there.’


‘Funny, isn’t it, how so many of us don’t ’ave much family,’ Wiggins said, his expression wistful, but then he looked up and grinned. ‘It’s right that we’ve got each other, then, isn’t it?’


‘Indeed it is,’ Mrs Jeffries said calmly. But the lad’s remark had hit very close to home, she thought. She gazed around the table. Thank goodness they did have each other. They’d come together several years ago when Gerald Witherspoon inherited this house and a sizable fortune from his late Aunt Euphemia.


Smythe and Wiggins were already here, having worked for Euphemia Witherspoon in the capacities of coachman and footman. Even though the inspector had no need for a coachman and was far too informal to use a footman properly, he’d been too kindhearted to turn them out. Gerald Witherspoon had had no idea how to run a large house, so he’d hired Mrs Jeffries as his housekeeper. Mrs Goodge, who’d lost her last position as a cook because she was getting old, had come along and finally, Betsy, half-starved and half-frozen, had landed on their doorstep. Though Betsy had no proper training, once she’d regained her strength, the inspector had insisted on hiring her as a maid. They’d been together ever since.


‘It’s too bad we don’t have a case,’ Betsy muttered. ‘It seems like a long time since we were out snooping about. It’s getting a bit boring.’ And her beloved was beginning to pressure her to set a wedding date as well. Smythe was a wonderful man, and she loved him with all her heart, but when they weren’t actively trying to catch a killer, he tended to forget they’d agreed to wait a bit for marriage. When they were in the midst of a case, he understood how important their investigations were to both of them.


‘We just had one,’ Mrs Jeffries pointed out. But the truth was, she rather agreed with the maid. Life was boring when they weren’t on the hunt, so to speak. However, she did feel it was her duty to remind everyone that murder wasn’t really the sort of thing one ought to wish for, regardless of how bored one was.


‘That was months ago,’ Wiggins interjected.


‘It was October,’ the cook said. ‘And it’s wrong to wish someone would die just so we’d have a murder to sort out.’ Like the housekeeper, she felt morally obligated to defend the sanctity of law and order. But she did love their cases.


‘I’m not wishing someone would die,’ Betsy protested. ‘I’m just sayin’ life is more interesting when we’re on a case.’


‘Of course it is,’ Mrs Jeffries agreed. ‘But according to the inspector there’s absolutely nothing on the horizon. He’s spent the last week working on an alleged fraud against an insurance company. The only corpses that have turned up have been an elderly man freezing to death on a church porch and a suicide over on Charter Street off Brook Green.’


‘Someone froze to death outside a church?’ Smythe shook his head. ‘That’s disgustin’. Why didn’t they do something for the poor old fellow?’


‘Perhaps they didn’t know he was there until it was too late.’ Mrs Jeffries shrugged sympathetically. ‘The inspector didn’t have many details, but there certainly wasn’t any suspicion of foul play.’


‘How about the suicide?’ Betsy asked eagerly.


‘According to the papers, there was no indication of foul play there either, I’m afraid,’ Mrs Jeffries sighed. ‘More’s the pity.’


‘But you just said it were wrong to wish someone dead just so we’d ’ave us a murder to investigate,’ Wiggins said, his expression confused.


‘I wasn’t wishing this unfortunate person dead,’ she explained, ‘I was simply hoping it was murder. Suicide is such an ugly circumstance for a death. It’s so difficult for the family and friends.’


‘And he’d be much better off if he’d been murdered,’ Mrs Goodge added with a shake of her head. ‘At least then he’d not be roasting in hell.’


Chief Inspector Barrows was a bit embarrassed. He didn’t like having to be less than honest with one of his subordinates. But, of course, it wouldn’t do to let his discomfort show. ‘So you see, Witherspoon, we’d best be very circumspect in this matter. Have a bit of a look around on the quiet, if you know what I mean.’


‘Actually, sir, I’m not sure that I do,’ Inspector Gerald Witherspoon admitted. ‘If the coroner’s inquest has already ruled the man’s death a suicide, I don’t understand what it is you want me to do.’


‘We’ve some new evidence, Witherspoon. But it’s evidence that can be interpreted any number of ways.’ He could hardly admit that the new evidence consisted solely of the dead man’s landlady being utterly convinced that the victim wouldn’t ever have committed suicide. But as the landlady was Chief Inspector Barrows’s old nanny, he’d promised her he’d have another look at the case.


‘What kind of evidence, sir?’ Witherspoon asked.


‘It’s Westover’s landlady,’ Barrows spoke carefully, hoping this most brilliant of detectives would actually understand the delicate political situation they were facing. Magistrates didn’t particularly like having their inquest verdicts questioned, especially on this sort of evidence. ‘She came to see me. She’s utterly convinced the fellow wasn’t suicidal.’


‘Westover is the victim’s name?’ the inspector clarified. He was still a bit confused. If they had new evidence, it was perfectly permissible to ignore the coroner’s inquest and open an investigation. Mind you, some magistrates got a tad irritated when this happened, but justice had to be served. ‘I take it he’s the fellow who shot himself in the head a couple of weeks ago?’


‘Not according to his landlady. She’s convinced he was murdered.’


‘On what evidence, sir?’


Barrows looked down at his desk and then back up at the inspector. ‘The only evidence she has is her knowledge of the man’s character. She claims he wouldn’t have killed himself under any circumstances. Harlan Westover was a Roman Catholic. I believe they consider suicide a mortal sin.’


As far as the inspector knew, most Christians considered suicide a sin, but he wouldn’t debate the point with his superior. ‘Why didn’t his landlady give evidence at the inquest if she knew this?’


‘She wasn’t home,’ Barrows replied. ‘She only returned from the north yesterday evening. She was horrified when she found out her tenant had not only taken his own life, but that the inquest had already taken place and a verdict rendered.’


Witherspoon nodded thoughtfully. ‘So the only new evidence we have is her assertion that he wouldn’t have killed himself, for religious reasons.’


Barrows winced inwardly. As evidence, it was decidedly weak. ‘That’s why I wanted you to have a bit of a look around on the sly, so to speak.’


‘I think that can be done, sir,’ Witherspoon nodded. ‘I’ll be very discreet. There’s no point in upsetting the apple cart at this stage, sir.’


‘It’s not very good evidence, I’m afraid,’ Barrows said.


‘I wouldn’t say that, sir,’ the inspector replied. ‘Obviously, the victim’s landlady felt strongly enough about it to come and see you. It could well be that she’s absolutely correct.’ But she probably wasn’t. Roman Catholic or not, the physical evidence at the scene had indicated suicide to the investigating officers. Still, Witherspoon felt he ought to keep an open mind. ‘What is the landlady’s name?’


‘Helen Lynch.’ Barrows’s austere face broke into a smile. ‘Actually, she’s my old nanny. She’s expecting you this morning. You’re in luck, Witherspoon, she’s not touched the flat since she’s been home, so the crime scene hasn’t really been disturbed. I’ll write out her address.’


The inspector nodded and pushed his spectacles, which had a tendency to slip down his nose, back into place. ‘Westover died two weeks ago, right?’


‘Correct, the report says it was probably January sixth.’ Barrows looked up from his writing. ‘Nanny Lynch returned from Galway on Saturday evening. She came to see me last night.’


‘So the murder, if indeed murder is what we have here, is a fortnight old.’ The inspector frowned. ‘The trail’s a bit cold …’


‘I’m aware of that.’ Barrows laid down his pen. As all policemen knew, the longer it was between the crime and an investigation, the harder it was to catch the killer. Witnesses forgot pertinent information, important details were overlooked, and physical evidence was destroyed or mislaid. ‘Look, Inspector, I know we’re at a distinct disadvantage here, if, as you noted, a murder has taken place. But as I’ve already told you, the crime scene’s not been touched and as far as I know, West-over’s solicitors haven’t begun divvying up his property.’


‘Did he have any relations?’ Witherspoon asked.


Barrows shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Why don’t you go along and have a chat with Nanny Lynch? Westover had been her tenant for the last three years. She can tell you all about him.’


‘Yes sir.’ He reached over and picked up the paper with Nanny Lynch’s address on it. ‘I’ll take Constable Barnes and pop along to see her straight away. Er … uh … how discreet do I need to be, sir?’


Barrows stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘I’ll leave that up to you, Inspector.’


‘Right sir,’ Witherspoon nodded respectfully and then left. Barrows slumped in his chair. He had a moment of misgiving about this whole business. Witherspoon might be his most brilliant homicide investigator, but the fellow had the social acumen of a tree stump. Sometimes Barrows wondered if the fellow wasn’t just a bit backwards, not stupid or anything that harsh, but a bit like one of those terribly sad defective individuals who couldn’t tie their shoes but could do multiplication and long division without any trouble at all. Barrows had attended a lecture last year about the subject. He shook himself to dislodge the thought. Witherspoon was the best homicide detective he’d ever seen and a decent chap to boot. But he did hope that the fellow had the good sense to keep a low profile on this investigation, at least until they got some conclusive evidence.


‘Do you think there’s anything to this, sir?’ Constable Barnes asked as they rounded the corner off Shepherds Bush Road and started up Charter Street towards Helen Lynch’s house.


The constable was a craggy-faced veteran of London’s streets. He’d walked the beat for years before he’d joined up with Inspector Witherspoon. Under his policeman’s helmet, his hair was iron gray and his mind as sharp as a razor.


‘I don’t know,’ Witherspoon sighed and pulled his heavy topcoat closer against the cold winter wind. ‘From the report I read, there doesn’t seem to be much in the way of clues.’


‘If you ask me, the report wasn’t very thorough,’ Barnes complained. ‘Just a few pages of notes and no witness interviews at all. Here we are, sir.’ He opened the gate and started up the stone walkway to number 6.


Helen Lynch’s house was a neat, two-story red brick affair with a small, enclosed front garden and white lace curtains at the bow front windows.


‘The report wasn’t very detailed,’ Witherspoon agreed as they reached the front door. ‘But then again, the officers were under the impression they were dealing with a suicide. The doors were all locked from the inside, and there was no indication of a struggle.’ But privately, Witherspoon thought the chief officer assigned to the case had done a very shoddy job.


Barnes reached over and banged the heavy brass knocker. A moment later, the door opened and an elderly, gray-haired woman peered out at them. ‘So you’ve finally arrived, have you? It’s about time. I told Neddy to get right on this.’ She stepped back and gestured for them to step inside.


Witherspoon smiled at the idea that ‘Neddy’ was their austere Chief Inspector Barrows. ‘Good day, ma’am, I’m Inspector Gerald Witherspoon and this is Constable Barnes.’ They stepped inside to a small foyer crowded with a wooden coat tree, a huge ceramic umbrella stand, and a trestle table holding a giant potted fern. A staircase with thick brown carpet was next to the table. ‘I take it you’re Mrs Lynch?’


‘That’s correct,’ she nodded curtly. ‘Give me your coats and hats, please.’ They shed their outer garments and handed them to their hostess. Witherspoon noticed there were three large umbrellas in the white and blue stand. He wondered if one of them belonged to Harlan Westover.


‘Come along then,’ Mrs Lynch ordered, ‘let’s go into the sitting room. Mina will bring us tea. It’s so cold outside. But then again, it’s the middle of winter so I suppose we can’t expect sunshine.’


She led the way down a short hall and into a large, nicely furnished sitting room. A fireplace and mantel were on the far wall, and opposite was a rose-colored settee with white antimacassars along the top. On each side of the settee was a straight-backed chair, with maroon upholstering on the backrest and the seat. The wallpaper was a cheerful rose and green paisley against a white background, and there was a pale gray carpet on the floor. Two huge potted ferns stood on pedestals at each side of the door.


‘Sit down, gentlemen.’ Helen Lynch gestured toward the settee and the chairs. ‘I’m sure you’ve a lot of questions to ask me. I didn’t mean to be rude earlier, but I do want this resolved as quickly as possible. Mr Westover did not commit suicide. I can’t imagine why anyone would think he did.’


Witherspoon nodded and took one of the chairs. Barnes took the other one, leaving the settee to their hostess. The constable whipped out his little brown notebook. The inspector cleared his throat, but he wasn’t quite sure where to begin. Then he remembered something his housekeeper was always saying, ‘You’re so very clever, sir. You always go right to the heart of the matter.’ Of course, that’s where he ought to start.


The door opened and the maid came in, pushing a tea trolley. ‘Here you are, ma’am.’ She put the trolley in front of Mrs Lynch.


‘Thank you, Mina.’ She dismissed the maid with a nod and then looked at the two policemen. ‘How do you take your tea?’


‘Sugar and milk for both of us,’ Barnes answered quickly. Despite the fire, he was feeling the cold.


She nodded, poured and handed them their cups.


Witherspoon took a quick sip of the warming brew. ‘Thank you, this is wonderful. Mrs Lynch, why are you so convinced that Mr Westover didn’t commit suicide?’


She sighed impatiently and put her own cup down on the trolley. ‘I’ve already told Neddy …’


‘Yes, I know that,’ he replied, ‘but if you don’t mind, I’d like to hear it from you. Learning information secondhand, so to speak, isn’t as efficient as hearing it directly from a witness.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that what I am, then? A witness.’


‘A very important one, Mrs Lynch,’ Constable Barnes interjected. ‘So far, you’re the only one who’s come forward with any information at all about this case …’


Mrs Lynch interrupted him with a loud snort. ‘Seems to me if the police had done their job properly, there’d have been any number of witnesses that could have told you plenty. That’s what I told Neddy, too. You’ve left it a bit late now, and you’ll be lucky if anyone can remember seeing or hearing anything about poor Mr Westover’s murder.’


Witherspoon rather agreed with her, but he could hardly admit it. ‘Uh, Mrs Lynch …’


‘I know, I know.’ She waved him off impatiently. ‘You’re still waiting to hear why I’m so convinced it was murder. To begin with, right before I went off, Mr Westover told me he was going on holiday next month. People who are planning on killing themselves don’t make plans to go on holiday.’


‘Mr Westover was going on holiday?’ Barnes looked up from his notebook. ‘At this time of year?’


She nodded eagerly. ‘He was going to go to Sicily. He said it was warm there and he needed to get away from his work. He’d been working dreadfully hard. Some days he’d leave before dawn and not get home till late in the night. I believe he’d actually booked his tickets.’


‘Do you know where he booked them?’ Barnes asked. Mrs Lynch shook her head. ‘I never thought to ask. Why? Is it important?’


‘It could be.’ The constable looked back down at his notebook.


‘What kind of work did Mr Westover do?’ Witherspoon asked. He knew from his quick look at the report that he’d been employed at an engineering firm somewhere nearby.


‘He was an engineer,’ Mrs Lynch replied. ‘Quite a clever one too. He worked for a firm off the Kensington High Street. Donovan, Melcher, and Horrocks.’


‘Did Mr Westover have any family?’ Constable Barnes asked. ‘There wasn’t mention of anyone in the coroner’s file or the police report.’


‘He really hadn’t anyone.’ Mrs Lynch smiled sadly. ‘He never married, and both his parents were dead. There are a couple of cousins in Bristol, but he hadn’t had any contact with them in years.’


‘No brothers or sisters?’ Witherspoon pressed. Like the constable, the inspector wanted to have some idea about who might be likely to benefit from Mr Westover’s death. Generally, the person who benefited the most was someone near and dear to the deceased.


‘No, Inspector. As I’ve said. He was quite alone in the world. It’s sad. He was a very nice man. He would have made some woman a good husband. But he was one of those men who are married to their work. Honestly, there were times when he’d be poring over those funny papers of his, and I swear, he’d not hear a word I’d say.’


‘Funny papers?’ Witherspoon wondered what on earth she meant.


‘Oh, you know, these funny papers with drawings of all sorts of newfangled nonsense on them,’ she retorted. ‘I asked him once what they were, and he told me they were his designs for some sort of engine. Proud of it, he was. He spent a good half hour explaining how the ruddy thing worked, and I had to stand there and pretend to understand what he was going on about.’ She broke off and looked away. ‘I wish now I had understood. He was so proud of that silly engine, and all I wanted to do was to get back to my kitchen and have a cup of tea.’ She sniffed and swiped at her cheeks with her hand.


The inspector cringed inwardly. She was crying. He was hopeless at dealing with weeping women. He’d no idea what to do.


‘Mrs Lynch,’ Barnes said softly, ‘don’t take it so hard. You weren’t to know he was going to die.’


She drew a long, deep breath and straightened her spine. ‘You’re right. Of course I didn’t know, and he could go on and on about his work.’


‘Was that the only thing he ever spoke about?’ Witherspoon asked. He was grateful that Barnes had gotten her to stop crying.


‘Of course not, Inspector. He was devoted to his work, but he read the newspapers. He could talk about what was going on in the world. I miss him very much and not just because he always paid his rent on time and took care to be considerate.’


‘I take it you and Mr Westover were quite … er … friendly,’ the inspector stumbled over the last few words. He didn’t want to imply anything that might offend the lady. She was, after all, his chief inspector’s old nanny.


Mrs Lynch laughed. ‘Of course we were friends. He was lonely. He spent many an evening in my front parlor chatting with me in front of the fire.’ She shook her head and smiled wistfully. ‘I shall miss him. I guess you could say, we were both a bit lonely.’


‘Was Mr Westover your only tenant?’ Witherspoon asked.


‘No, Mr Baker has the rooms on the top floor. But he’s not here very often, he travels for his work. So usually, it was just Mr Westover and me. He took all of his meals here. Mind you, recently, he’d missed supper a good deal of the time because he’d been working so hard.’ She stopped and seemed to shake herself. ‘So tell me, Inspector, what are you going to do about his murder?’


‘Ah, Mrs Lynch, I’m not quite sure … uh, so far the only evidence you’ve given us that the poor fellow was murdered is that he was planning on going on holiday …’


‘That’s not all,’ she interrupted. ‘There’s a bit more than that. I know Mr Westover didn’t kill himself. He couldn’t. He didn’t own a gun. So how did he come to blow his brains out then? Answer me that!’


‘The inspector’s a bit late this evening,’ Betsy said as she came to stand next to the housekeeper in the front parlor. ‘I wonder what’s keeping him.’ Neither woman would ever admit it, but they did worry just a little when he was delayed. He was, after all, a policeman, and that wasn’t the safest occupation in London.


The housekeeper cocked her head toward the window. ‘I believe I hear a hansom pulling up outside.’ She stepped close and yanked the heavy velvet curtain to one side. ‘Oh good, it’s the inspector. He’s finally home.’


‘Should I pop down and get his dinner tray?’ Betsy asked as she started toward the door.


Mrs Jeffries hesitated. ‘Wait here for a few moments, let’s see if he’s hungry.’ Because he was a good hour and a half late, she suspected something might be in the wind. If that was the case, her dear inspector might want a glass of sherry and a nice chat before he had his meal.


The front door opened and Witherspoon stepped inside. His narrow face brightened. ‘Good evening, Mrs Jeffries, Betsy.’


‘Good evening, sir.’ She held out her hand for his hat. ‘You’re a bit late, sir. Was the traffic terrible?’


He gave her his bowler and started to unbutton his heavy black overcoat. ‘Traffic was bad,’ he sighed, as he slipped the garment off his shoulder, ‘but no worse than usual. I’m afraid I’m late because … well, I’m not quite sure how to put this, but I think there might have been a murder.’


Behind the inspector’s back, the two women exchanged glances. ‘Shall I go down and get your dinner tray, sir?’ Betsy asked.


‘I believe I’ll have a sherry first,’ Witherspoon replied. ‘It has been a very tiring day.’


Mrs Jeffries took his coat and hung it just below his hat. ‘Come along into the drawing room, sir. A sherry is just what you need. Betsy, why don’t you bring up the inspector’s tray in about fifteen minutes?’


‘That’ll be perfect,’ Witherspoon replied. Betsy nodded and hurried off toward the back stairs. Mrs Jeffries knew that the moment the maid got to the kitchen she’d tell the others to be ‘at the ready’, so to speak.


She led the inspector the short distance down the hall and into the drawing room. He immediately went to his favorite armchair and sat. She moved to the sideboard, pulled a bottle of Harvey’s out of the bottom cupboard and poured him a glass.


‘Do pour one for yourself as well,’ he called to the housekeeper. ‘You’ve probably had a tiring day too.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ She poured another for herself, picked up the glasses, and made her way across the room. Handing him his drink, she said, ‘Now sir, what’s all this about a possible murder?’


Witherspoon sighed and took a sip of his sherry. ‘It’s all the chief inspector’s doing. It seems his old nanny came to him this morning all in a dither about stories that one of her tenants had taken his own life.’


‘The suicide,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured aloud as she thought back to the conversation she’d had with the others earlier in the day.


‘The suicide,’ the inspector repeated her words. ‘How did you hear about it?’


Mrs Jeffries caught herself. ‘Oh, I didn’t really, sir. It’s just that the only thing that’s been in the papers the last few weeks is a suicide and an accidental death.’ She held her breath, praying he wouldn’t realize how closely she and the others watched the papers. She couldn’t have him suspecting she’d been nosing about, trying to see if he had anything interesting on his plate. ‘I’m sorry, please do go on.’


‘You’re right. It was the suicide.’ He took another quick sip. ‘The chief inspector had me go around and have a quick look-see because he didn’t wish to disappoint his old nanny.’


‘His old nanny?’


‘It was her tenant that supposedly took his own life. But honestly, Mrs Jeffries, I think Mrs Lynch is right.’


‘You mean you think her, er … lodger was murdered?’ She forced her face to stay blank and her tone calm. But inside, her spirits soared.


‘Well,’ he hesitated. ‘I can’t be sure. But she did make a rather interesting point. A few days before Mr Westover’s alleged suicide, Mrs Lynch thinks he booked tickets for a long holiday. As Mrs Lynch pointed out, one doesn’t spend all that money for a trip to Italy and then kill oneself.’


‘Was that her only reason for thinking his death was murder?’ She wanted to make sure she got all of the details out of the inspector.


Witherspoon pursed his lips. ‘No, she claimed that Westover didn’t own a gun and therefore, couldn’t have killed himself with one. I didn’t want to upset the dear lady by pointing out that revolvers are quite easy to acquire.’


‘But as far as she knew, he didn’t have a weapon,’ Mrs Jeffries said thoughtfully.


‘Correct,’ the inspector’s brows drew together. ‘She also insisted that Westover wasn’t in the least depressed about anything and that he was positively looking forward to the future.’


‘What, precisely, were the circumstances of the death?’ Mrs Jeffries took another sip of her sherry.


‘Actually, I uh, didn’t read the file very carefully. I didn’t have much time, you see.’ Witherspoon was so embarrassed he fibbed just a bit. He’d read every word of the file, but he didn’t want to admit to anyone, even Mrs Jeffries, how little information the investigating officer had obtained. ‘But the long and short of it is, Harlan Westover died of a gunshot wound to his head. The gun was found lying on the carpet right under his fingertips. This happened almost a fortnight ago.’


‘A fortnight!’ She hadn’t realized it had been quite that far back. The newspaper account had only appeared last week.


‘My sentiments precisely.’ The inspector shook his head. ‘The trail, if indeed there has been a murder, is exceedingly cold. But it couldn’t be helped. Mrs Lynch only arrived home herself a couple of days ago. She was quite shocked when she realized that not only had her lodger died, but the coroner had already made a ruling and the case was considered closed.’


‘Who discovered the body?’ Mrs Jeffries asked. The case had just begun, and it was already a bit muddled.


‘A man named James Horrocks, he’s the general manager of Westover’s firm. When he didn’t arrive at work the next day and didn’t send a message, they got concerned and went around to his rooms.’


‘How’d they get in if the landlady was gone?’


Witherspoon’s brow furrowed. ‘You know, I’m not sure. I don’t think the report mentioned how Mr Horrocks got inside. I shall make a note to follow up on that question. However, be that as it may, the fellow got inside, saw what had happened, and then fetched the police. You know what happens after that. The coroner’s inquest ruled the death a suicide, and the case was closed.’


‘Does Mr Westover have any family?’ Mrs Jeffries asked.


‘Just some distant cousins. From what I gathered from Mrs Lynch, he didn’t stay in contact with them. According to her, he was quite alone in the world. Of course, Mrs Lynch might not know the extent of his relations.’


‘Does he have an estate, sir?’ Might as well get that aspect out into the open, she thought. People who stood to inherit were frequently those who most had reason to want someone dead. ‘Even if he’s no family to speak of, someone’s got to inherit his things.’


Again, the inspector frowned. ‘I don’t really know. I suppose I ought to go around to his rooms and see if I can find the name of his solicitor.’ He sighed and tossed back the last of his sherry. ‘I do hope it isn’t a murder, because if it is, the case is already a bit of a mess. Frankly, Mrs Jeffries, I’ve not a clue about what’s the best way to go about this investigation. The fellow died two weeks ago. Any witnesses there might have been have disappeared. The crime scene has been mucked about, and we don’t even know if anyone heard the gunshot that killed the poor man. Where does one begin?’


Mrs Jeffries understood her employer’s dilemma. At the best of times, he wasn’t overly burdened with selfconfidence. Trying to track down a possible murderer under these circumstances would be a daunting task for anyone.


But she knew what he needed. ‘You begin where you always do, sir,’ she said briskly. ‘With the victim. Learn the victim, and you’ll find the killer, that’s what you’ve always said, sir.’


‘Really?’ He sounded genuinely surprised. ‘I said that?’


He’d said no such thing, of course. But it was sound advice. ‘Of course you did, sir. You mustn’t let a little thing like a delayed investigation make you feel you’re not up to the task. Why, you know you’re absolutely brilliant at catching killers, even killers that think they’ve gotten away with it.’ And that would be the case now. If Harlan Westover had been murdered, his killer wouldn’t be expecting an investigation at this stage of events. That might just work to their advantage.


She stopped, aware that she was already thinking of the case as a murder. She mustn’t do that. Not yet. Not until they knew for certain one way or the other.


‘Thank you, Mrs Jeffries.’ He brightened immediately and got to his feet. Talking his cases over with his housekeeper always made him feel so much better. She was such a good listener. ‘I’m flattered by your confidence in me and shall do my best to live up to it.’


‘But of course you will, sir.’ She led the way toward the dining room. ‘Now, sir. Why don’t you have your dinner? I’m sure you’ll feel much better with something in your stomach.’
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