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CHAPTER ONE



‘BEFORE I SAY another word,’ Lady Cannonberry said earnestly, ‘I do have one request. You must keep everything I tell you very, very confidential. You can’t breathe a word to anyone, especially the inspector.’


Everyone at the kitchen table stared at her. The household of Upper Edmonton Gardens, home of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, was used to unusual requests. But this was startling, even by their rather relaxed standards of behaviour.


Lady Cannonberry, their neighbour on the Gardens, had popped in only a few moments ago while the household and their trusted friends, Luty Belle Crookshank and her butler Hatchet, were celebrating the successful conclusion of one of the inspector’s more baffling murder cases.


Betsy, the lovely, blond-haired maid, looked enquiringly at the housekeeper, Mrs Jeffries. The eyes of the cook, Mrs Goodge, bulged behind her spectacles. Smythe, the coachman, raised one dark eyebrow, and Luty Belle Crookshank, an elderly American with a love of six-shooters and a mind sharp as a barber’s razor, looked positively enthralled. Hatchet, as usual, was unperturbed. But the footman Wiggins’s mouth gaped so wide that if it had been June and not November, he would have been in danger of catching flies.


‘Lady Cannonberry,’ Mrs Jeffries said hesitantly.


‘Ruth, please,’ their guest said quickly, flashing a charming smile that took years off her middle-aged face. ‘I think we all know each other well enough to dispense with the formalities.’


Mrs Goodge gasped in shock. Calling the widow of a peer of the realm by her first name was as unthinkable as shopping on the high street with her petticoat showing.


But Lady Cannonberry appeared not to notice the cook’s reaction. ‘It doesn’t seem fair that because one is a servant one is forced to use these ridiculous modes of address,’ she continued blithely. ‘I always thought Lady Cannonberry was such a ridiculous way to address someone. Ruth sounds ever so much nicer. Friendlier too, and as I’ve come to you as a friend and not a Lady, then I do think we ought to dispense with the title.’


‘Er, Ruth, of course, we’ll use any mode of address you prefer.’ Mrs Jeffries didn’t quite know what to say. Naturally, she wanted to help her. But on the other hand, she didn’t want any more people than absolutely necessary knowing their secret. The fact that Ruth had come to them seemed to indicate that she knew they were more than a housekeeper and servants to a Scotland Yard police inspector. ‘But I’ve no idea what we could possibly do for you.’


‘You can hear me out!’ she cried. ‘You can help someone who’s in a great deal of trouble.’


Mrs Jeffries frowned slightly as her conscience did battle with their need for caution. Her conscience won. ‘Of course we’ll hear what you’ve got to say. Actually, we’re quite flattered you’ve come to us. But honestly, I’ve no idea why you think—’


‘I promise I’ll not say anything to Gerald,’ Ruth interrupted, shaking her head earnestly. A lock of blond hair slipped down from her topknot and dangled over her ear. ‘I know you’ve been helping him solve his cases . . .’


Smythe, who’d just taken a swig of tea, choked.


Betsy dropped a spoon.


Wiggins gasped.


Mrs Goodge’s eyes bulged again, and Luty Belle started to snicker.


Hatchet, as always, remained perfectly calm.


‘Where on earth would you get an idea like that?’ Mrs Jeffries said faintly. But the game was up and she knew it.


A half-wit could see by the guilty way they’d all reacted that Ruth was right on the mark. They did help the inspector with his cases, and of course, he didn’t know it. That would never do.


‘Oh, give it up, Hepzibah,’ Luty said, slapping her knee and cackling. ‘Ruth found out the same way I did, by watchin’ and listenin’.’ She grinned at their guest. ‘I figured out what they was doin’ back when that neighbour of mine got himself poisoned.’


‘Really? Which case was that?’


‘Quack by the name of Slocum got poisoned a couple of years back. I spotted Hepzibah and the others snoopin’ around and askin’ questions. Mind ya, they was right good at what they was doin’. But I figured it out. How’d you?’


‘I’ve suspected for quite some time now,’ she said with an apologetic smile. ‘But I didn’t know for certain until I overheard Mrs Jeffries talking to that nice young doctor at the tea shop.’


Mrs Jeffries sighed inwardly and wished she’d been a bit more discreet in her inquiries on their last case. No doubt Lady Cannonberry had got an earful when she overheard her conversation with Dr Bosworth that day. But they’d solved the case successfully and that was what counted. Now, though, she had to think of a way to deal with this. ‘How very resourceful of you,’ she murmured.


Ruth blushed slightly. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not usually so bold. But I do have a friend and she’s in a great deal of trouble. I didn’t know where else to turn. But I promise, my lips are sealed. I’ll not breathe a word to anyone about your activities.’


Mrs Jeffries hesitated before answering. She’d no idea what to do or whether or not they could trust their neighbour.


Luty apparently had no such reservations. ‘If’n she says she’ll not say anything to the inspector,’ she said slowly, ‘I reckon we can trust her.’


‘Well, really, madam,’ Hatchet said pompously. ‘I hardly think it’s our place to speak for everyone.’


‘It’s quite all right, Hatchet,’ the housekeeper replied, smiling at Lady Cannonberry. She trusted Luty’s judgement. ‘Luty’s right. I’m sure we can trust Lady Cannonberry to keep her word.’


‘Indeed you can,’ Ruth said quickly. ‘I’ve never betrayed a confidence in my life.’


Wiggins cleared his throat. ‘We ’elps the inspector some,’ he said, an earnest expression on his innocent boyish face, ‘but ’e does most of it ’imself. ’E’s a smart man, our inspector.’


‘We only does a little bit of snoopin’,’ Betsy put in. ‘The inspector does all the rest.’


Mrs Jeffries was touched by their efforts to bolster their employer’s status. They were all intensely loyal. Of course they had good reason to be devoted to Gerald Witherspoon, she thought.


Betsy, now a healthy young woman of twenty with rosy cheeks and clear blue eyes, had been a half-starved waif when he’d taken her in and given her employment. Smythe and Wiggins had both worked for the inspector’s late Aunt Euphemia. Upon her death, he’d kept them employed even though he rarely used the carriage and he needed an untrained footman about as much as he needed a hole in his head. But jobs were hard to come by, and when the inspector had inherited a modest fortune and this big, beautiful home, he’d decided to keep the two men employed rather than toss them out onto the streets. Mrs Goodge, having lost her last position because of her age, had also been in need of a place to call home. Gerald Witherspoon had given her one.


Naturally, Mrs Jeffries was loyal as well. She genuinely admired her employer. Inspector Witherspoon was one of nature’s real gentlemen, and of course, being in his employ meant she could use her own rather unique detective skills. All in all, it was a most satisfactory arrangement for all concerned. But she was becoming alarmed by the number of people who’d figured out what she and the staff were up to. They really must be more careful in the future. Perhaps after Lady Cannonberry told them her troubles, she’d call a meeting and they could discuss the problem.


‘Betsy is absolutely correct,’ she said with a calm smile. ‘Inspector Witherspoon is a wonderful detective. Positively brilliant.’


‘But of course he is,’ Ruth agreed.


Mrs Jeffries thought it best to determine exactly how Lady Cannonberry had caught on to what they were doing. One overheard conversation at a tea shop wasn’t quite enough evidence. ‘I know you overheard me talking with Dr Bosworth that day,’ she began. ‘But is that all? I mean, was there anything else you saw or heard us do that gave us away?’


‘Oh, it’s been obvious ever since that nasty murder of that woman in my literary circle,’ Ruth replied honestly. ‘If you’ll remember I was somewhat involved in that myself, only as a witness of course. But I couldn’t help but notice that you in particular, Mrs Jeffries, were always asking questions. Why, every time I took Bodaceia for a walk, there you were.’


Mrs Jeffries wished a hole would open up in the floor. She was the one who gave them away. Gracious, how could she have been so careless!


‘I’ve so admired all of you,’ Ruth continued. ‘I think what you’re doing is ever so interesting. Far more exciting than boring old tea parties and shopping on Regent Street. I’ve so longed to participate.’


‘Was that all that gave us away?’ Wiggins asked.


‘Well,’ Ruth said thoughtfully. ‘I did notice that all of you were out and about so much. You never were here doing the normal things that servants do. Frankly, you all do far more dashing about than any household I’ve ever seen. But only when the inspector is on a case. The rest of the time, you behave just as every other household. But once I realized that you help him, I thought perhaps you could help me with my friend’s problem.’


‘A problem you don’t want us sharin’ with the police?’ Smythe reminded her softly. He was a big, muscular man with harsh features, black hair, heavy eyebrows and the kindest brown eyes on the face of the earth.


‘That’s right.’ Ruth nodded. ‘I really must have your promise you won’t say a word to anyone outside this room.’


Everyone at the table looked at the housekeeper. Mrs Jeffries was in a quandary. She didn’t wish to turn Lady Cannonberry away, but on the other hand, if the woman confessed to a heinous crime, they could hardly keep silent. ‘You’ve placed us in a rather awkward position.’


‘Don’t worry, I haven’t done anything criminal,’ Ruth said earnestly. ‘As I said, it’s my friend who’s in trouble. And, well, what she’s done is wrong, but it’s not criminal . . . Well, not too criminal, that is. You see, poor Minerva can’t help herself. Besides, she always puts everything back, so it isn’t really stealing. But you really mustn’t say anything to the inspector. He is, after all, a policeman. I don’t think he’d view Minerva’s problem quite the way I do.’


‘All right,’ Mrs Jeffries said cautiously, ‘we’ll not say anything to Inspector Witherspoon.’ However, if what she heard was too dastardly, she wouldn’t hesitate to say something to Constable Barnes, the inspector’s right-hand man. ‘Please, do tell us what’s on your mind. If we can help, we certainly will.’


Ruth took a deep breath. ‘I have a very dear friend, Minerva Kenny. She’s a very nice woman, a spinster about my age. She lives over on Markham Place. Minerva’s a very gentle person, really, rather unworldy, if you know what I mean.’


‘Keeps herself to herself, does she?’ Mrs Goodge asked.


‘Not at all. Minerva’s a very social person. She delights in the company of her friends,’ she explained. ‘By unworldly I meant that she’s not really aware of how cruel and hard the world can be sometimes.’


‘Bit of an innocent, then?’ Smythe commented.


Ruth nodded. ‘That’s it exactly. She’s very innocent.’


‘If she’s so innocent,’ he continued, ‘then why is she in trouble?’


‘Unfortunately’ – Ruth paused and cleared her throat – ‘Minerva has a rather strange affliction. It’s not really her fault, though. She can’t help herself.’


‘Can’t help what?’ Mrs Goodge prompted. The cook wasn’t the most patient of women.


‘Stealing,’ Ruth replied. ‘But it’s not really stealing, because she always puts them back.’


‘She’s got sticky fingers, then?’ Wiggins said.


‘No, she just sees things, usually just pretty knick-knacks and shiny objects in other peoples homes,’ Ruth explained hurriedly, ‘and she can’t help herself. She puts them in her pocket, takes them home for a day or two to, well . . . play with them, and then manages to put them back. Most of the time people aren’t even aware the object is gone. Certainly the Astleys’ have no idea their little painted bluebird is gone. Goodness, their drawing room is so full of things, I don’t think they’d notice if half of it disappeared.’


‘So what’s the problem this time?’ Smythe asked, leaning forward. ‘Someone catch her filchin’ the bird?’


‘Oh, no, that dreadful man didn’t catch her taking it; he caught her when she tried to put it back.’


‘Matilda,’ Adrian Spears said to the parlourmaid, ‘have you seen King?’ The middle-aged man frowned slightly as he bent down and peered behind the settee. Sometimes King wedged himself behind the settee when he wanted a good, solid sleep. But there was no bundle of black-and-white fur curled up there. ‘I’ve not seen him since lunch.’


‘I’ve not seen him, sir,’ the parlourmaid answered. She glanced at the rug by the big walnut desk. Usually the dog lay next to Mr Spears as he worked in his study. His fat body would be rolled tight in front of the fire and he’d be snoring. But the rug was bare.


Matilda sat the silver tea tray down on a rosewood table next to the settee. On the tray was a pot of tea, milk, sugar, a cup and spoon and a plate with four biscuits. Two for Mr Spears and two for King. The King Charles spaniel loved his afternoon treat. ‘That’s odd, sir, I’ve not seen him all afternoon.’


‘Perhaps Cook let him out in the gardens for some fresh air,’ Spears suggested. ‘I’d best go see. I don’t want that awful man harassing my poor dog.’


‘Cook wouldn’t do that, sir,’ Matilda said quickly. ‘Not after what happened yesterday. Pembroke said we’re only to let King out with one of us. One of the footmen took him out at lunchtime, but I saw him bring the dog back inside.’


‘Has anyone gone in or out?’ Spears asked. ‘Could King have got out on his own?’


Matilda swallowed. She didn’t want to tell her employer that Janie, the tweeny, had left the back door open. Janie was her friend, and if something had happened to King, Janie’d be out on her ear.


‘No, sir,’ she lied. Someone else might tell, but Mr Spears wasn’t going to hear nothing from her. He was a good employer, God knows she’d worked in worse houses, but he was daft about that dog. ‘I don’t think so. We’ve all been careful after what happened yesterday. We make sure the doors are closed.’


Spears’s lips pursed in disgust. ‘I should hope so. With neighbours like Barrett, we ought to make sure the doors are locked as well. Odious creature. Imagine, throwing stones at an innocent animal.’


‘He’s not a nice man, sir,’ Matilda said. She began edging towards the door of the study. She wanted to warn Janie that she’d best get out in the gardens and look for that ruddy dog.


‘He’s a callous brute,’ Spears said harshly. He was frightened for his pet but loath to let it show. ‘But brute or not, I’ll not have him bullying my dog.’ He walked briskly towards the hall. ‘I won’t have him harassing anyone from my household, including King. We’ve as much right to use these gardens as Barrett, and if he’s thrown any more stones at King, he’ll answer to me.’


But King didn’t come when Adrian Spears called for him.


Alarmed, he called the servants, and together, they searched the huge communal gardens.


Spears peered down the side of Barrett’s house, straining his eyes to see in the failing light. He thought he’d heard sounds coming from the passageway. ‘King,’ he called. ‘King, where are you, boy?’


Suddenly a footman shouted, ‘Over here, sir!’


Spears swivelled on his heel and saw the footman standing in the heavy foliage in the small plot behind Barrett’s terrace.


‘What is it?’ he cried. ‘Is it King? Is he hurt?’ He ran towards the footman, ducking branches and charging through the high bushes. He skidded to a stop at the footman’s pale face and then looked down. At the sight of the twisted black-and-white body, his heart broke. King was curled in a semicircle, one paw resting on his snout. There was blood everywhere.


‘Oh, my God,’ Spears moaned. Dropping to his knees, he tenderly lifted King’s head. But the dog’s big brown eyes were closed forever. Tears of grief – and rage – swam in Spears’s eyes. King was dead. His head had been smashed in.


‘Look at this.’ The footman pointed to a spot a few feet away. A bloodstained hammer lay atop a mound of leaves.


The other servants had gathered around. Matilda shot a warning glance at Janie, who was biting her lip and twisting her hands together. God, if Spears found out Janie had left that door open and that she, Matilda had covered for her, they’d both be sacked.


Spears climbed to his feet, turned towards the Barrett house, and bellowed his rage at the open back door. ‘Barrett, you bastard, come out and face me like a man.’


‘Sir,’ Pembroke, Spears’s butler, said hesitantly. But Adrian Spears paid him no mind.


‘You brute!’ he bellowed again. ‘I demand that you come out here and face me.’


By this time servants were coming to the window and the open back door. Spears continued to shout at the top of his lungs. More and more people came out of the house. Even the painters and carpenters who’d been working on the third floor were now out and standing on the small terrace facing the garden.


‘What’s going on here?’ William Barrett demanded. He pushed past a maid. ‘What are you people doing? That plot you’re standing on is private. Get off – get off at once! You’ll ruin those plants.’


Spears, his voice shaking with rage, pointed to the brush where his pet lay dead. ‘To hell with your plants, you disgusting brute. You’ve killed my dog!’


‘I’ll thank you not to talk to me like that,’ Barrett replied. He started towards Spears. ‘And I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Get all these people out of here.’


‘I’m not letting you get away with murdering my dog.’


‘I’ve nothing to do with your wretched dog,’ Barrett sneered. ‘But whatever’s happened, make sure you keep the stupid animal out of my plot.’


With a scream of rage, Spears leapt for the man’s throat.


Across the gardens from the distraught Mr Spears, Mr Thornton Astley paced his study. He kicked a footstool out of the way and glared at the young man sitting at the small desk by the door. ‘Why on earth should I drop the suit against the devil?’ he snapped. ‘He’s guilty of theft!’


‘But you may find that difficult to prove,’ Neville Sharpe, Astley’s private secretary, said reasonably. ‘He covered his tracks quite well. You’ve no real evidence against the man.’


‘How much more evidence do I need?’ Astley yelled. He picked up a handful of papers from his desk and shook them in the air. ‘These prove nothing. For all we know, every one of them could have been forged by Barrett himself.’


‘But they could be genuine too,’ Sharpe pointed out. ‘And according to those notices, the overpayments were clerical errors and the overpaid invoices were the result of a mistake. Elliot says the clerk responsible has been sacked.’


‘But I know Barrett put him up to saying that!’ Astley cried. ‘I know the man’s a thief. I’ve asked a number of questions about Mr William Barrett, and this isn’t the first time he’s done this. I’m disgusted that I was ever stupid enough to go into business with him. I must have been blind not to see the kind of man he is.’


Sharpe glanced at his watch. ‘Mr Astley, I really must get going. This tooth is causing me great pain.’ He held his hand up to his cheek. ‘If I don’t get there before five, the dentist mightn’t be able to see me until tomorrow.’


‘Go on and go,’ Astley said. ‘There’s no need for you to suffer. What time is it exactly?’


‘Four-thirty, sir.’


‘Maud’s late,’ he muttered irritably. ‘All right, then,’ he said as his secretary put his papers away. ‘Perhaps I’ll think about dropping the lawsuit.’


‘I think that’s wise, sir.’ Sharpe put the pen back in the drawer and snapped the ledger shut.


‘But by God, I’m angry.’ Astley began pacing again. ‘Angrier than I’ve been in years. I’ll see to it that that man can’t show his face in any respectable house in London. Just see if I don’t. No one robs me and gets away with it. One way or the other, William Barrett is going to pay.’


‘He’ll claim that it was Elliott who inflated the invoices,’ Sharpe pointed out. ‘And then it would be Mr Elliott’s word against Barrett’s if we took him to court.’


‘I’ve said I’ll think about dropping the damned lawsuit. You needn’t keep harping about it, Neville. But I’m not letting that man get away with it. He almost forced me into bankruptcy when he was my partner, and now I’ve evidence he’s been stealing me blind now. I’ll not have it, do you hear, I’ll not have it.’


* * *


The woman pulled her coat tighter against the wind. She wondered if anyone had seen her leave and then decided it didn’t matter. If she’d been seen, she’d claim she only went for a walk. There was no harm in that.


She smiled mirthlessly as she went towards the big redbrick house. It was time to take matters into her own hands.


Barrett was a savage.


There was only one way to deal with savages.


And she meant to deal with him before tonight. Before the dinner party. She couldn’t stand the thought of sitting across from him, watching the ugly, knowing smirk on his face as he worked his way through soup and fish and meat. No, it was too much. No woman could be expected to endure such torment.


And she didn’t intend to endure it a moment more. He’d sit there as if he were the Prince of Wales when he was the one who should be ashamed.


He was a brute. A cold unfeeling cad. But she was the one who would have to endure the pain, the humiliation, the awful agony of wondering when and if he would speak up.


For speak he surely would.


She knew that as well as she knew her own name. Men like William Barrett couldn’t be trusted with anyone’s secret.


She clenched her hands into fists and drug a deep, heavy breath into her lungs. Her teeth chattered lightly, but it had nothing to do with the cold, damp November air. Nerves, she told herself as she clamped her mouth tightly shut. It’s just nerves. But it will be over soon.


It was almost dark now, even if it was only a half past four.


She heard the clip-clop of a hansom coming from down the street, so she ducked behind a hedge until it went past.


It wouldn’t do to be seen here. She didn’t want to have to explain her presence to anyone. Not until after she’d seen Barrett.


She kept her hands balled into fists to keep them from shaking. Fear turned her knees to jelly and made her insides shake. But she had no choice. She stepped out from behind the hedge and started up the walkway.


The front door was wide open. It was almost as if he were expecting her.


‘ ’E caught her puttin’ it back?’ Wiggins muttered. ‘That’s a bita’ bad luck.’


‘Indeed it was,’ Ruth agreed. ‘And even worse, the awful man snatched the bird right out of Minerva’s hand and put it in his pocket.’


‘You mean he’s a thief, too?’ Mrs Goodge queried.


‘No, no. I mean he took it to torment poor Minerva. He grabbed it and told her he’d hang on to it until he can decide what to do about the situation.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘Poor Minerva is in a state. If that awful man says anything to the Astleys, she’ll be ruined. Absolutely ruined.’


Mrs Jeffries realized they’d better learn a few more facts. ‘First of all, why don’t you tell us who this man is and when all of this took place.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry. I suppose that might be useful. The man’s name is William Barrett. He’s some sort of business associate of Thornton Astley’s. Everything happened yesterday afternoon at the Astley house. That’s over on Kildare Gardens.’


‘I take it that Miss Kenny had . . . uh . . . appropriated this bird from the Astleys’ drawing room sometime prior to her attempt to return it?’ Mrs Jeffries was always of the opinion that one couldn’t have too much information.


‘Oh, yes.’ Ruth smiled sadly. ‘Minerva and Maud Astley are great friends, despite the fact that Minerva’s years older than Maud. She goes there frequently for tea and dinner parties, that sort of thing. She’d seen this ridiculous china bird and she took a fancy to it. Unfortunately, Mr Barrett was sitting in the drawing room when Miss Kenny was trying to get in and put the bird back where it belonged. The Astleys kept it up on a high shelf. Minerva was dragging a chair over to put it back when Barrett suddenly popped up. She didn’t see him right away; she claimed she was too busy watching the door for servants. Barrett came sneaking up behind her and snatched it right out of her hand.’


‘Were the Astleys at home?’ Smythe asked.


Ruth shook her head. ‘Oh, no, that’s why Minerva tried to put it back. She was certain she’d be able to do it without getting caught. She knew Maud and Thornton were out.’


‘Why did the servants let her in?’ Betsy asked curiously. ‘I mean, when the inspector’s not at home, we don’t let people in to go wanderin’ about the drawin’ room.’


‘She had a story ready,’ Ruth replied. ‘She told the parlourmaid she thought a pearl button had fallen off her sleeve the day before – that’s when she took the bird in the first place. The girl was busy, so she let Minerva go into the room to search for her button.’


‘Sounds like it’d work,’ Smythe said thoughtfully. ‘But why was Barrett there?’


‘He’d come to see Astley’s secretary.’ Ruth shrugged. ‘At least that’s what he told poor Minerva. She was so shaken by being discovered, she didn’t think to question Barrett further.’


‘Perhaps the Astleys were due back soon,’ Mrs Jeffries mused. The man being in the house was unusual but perhaps explainable.


‘Oh, no,’ Ruth said quickly. ‘Minerva wouldn’t have dared go near the place if any of the family were there. They’d told her they were going to be out for the day.’


‘I see.’


Ruth glanced uneasily around the table. ‘I know this is a very peculiar story, but Minerva Kenny is one of the nicest people in the world. Please, you must help her. She’s nowhere else to turn and time is running out for her.’


Mrs Jeffries smiled weakly at Lady Cannonberry. Gracious, this was a problem. She didn’t approve of stealing – if what Miss Minerva Kenny did could be called stealing. But on the other hand, she did think that Mr Barrett’s behaviour was rather odious. Imagine torturing a poor woman that way. Surely if this Mr Barrett were dreadfully opposed to theft, he’d have informed the Astleys immediately about Miss Kenny’s behaviour. No, it sounded to Mrs Jeffries as if this man had something else in mind. Blackmail, perhaps?


‘Well, I’m not really sure what to say,’ she began weakly.


‘Oh, please, you must help my friend,’ Ruth pleaded. ‘You don’t understand. She’s at her wit’s end. If Barrett tells what she’s done, she’ll be ruined. For a woman like Minerva, death would be preferable.’


‘But she’s a thief,’ Mrs Goodge said quietly.


‘But that’s just it, she’s not. She always puts what she takes back.’


‘That doesn’t make takin’ it in the first place right,’ the cook said stoutly.


‘But she can’t help herself,’ Ruth persisted. ‘Please, listen to me. Do any of you think a man ought to be hanged for stealing a loaf of bread because he’s hungry?’


There was a general murmur of ‘no’ and ‘course not’ around the table.


‘So in some cases, you’d say that stealing was right,’ Ruth said doggedly.


‘Now, we never said that,’ Luty Belle corrected.


‘But that’s really the point, isn’t it? Sometimes the law is wrong. I know what Minerva does isn’t right, but I honestly believe she can’t help herself. She’s not a criminal, she’s ill. Only instead of the infection being in her arm or her chest, it’s in her head!’ Ruth cried passionately. ‘Minerva Kenny is a wonderful woman. If you knew her, you’d understand.’


‘Are you saying, Lady Cannonberry,’ said Hatchet, who wouldn’t call a titled lady by her christian name if someone put a knife to his throat, ‘that you think we ought to help this person because she’s ill?’


‘Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.’ Ruth slowly gazed around the table, taking a moment to meet the eyes of each and every one of them. ‘This is a matter of justice. It isn’t right that a woman like her could be utterly ruined by a horrible man like Barrett. He isn’t concerned in the least about the morality of what she did, but only in keeping her within his power. William Barrett couldn’t care less about whether she’s a thief, but only in how he can use this information to make her life miserable. That’s absolutely wrong. No human being should ever have that kind of power over another.’


Mrs Jeffries rather agreed. ‘What does everyone think?’ she asked, gazing around the table. ‘Should we help?’


Betsy spoke first. ‘I’m for helpin’ the woman. Lord knows, I’ve been in a tight spot a time or two in my life.’


‘Me too,’ Wiggins agreed. ‘This Mr Barrett sounds like a right old prig.’


‘Count me in!’ Luty exclaimed. ‘Can’t stand people who bully others.’


‘As Madam has agreed,’ Hatchet said slowly, ‘I suppose I’ve no recourse but to agree as well.’


‘Fiddlesticks!’ Luty glared accusingly at her butler. ‘You’re just as eager to have something else to stick yer nose in as the rest of us.’


‘I do not, as you so quaintly put it, “stick my nose” in matters that do not concern me,’ Hatchet responded. ‘Unless, of course, a greater purpose – such as justice – is being served. In this case, it certainly sounds as if the poor woman is being treated most unjustly. Lady Cannonberry’ – he bowed regally – ‘I am at your disposal.’


Luty snorted.


‘Smythe?’ Mrs Jeffries queried.


The coachman nodded slowly. ‘I’ll have a go. Men like this Barrett fellow stick in my craw.’


‘Mrs Goodge?’


‘Well,’ the cook said doubtfully, ‘I’m not sure about this. Where I come from, stealin’ is stealin’. But I don’t rightly think that’s what Miss Kenny’s doin’. Oh, bother, of course I’ll help.’


‘Good.’ Mrs Jeffries smiled brightly at Lady Cannonberry. ‘We’re all agreed.’


‘What did ya mean when you said time was runnin’ out for Miss Kenny?’ Smythe asked.


‘Minerva’s been invited to dinner at the Astley house tonight. Barrett’s going to be there too. She’s terrified he’ll bring the bird with him and tell them what she’s done. A number of other people have been invited as well. Her greatest fear is that he’ll wait till everyone’s seated at the dinner table and then accuse her of being a thief.’


They all looked at one another. ‘She’s left gettin’ ’elp a bit late, ’asn’t she?’ Wiggins said what they all were thinking. ‘Cor, there inn’t much we can do in the next few hours.’


‘Oh, dear,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured.


‘I’m sorry.’ Ruth looked down at the table. ‘I don’t know what I expected you to do on such short notice, but you see, I only got the whole story out of Minerva today at lunch. It’s hopeless, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t know,’ Mrs Jeffries replied honestly. ‘Why don’t you give us more information.’ She cast a quick glance at the clock. ‘We may be able to do something. First of all, where does this Barrett live? Do you know?’


‘Kildare Gardens.’ Ruth replied.


‘Is Barrett married?’ Smythe asked. ‘I mean, does ’e live alone or with family?’


‘He’s unwed,’ she answered. ‘And I’ve taken the liberty of making a few inquiries of my own. He lives alone except for his servants. But the staffing in his house is sparse. I believe he has a difficult time keeping servants.’


‘Where does ’e work?’ Wiggins asked. ‘Is ’e gone durin’ the day?’


They all began asking questions at once. Lady Cannonberry tried her best to answer them. But it was clear that she hadn’t much more information to share.


‘All right, so now we knows where ’e lives and that ’e spends part of the time at ’is office,’ Wiggins complained. ‘I don’t see ’ow that’s gonna do us much good. ’E’s still got Miss Kenny’s bird.’


‘You mean he’s got the Astley bird,’ Betsy corrected. She thought Wiggins was right. She didn’t see that they were going to be of much use to Minerva Kenny. Not if William Barrett talked tonight at that dinner party. By tomorrow morning Miss Kenny might be the most-gossiped-about woman in London.


‘This is a most difficult problem,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured.


‘No, it’s not,’ Smythe announced. Everyone looked at him. He gave them a wide cocky smile.


Betsy’s eyes narrowed dangerously. ‘You’ve got a solution, then?’


‘Course I have,’ he replied. ‘Barrett’s got the bird, right? And that’s all the evidence he’s got against Miss Kenny. Without the bird he’s got nothin’. It’d be ’is word against ’ers if he goes to the Astley family tellin’ tales tonight. The solution’s as plain as the ’eadlines in the mornin’ papers.’ He leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his chest, and said, ‘We’ll steal the bird right out from under his bloomin’ nose.’





CHAPTER TWO



‘I DON’T THINK this is goin’ to work,’ Betsy said. She held up the heavy black wool coat and squinted at the seam she’d just mended. ‘The plan’s daft. It’ll be too easy to get caught.’


‘Don’t worry so, lass,’ Smythe said easily. He frowned at the garment Betsy held up. He’d not put on that old coat for years. He hoped it still fitted. But whether it was tight across the shoulders or not, he needed it. ‘I know what I’m doin’.’


‘It’s not like we’ve got any other ideas,’ Wiggins pointed out.


‘I’m afraid I agree with Betsy,’ Mrs Jeffries said. Her normally placid face was creased with worry. She stared at the coachman. ‘Are you absolutely certain your information is correct?’
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