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  Chapter One




  ‘Great Naval Battle off Jutland – Kitchener drowned – read all about it.’ Outside Westminster Underground station,

  a lad with an armful of newspapers was shouting the news.




  Wondering what a field marshal had been doing at a sea battle, Ernest Hardcastle alighted from the tram that had brought him from Kennington Road. In his hurry to reach the pavement – the

  trams crossed Westminster Bridge in the centre of the road – he narrowly avoided being knocked over by an errand boy on a bicycle.




  Hurriedly thrusting a halfpenny into the young newsvendor’s hand, Hardcastle seized a copy of the Daily Mirror. It was not his favourite newspaper – he normally took the

  Daily Mail – but he was anxious to know the details.




  That morning, the sixth of June, 1916, the nation had been stunned to learn that HMS Hampshire had struck a mine off Scapa Flow at twenty minutes to eight the previous evening, and that

  the Secretary of State for War, Field Marshal the Earl Kitchener, was among those who had drowned.




  The famous poster of Kitchener’s pointing finger, and the exhortation: ‘Your Country Needs You’, had recruited millions to the service battalions of the British Army in France

  and Flanders. It was difficult to comprehend that the man was now dead, as were so many of those he had encouraged and cajoled to join the Colours.




  As for the Battle of Jutland – which proved to have nothing to do with Kitchener – the full details were only just emerging. Although acclaimed as a victory for the Royal Navy, the

  losses were stark. The British had lost 7,000 men and fourteen ships, against the Germans’s 3,000 casualties and eleven ships.




  Still reading the detailed accounts of both incidents, Hardcastle walked down Cannon Row to his police station. The awesome building, and the grim, grey edifice of New Scotland Yard opposite,

  had been constructed of Dartmoor granite hewn, fittingly, by convicts.




  ‘Good morning, sir. All correct.’ The elderly policeman, his four stripes testifying that he was a station sergeant, stood up. ‘Have you heard the news, sir?’ The officer

  placed the charge book on his desk.




  ‘Yes, I have.’ Assuming that the sergeant was talking about Kitchener, Hardcastle spoke tersely; he had a feeling that everyone at the station was going to pose this same question.

  But to him there were other matters more pressing. As the divisional detective inspector of the A or Whitehall Division of the Metropolitan Police, he made it his practice to examine the charge

  book every morning. Sitting down in the station officer’s chair and putting on his glasses, he thumbed through the pages of the large volume, seeking information of any arrests that had been

  made since he had left the station the previous evening.




  Satisfied that three drunkards and two petty thieves did not warrant his immediate attention, Hardcastle went upstairs to his office.




  Detective Sergeant Charles Marriott was waiting. ‘Have you heard the news, sir?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ snapped Hardcastle. Never one to waste words, he assumed that Marriott, like the sergeant downstairs, was talking about the loss of Kitchener. ‘And you can tell the rest

  of ’em in there,’ he added, cocking a thumb in the direction of the detectives’ office, ‘that I’ve read all about Kitchener, and I’ve read all about Jutland, so

  they won’t have to keep pestering me with the same stupid bloody question.’ He could foresee a day of people enquiring whether he had heard about the field marshal’s death, and

  the naval engagement in that area of the North Sea the Germans called Skagerrak.




  ‘Very good, sir.’ Marriott rapidly surmised that his DDI was not in the best of moods this morning. But what he was about to tell him would, Marriott feared, only make matters

  worse.




  ‘Anything happening?’ It was a question Hardcastle asked his first-class sergeant every day on his arrival at Cannon Row. He sat down behind his desk and began to fill his pipe.




  ‘Yes, sir. Mr Fitnam’s gone sick.’




  ‘What?’ exclaimed Hardcastle, glaring at his sergeant. ‘What the blue blazes has Mr Fitnam’s state of health got to do with me, Marriott?’ he demanded. Arthur

  Fitnam was the DDI in charge of the Criminal Investigation Department of V Division at Wandsworth, some five miles away from Scotland Yard.




  ‘A sergeant from Commissioner’s Office brought a message across from Mr Wensley, sir, not ten minutes ago. There’s been a murder at Kingston, and Mr Wensley’s directed

  that you investigate it.’ Marriott placed a sheet of paper on the DDI’s desk.




  Hardcastle donned his spectacles and read through the brief note from Detective Chief Inspector Frederick Wensley, the head of the CID at Scotland Yard. It informed him that Colonel Sir Adrian

  Rivers had been found murdered at his home on Kingston Hill early that morning, and concluded with the instruction: ‘In view of DDI Fitnam’s incapacity you are hereby directed

  immediately to undertake the investigation.’




  ‘God dammit!’ Hardcastle was furious that Wensley always appeared to take the view that nothing of importance ever happened on A Division, and that its DDI could be spared for

  out-of-town jobs. But only those serving on what was known informally as the ‘Royal’ A Division appreciated its problems. With Buckingham Palace, St James’s Palace, Parliament,

  Downing Street, Westminster Abbey and the government offices in Whitehall all within his area of responsibility, Hardcastle was aware that it was the most sensitive division in the whole of the 800

  square miles of the Metropolitan Police District. But he said nothing of this to Marriott. It would be most improper to criticize a superior officer to a subordinate.




  ‘Easiest way to get there, sir, is a train from Waterloo to Norbiton and then a taxi.’ Marriott, knowing that Hardcastle would want to know, had already checked in Bradshaw, the

  comprehensive railway timetable, and had details of the route at his fingertips.




  Hardcastle grunted, and glanced at his chrome hunter pocket watch before dropping it back into his waistcoat pocket. ‘I suppose we’d better go and see what this is all about, then,

  Marriott.’ And seizing his umbrella and bowler hat, he made for the door.




  The Grange, Sir Adrian Rivers’s imposing ivy-clad house, was in Penny Lane, a quiet turning off Kingston Hill. A gravel drive wound its way around the edge of a spacious

  front lawn to a flight of steps that led up to the front door. That and the windows were gothic in design, the entire façade giving the impression that it had originally been a parsonage.

  But a tower had been added to one side of the house at a later date, the effect of which was to lend the dwelling a lopsided aspect. To the right, and some way back from the building line, was a

  stable, the doors of which were open to reveal a Rolls Royce Silver Ghost.




  ‘There’s a bit of sausage and mash here, Marriott,’ was Hardcastle’s only comment as they mounted the steps.




  ‘Can I help you, sir?’ A policeman stepped in front of Hardcastle, barring the way.




  ‘DDI Hardcastle of A, and I’m here to look into this here murder.’




  ‘Very good, sir.’ The PC stepped back and gave the bell pull a sharp tug.




  The man who answered the door was attired in black jacket and pepper-and-salt trousers.




  ‘Good morning, sir. May I help you?’




  ‘Police,’ said Hardcastle. ‘Are you the butler?’




  ‘Yes, sir. Beach is my name.’ The butler half bowed, exuding deference.




  ‘Good. Where’s this here body?’




  ‘Sir Adrian is in the main bedroom, sir.’ Beach raised his eyebrows, clearly taking exception to what he perceived to be a lack of respect for his dead master.




  ‘Lead the way, then. I haven’t got all day.’ Hardcastle pushed past the butler and stopped in the tiled entrance hall. There were several doors leading from it, and a winding

  staircase to one side. At the foot of the stairs stood another policeman.




  With a sniff and a raised chin, the butler mounted the stairs and indicated a door. A third policeman was seated on a chair outside.




  ‘What are you supposed to be doing?’ demanded Hardcastle.




  Sensing that he was in the presence of authority, the policeman stood up. ‘Er, guarding the scene, sir.’




  ‘Is that a fact?’ commented Hardcastle sarcastically. ‘Well, you won’t do it sitting on your arse.’ It was an unfair comment, but the DDI was still incensed that he

  had been saddled with a murder enquiry that was rightly the responsibility of V Division’s detectives. And in the absence of the DDI, the investigation should have fallen to Fitnam’s

  deputy, Detective Inspector Edward Robson. If a similar situation had arisen on A Division, Detective Inspector Edgar Rhodes, Hardcastle’s second-in-command, could certainly have been

  entrusted to deal with it. What Hardcastle did not know, however, was that Robson was already investigating a serious crime on the other side of the division.




  The room that Hardcastle entered was spacious. Heavy crimson velvet curtains were drawn across the windows so that it was difficult to see.




  A man scrambled to his feet from an armchair. ‘I take it you’re Mr Hardcastle, sir. I’m Detective Sergeant Atkins from Kingston. We was told you was coming.’




  ‘Were you the first on the scene, Atkins?’




  ‘Not exactly, sir. I was the first CID officer to get here. After the PC on the beat had attended, that is.’ Atkins paused. ‘Have you heard the news about Kitchener,

  sir?’




  ‘Yes, I bloody have,’ snapped Hardcastle, ‘and you can pull those curtains for a start. I can’t see a damned thing in here.’




  Daylight revealed that the room was surprisingly Spartan, a simplicity that Hardcastle attributed to Colonel Rivers’s military background. Although there was little in the way of

  furniture, the walls were covered almost entirely with pictures, mainly prints of racehorses. A mound beneath the eiderdown on the huge bed indicated the presence of a body.




  ‘Who did that?’ demanded Hardcastle, pointing at the sheet that had been drawn up to cover the occupant’s face.




  ‘I believe the butler did it, sir.’




  ‘I hope you’re not trying to be funny, Atkins,’ said Hardcastle, fixing the Kingston sergeant with a hostile stare.




  Standing by the door, Marriott smiled; unlike Atkins, he was accustomed to the DDI’s bizarre sense of humour.




  ‘Oh no, sir,’ said Atkins hurriedly. ‘I meant that I imagined the butler pulled the sheet up to cover Sir Adrian’s face.’




  ‘Imagined, eh? I don’t like officers who go about imagining things, Atkins. Tell me what you actually know. By the way, this here’s DS Marriott, my first-class.’




  The sergeants acknowledged each other with a nod.




  ‘PC 62 Draper was the first officer on the scene, sir. He’d come on early turn at six o’clock this morning, and arrived in the lane about half past. On his bicycle, sir. The

  butler – that’s Beach, sir – was standing at the gate, looking up and down the lane. He called Draper and told him that the colonel had been shot, sir.’




  ‘Fetch Draper up here.’ With an eye for detail, Hardcastle had noted that the PC on duty at the front door wore the divisional number 62V on his collar and his helmet plate.




  ‘I’ll go down and get him, sir.’




  ‘Don’t you go, man,’ snapped Hardcastle irritably. ‘Send that PC who’s idling outside the door. Seems to me there’s bloody coppers all over the place doing

  bugger all. He can relieve Draper on the front door until I’m through with him. And while you’re about it, tell Beach I want to see him.’




  While he was waiting, Hardcastle uncovered Sir Adrian Rivers’s face. A wound on the victim’s forehead was commensurate with the entry of a bullet, and a puddling of blood on the

  pillow implied that there would be an exit wound at the back of the skull. But Hardcastle forbore from examining the body too closely. He was no expert in the finer points of determining the cause

  of death, and knew that he would have to await the arrival of a pathologist.




  Atkins returned to the room, and, as if reading Hardcastle’s mind, said, ‘By the way, sir, Dr Spilsbury’s been sent for.’




  ‘Good. How long ago?’




  Atkins took out his watch and glanced at it. ‘About seven o’clock, sir.’




  Hardcastle grunted an acknowledgement. ‘Should be here soon, then.’




  ‘Have you seen the pillow, sir?’




  ‘Don’t talk in riddles, Atkins. What are you going on about?’




  ‘There’s a pillow on the floor on the other side of the bed, sir. There’s a hole in it, and powder marks. Looks as though it was used to muffle the sound of the

  gunshot.’




  ‘Leave it there. I’ll look at it later.’




  PC Draper appeared in the doorway and coughed deferentially. ‘You wanted me, sir?’




  ‘Sergeant Atkins says that you were the first officer on the scene, Draper. Is that correct?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Tell me about it.’




  Draper extracted his pocketbook and thumbed through the pages. ‘I was patrolling my beat on a bicycle, sir, and approached The Grange – that’s this house, sir – when I

  was accosted by Mr Beach, the butler. He informed me that there had been a suspicious death, namely that Sir Adrian Rivers had been found in his bed, shot, sir.’




  ‘Was it Beach who found him?’




  ‘I don’t know, sir.’




  ‘You don’t know? Well, didn’t you ask him, man?’




  ‘Er, no, sir. I thought it was a matter for the CID to ask those questions. Anyway, I attended the bedroom – this bedroom, sir – and satisfied myself that Sir Adrian was indeed

  deceased.’




  ‘How did you do that?’




  ‘I felt for a pulse, sir, but there wasn’t one. I then telephoned the police station for assistance, sir.’




  Hardcastle sighed and shook his head. ‘You might as well get back to the front door, lad. And when Dr Spilsbury arrives, bring him up here.’




  ‘Very good, sir.’ Looking somewhat relieved, PC Draper departed.




  ‘Did you question anyone about who discovered Rivers’s body, Atkins?’ Hardcastle was beginning to get more and more exasperated at the apparent indolence of the V

  Division officers.




  ‘No, sir. Once we was informed that you was on your way, I thought it better to leave it.’




  ‘I don’t know, Marriott, it seems to me that a lot more than murder has to happen on V Division before anyone gets too bloody excited about it.’ Hardcastle was about to add

  that he was surprised that Arthur Fitnam allowed such slackness, but kept that thought to himself.




  ‘I understand you wished to see me, sir.’ The butler stood in the doorway.




  ‘Did you pull that sheet up over Sir Adrian’s head, Beach?’




  ‘I instructed the footman to do it, sir. Out of respect for the dead, so to speak.’




  ‘Well, you’ve interfered with a murder scene, and I won’t have it, d’you understand?’




  ‘Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.’




  ‘Good. Did you touch anything else?’




  ‘No, sir, that’s all I did.’




  ‘Is there a Lady Rivers, Mr Beach?’ asked Marriott.




  ‘That there is, sir,’ said Beach, turning to face the sergeant. ‘Muriel, Lady Rivers. They was only married a couple of years back. In 1914, I think it was. Lady Lavinia, Sir

  Adrian’s first wife, died of the consumption. Only a young woman, she was. Tragic. Daughter of the Earl of Aubrey, you know. Give the colonel a couple of sons, she did. Ewart –

  he’s the eldest – is a general now, and heir to the baronetcy. And Gerard’s a colonel. Both over the other side, of course. All Surrey Rifles: the colonel and the two

  sons.’




  ‘Distinguished soldier, was he, Beach?’ asked Hardcastle. ‘Sir Adrian, I mean.’




  ‘I’ve known him for years, sir. I was his orderly, through thick and thin. Oh yes, me and the colonel was with Kitchener at the conquest of the Sudan back in ’98, the battle of

  Omdurman. But the regiment was sent down to Mafeking in time for Bobs – that’s Lord Roberts – to take part in the relief.’ Beach paused. ‘Month o’ May, 1900,

  that was. The colonel’d’ve been fair upset to hear about Lord Kitchener, and that’s a fact. I s’pose you’ve heard about Lord Kitchener, sir?’




  Hardcastle ignored the question. ‘How long were you a soldier, Beach?’




  ‘Did me full time, sir. I ’listed as a boy bugler back in ’87, and come out in 1912. Couldn’t find a billet, as you might say, and so I called here to see if the colonel

  could help out. I mean, I wasn’t looking for a job here, but the colonel said as how he was short of a butler and he took me on the strength. The Surrey Rifles is not only a regiment, but a

  family, as you might say. Well, I’d better get about my chores.’ Beach paused, glancing at the body of his late master. ‘What’s going to happen about the colonel,

  sir?’




  ‘There’ll be an ambulance arriving shortly to take him away, Beach.’




  ‘I’d better be getting on, then, sir. I’ve plenty of jobs to occupy me, though God knows what’ll happen to us now. I doubt that her ladyship’ll want to stay here.

  Anyway, I’ll be about the house if you need me.’




  ‘Don’t you go rushing off just yet,’ said Hardcastle. ‘Where is Lady Rivers?’




  ‘In her room, sir, with the doctor.’




  ‘Doctor? What’s the matter with her?’




  ‘I’m afraid the news of Sir Adrian’s death took her rather queer, sir, and she was overcome with the vapours. I deemed it best to call the doctor, sir.’




  ‘Really?’ said Hardcastle, unimpressed with Beach’s description of Lady Rivers’s indisposition. ‘Well, I’ll have to see her at some time.’




  ‘How many staff have you got here, Mr Beach?’ asked Marriott, pocketbook at the ready.




  ‘I’ve only got the one footman now, sir, on account of the war. He’s called Digby. The second footman joined the Grenadiers and got hisself killed in Wipers. Then there’s

  the parlour maid, Daisy Forbes she’s called. Mrs Blunden’s the cook, and the coachman’s name is Daniel Good.’




  Hardcastle looked up in surprise. ‘Unfortunate name for a coachman,’ he commented. Daniel Good was the name of a notorious coachman who had been hanged over seventy years previously

  for murdering his pregnant common-law wife in Roehampton, some four miles away. ‘Who drives that Rolls-Royce, then?’




  ‘Daniel Good does, sir. But the colonel always called him the coachman. I don’t think he thought much of them new-fangled motor cars, but her ladyship insisted on having one. Cost

  nigh on fourteen hundred pounds, but Sir Adrian never denied her ladyship a thing, sir.’ Beach lowered his voice, as though in fear of being overheard. ‘I’m afraid Sir Adrian

  wasn’t the man he used to be, sir. His memory had gone, you see, and sometimes he talked gibberish.’




  ‘Did the doctor ever see him about it?’




  ‘That he did, but there was nothing that could be done, so he said.’




  ‘Is that the doctor who’s with Lady Rivers now?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘In that case, I’ll have a word with him before he goes,’ said Hardcastle, ‘but in the meantime, I’ll need a room where I can interview the staff. Can you arrange

  that?’




  ‘Indeed, sir. Probably the best place would be the library.’




  ‘Good. Now then, who found Sir Adrian’s body?’




  ‘That was Digby, sir. He always brings the colonel a cup of tea at six o’clock sharp every morning. Quite took aback, sir, he was, to find the colonel lying there dead. He called me,

  of course, and I went out looking for a policeman. Luckily, it was Charlie Draper. He’s often on this beat and usually comes in for a cup of tea round about half past six.’




  ‘Does he indeed?’ Hardcastle’s tone implied criticism, even though cadging cups of tea was a practice he had followed himself when he was a uniformed constable at Old Street,

  over twenty years ago.




  But Hardcastle’s conversation with the butler was cut short by raised voices outside. He threw up the window and peered out.




  ‘What the blue blazes is going on down there, Draper?’




  The PC looked up. ‘This man says he’s Dr Spilsbury, sir, but he don’t have no means of identification.’




  ‘He is Dr Spilsbury, you fool. Bring him up here this instant.’ Hardcastle withdrew his head, banging it in the process. ‘God dammit!’ he muttered, and turned to

  the Kingston sergeant. ‘Don’t your people read newspapers down here in the sticks, Atkins?’




  The previous June, Dr Bernard Spilsbury’s photograph had appeared in most of the newspapers. The damning evidence he had given against George Joseph Smith in the notorious ‘Brides in

  the Bath’ case had established Spilsbury as one of the country’s foremost forensic pathologists. During Smith’s trial at the Old Bailey, a nurse, attired in a swimsuit, had nearly

  drowned when Detective Inspector Neil demonstrated how Smith had murdered his wives by seizing their ankles and dragging their heads underwater. The newspapers had mistakenly attributed the

  experiment to Spilsbury, and it was characteristic of him that he had never denied it.




  ‘Ah, Hardcastle, we meet again.’ The tall figure of Spilsbury strode into the room. ‘What on earth are you doing down here at Kingston? Not got enough to do in Westminster,

  eh?’




  ‘That appears to be the view of my superiors, Doctor,’ said Hardcastle drily.




  ‘Well now, what have we here?’ Spilsbury put his Gladstone bag down on the washstand and crossed to the bed. ‘I don’t think we have too many problems here,’ he

  said, after a few minutes’ examination. ‘Perhaps you’d have the cadaver removed to St Mary’s Hospital at Paddington. I’ll do my post-mortem examination

  there.’




  ‘Before you go, Dr Spilsbury, I wonder if I could impose on you to have a word with the family doctor. He’s here at the moment attending Lady Rivers. But Beach the butler reckons

  that Sir Adrian was a bit queer in the head, and I think his doctor would be more forthcoming with you than he would with me, seeing as how you’re both in the same trade, so to

  speak.’




  Spilsbury smiled. ‘Certainly, Hardcastle.’




  Twenty minutes later, Spilsbury returned. ‘The family doctor is of the view that Sir Adrian was suffering from advanced senile dementia, Hardcastle. According to him, the colonel had

  absolutely no idea what was going on around him. Does that help?’




  ‘Remains to be seen, Dr Spilsbury,’ rejoined Hardcastle cautiously.




  ‘You may also wish to know that the family doctor has prescribed a sedative for Lady Rivers. She’s apparently still in shock. Not surprising really.’




  Beach reappeared in the doorway. ‘I’ve got the footman Digby in the library, sir, if you wish to see him now.’




  The library was a gloomy room in which there was a strong aroma of leather and furniture polish.




  ‘You’re Digby, the footman, are you?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ John Digby, a stooped and grey-haired retainer in his fifties, had the demeanour of a man who had spent all his working life in service.




  ‘I’m told that you discovered Sir Adrian’s body, Digby.’




  ‘Indeed I did, sir. A terrible shock it was, finding the master lying there dead.’




  ‘Tell me about it.’ With a wave of the hand, Hardcastle indicated that the footman should sit down.




  ‘Sir Adrian always insisted on being called at six o’clock in the morning, sir. I’d take him tea, open the curtains, and then . . .’




  ‘Just a minute. Did you open the curtains?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘But they were closed when I went into the room.’




  ‘Yes, sir. Once I told Mr Beach about the tragedy, he instructed me to close them again. Out of respect, like, sir.’




  ‘God Almighty!’ muttered Hardcastle. ‘How about the windows, Digby? Were they open or shut?’




  ‘Oh, they was open, sir. Sir Adrian always had the bottom of the windows open wide, summer and winter. I’m surprised he never caught his death of cold.’




  ‘But they were closed when I examined the room.’




  ‘Yes, sir. But Mr Beach—’




  ‘Yes, all right, Beach told you to close them out of respect for the dead.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Was there a pillow across his face when you found him?’




  Digby appeared puzzled by the question. ‘No, sir. The colonel was just lying there with a hole in his head.’




  ‘So, having found Sir Adrian dead, what did you do next?’




  ‘I went down to the pantry, sir, and informed Mr Beach. He was starting to clean the silver, sir. He always does that of a Tuesday, and—’




  ‘And Beach called the police. Is that right?’




  ‘That’s correct.’




  ‘How close to Sir Adrian’s room d’you sleep, Digby?’




  ‘Oh, nowhere near, sir. All the staff has rooms on the top floor at the back. And one or two of them are in the tower. And Mr Good sleeps over the stable.’




  ‘Nevertheless, did you hear anything untoward during the night?’




  ‘What, like noises, an’ that, sir?’




  ‘Exactly like that.’




  ‘No, sir, nothing.’ Digby’s face assumed a mournful expression, as though regretting that he could not help the police in their quest for his master’s murderer.




  ‘At what time did you last see Sir Adrian alive?’




  ‘That’d be ten o’clock last evening, sir. The colonel always has a cup of cocoa at ten o’clock. Not a minute before, not a minute after.’




  ‘There was no cocoa cup there this morning.’




  ‘No, sir. I removed it when I took the tea this morning.’




  Hardcastle raised his eyes to the ceiling but said nothing. ‘That’ll be all for the time being, Digby. Perhaps you’d send in the parlour maid. What’s her name?’




  ‘Daisy, sir. Daisy Forbes.’




  The parlour maid was a mature woman, probably in her mid-thirties. Nevertheless, her brief interview with Hardcastle and Marriott was punctuated by sobs, and every so often she dabbed at her

  eyes with a corner of her apron, but she was unable to offer any information that would assist the police in their search for Colonel Rivers’s killer.




  Hardcastle let out a sigh. ‘We’re getting nowhere, Marriott.’ He took out his watch. ‘I suppose we’d better see what we can do about finding something to

  eat,’ he said.




  But that problem was solved for the two detectives almost immediately.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘Cook thought you gentlemen might be getting a bit peckish, sir,’ said Beach, entering the library as a tearful Daisy Forbes left to go

  about her duties. ‘She apologizes that it’s only a cold meal, but there’s a pint of the colonel’s specially brewed beer there for you.’




  ‘That’ll do handsomely, Beach.’




  ‘If you care to follow me, sir.’ The butler led the two detectives down the back stairs to the kitchen. ‘This is Mrs Blunden, the cook, sir,’ he said, indicating a large,

  homely woman with a red face and laughing eyes.




  ‘I’d’ve got you something hot, sir,’ said Mrs Blunden, ‘but we’re all in a bit of a two an’ eight this morning, with the dreadful news of the colonel

  being murdered like that.’ She put a dish of butter on the table, and set out plates of cheese, homemade bread, pickled onions, some cold meat and chutney, and a few leaves of lettuce.

  ‘Specially coming on top of poor Lord Kitchener being drowned. I s’pose you’ve heard about that, have you, sir?’




  ‘Yes, I have, Mrs Blunden. Dreadful news.’ Hardcastle was wearying of people asking if he was aware of Kitchener’s death – an event that did not greatly disturb him

  – but on this occasion he kept his response civil. The cook had, after all, gone to the trouble of preparing lunch for him and Marriott.




  ‘Awful business, the colonel dying in his bed like that, after all he’d been through, sir,’ said Beach. He drew tankards of beer from a barrel on the far side of the kitchen,

  and placed them in front of the two detectives.




  ‘I suppose so,’ said Hardcastle, speaking through a mouthful of bread and cheese.




  ‘How is Lady Rivers taking the death of her husband?’ asked Marriott.




  But before Beach had a chance to answer, Mrs Blunden voiced her opinion. ‘Some lady, that one,’ she scoffed loudly, turning from the kitchen range. There was sarcasm in her voice,

  and Hardcastle would not have long to wait before learning the reason for it.




  ‘The doctor gave her ladyship something to calm her nerves, sir,’ said Beach, ignoring Mrs Blunden’s outburst. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I have matters to

  attend to.’




  ‘There’s one thing I want you to do, Beach,’ said Hardcastle.




  ‘What’s that, sir?’ Beach paused in the doorway.




  ‘Have a look round and tell me whether anything’s been stolen.’ Hardcastle was in little doubt at this stage of his investigation that the death of Sir Adrian Rivers had

  occurred during a burglary.




  ‘Very good, sir. We have an inventory of Sir Adrian’s valued possessions. He was very particular about that.’




  ‘I get the impression that you don’t much care for the present Lady Rivers, Mrs Blunden,’ suggested Hardcastle, once Beach had departed to begin his search.




  Mrs Blunden wiped her hands on her apron and sat down at the kitchen table. ‘She might be entitled to call herself a lady, Mr Hardcastle, but she don’t behave like a lady. A flighty

  piece of goods is that one, and no better than she ought to be.’




  Hardcastle took a pull at his beer and waited. He knew that women like Mrs Blunden were useful sources of information who, once started, would be very difficult to stop. And that suited his

  purpose.




  ‘She’s only half Sir Adrian’s age, you know,’ the cook continued. ‘I don’t know what he saw in her, ’cept she was ready to jump into his bed before you

  could say knife. Talk about mutton dressed as lamb. But that’s a man all over. Get a pretty woman set her cap at him, and he’s putty in her hands.’ She uttered a derisive laugh.

  ‘And she spent his money like it was her own. Always down here interfering, an’ all. You’d never have seen Lady Lavinia in the kitchen, and that’s a fact.’




  ‘Lady Lavinia?’ queried Hardcastle, wishing to confirm what Beach had told him.




  ‘The colonel’s first wife, sir. Now she was a lady, through and through. She always said as how below stairs was the servants’ home and the family had no right coming

  down here. I remember years ago she caught young Master Gerard coming up from the kitchen – well, not this one – after he’d been swanking about playing cricket for Harrow against

  Eton. Cor! He didn’t half get an earful from her ladyship.’




  ‘When you said not this kitchen, Mrs Blunden, what did you mean?’




  ‘It was during the summer holidays, sir. In them days the family always spent summer in the country, and, of course, the staff had to go too. Sir Adrian’s got a place at Tolney Reach

  in Wiltshire. Markham Hall, it is. Been in the family for generations. He was the ninth baronet, you see, sir.’ Mrs Blunden paused in thought. ‘I s’pose that makes Master Ewart

  the new baronet,’ she mused. And with a laugh, added, ‘We’ll have to watch our Ps and Qs from now on.’




  ‘Where is Sir Ewart, Mrs Blunden?’ A slave to protocol, Hardcastle promptly accorded Sir Adrian’s eldest son the title to which he believed he must now be entitled. But in that

  regard, he later learned, he was in error. ‘Beach said he was over the other side. I suppose he meant France.’




  ‘Glory be, he’ll have to be told, the poor dear,’ said Mrs Blunden, putting a hand to her mouth. ‘Yes, I think he’s in France, Mr Hardcastle, but I don’t know

  for sure.’




  ‘I’ll look after it, Mrs Blunden. I know people at the War Office who’ll take care of seeing that he’s informed. But you were telling me about Lady Rivers.’




  Mrs Blunden lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone and, leaning across the table, linked her reddened hands. ‘I don’t know for sure, Mr Hardcastle, but I’m told Sir Adrian

  was introduced to her at some race meeting. A great one for point-to-points and racing was Sir Adrian. Loved horses, he did. As a matter of fact, he had a string of racehorses hisself at one time.

  Kept stables alongside Markham Hall.’




  ‘When did he meet her?’ asked Hardcastle, still intent on checking Beach’s account.




  ‘July 1914 they was wed, down in Wiltshire at the local country church. Very quiet it was, hardly any guests outside the family. But the minute she’d got that ring on her finger,

  there was no holding her. I wouldn’t mind betting that it was her that brought on Sir Adrian’s illness.’




  ‘What illness was that?’ asked Hardcastle, affecting surprise. Even though he had heard the professional diagnosis from Dr Spilsbury, he liked to learn someone else’s

  version.




  ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, Mr Hardcastle, I reckon it was after her ladyship come on the scene that the master started going a bit doolally-tap. What with her lording it about the

  place with her syrupy “Adrian darling” this, and “Adrian darling” that. Enough to drive anyone a bit queer in the attic, that sort of talk. Sir Adrian began by forgetting

  things. Most unlike him that was. He’d ask something, and you’d tell him, and then five minutes later he’d ask it again, and swear you’d never told him. Practically gaga now

  he is, the poor dear. Or was.’




  Hardcastle had dismissed the three policemen who had been posted to the house, but retained the services of Detective Sergeant Atkins.




  Standing outside the house beneath Sir Adrian Rivers’s bedroom, the three detectives gazed up at the colonel’s window.




  ‘A fit man could’ve been up that ivy like a rat up a drainpipe, Marriott,’ said Hardcastle. ‘And given that the colonel always slept with the windows open, he

  could’ve been through there a bit quick.’




  ‘You’re thinking it was a burglary that went wrong, then, sir,’ said Atkins.




  ‘You got a better idea?’ muttered Hardcastle. ‘The sooner that Beach comes up with a list of anything that’s been stolen, the sooner we can start looking for a likely

  dancer.’




  ‘A dancer, sir?’ queried the mystified Atkins.




  ‘You’ve spent too long at a country nick, Atkins,’ said Hardcastle. ‘A dancer’s a cat burglar, my lad, and I reckon we’ve got one who shinned up there and did

  the deed.’ He glanced at the ivy and then turned to Marriott. ‘Your eyes are younger than mine. Have a look.’




  Marriott studied the ivy for a moment or two. ‘It’s possible it’s been disturbed, sir, and there’s a few marks around the base, like someone might have jumped the last

  few feet on his way down. But there are no discernible footprints.’




  ‘Not much to go on there, then, Marriott, but we’ll find Beach and see what he’s got to say.’




  The butler was in the hall when the detectives returned to the house. ‘Ah, I was just coming to see you, sir. I’ve checked against the inventory, and there’s a few pieces

  missing.’




  ‘Well, are you going to let me into the secret, Beach?’ Hardcastle was always impatient with people who dithered.




  ‘Sir Adrian’s three sets of gold cufflinks are gone, together with his gold hunter pocket watch, and his medals, sir,’ said Beach, referring to a list in his hand. ‘He

  had a DSO, and the Sudan and Africa Medals. Oh, and the CB, sir. And that’s what is called a neck order. Worn round the neck, you see, sir. All of ’em were kept in a drawer in his

  bedroom.’




  ‘What do all those letters stand for?’ asked Hardcastle, irritated as always by the military terminology that soldiers used.




  ‘DSO is the Distinguished Service Order, and the CB is because he’s a Companion of the Order of the Bath,’ explained Beach. ‘I should’ve mentioned that first,

  because it takes precedence over the DSO. And I should know; I had to polish them often enough.’




  ‘Don’t medals have the names of the recipient engraved on them?’ asked Marriott casually. Having a relative in the army, he was more conversant than Hardcastle with military

  matters.




  ‘Some of ’em do, sir,’ said Beach. ‘I can see you know about that. In the army, were you?’




  ‘No,’ said Marriot, ‘but my brother-in-law’s a sergeant major in the Middlesex Regiment.’




  ‘Now you mention it,’ continued Beach, ‘Sir Adrian had his medals privately engraved with his name. The DSO in particular, I seem to recall, because that one’s awarded

  without an engraving.’




  ‘Make ’em more difficult to fence, then,’ commented Hardcastle. ‘Or if they have been knocked out to some pawnbroker, easier to trace. Anything else missing?’




  ‘Not that I can see, sir. All the colonel’s paintings are still there, and so’s his racing trophies.’




  ‘What about guns?’ asked Hardcastle. ‘Did he keep any?’




  ‘There’s a gunroom, sir, where the colonel had his hunting rifles and shotguns, but they’re all in locked cabinets. None of them’s missing.’




  ‘There’s not much shooting to be had in Kingston, surely?’ asked Hardcastle, with a raised eyebrow.




  Beach smiled. ‘Good Lord no, sir. But the colonel was always insistent that wherever he went, the guns came too. But he only ever used them when he was down at Markham Hall.’




  ‘Even so, I’ll need to have a look at them later on. In the meantime, ask Lady Rivers when she’ll be prepared to see me. And that’ll be sooner rather than later.’

  In view of Mrs Blunden’s opinion of the lady of the house, Hardcastle was by no means convinced that Sir Adrian’s widow had been overcome by the news of his death.




  ‘Very good, sir,’ said Beach, and was about to depart when Daisy Forbes appeared through the door from the staircase leading to the basement.




  ‘Excuse me, Mr Beach, but there’s someone at the front door.’




  ‘How d’you know that, Daisy?’ Hardcastle was mystified that the three detectives and Beach were standing not two yards from the door, but had heard nothing.




  ‘It only rings downstairs in the kitchen, sir. Her ladyship wouldn’t have no bells ringing up here. She said it disturbed her when she was in the drawing room. So the one up here was

  disconnected.’




  ‘Thank you, Daisy,’ said Beach, and strode across the hall to swing open the heavy door. ‘There’s some ambulance men out here, sir,’ he said, turning to face the

  DDI.




  ‘About bloody time,’ muttered Hardcastle. ‘Bring them in, Atkins,’ he added, and began to ascend the broad staircase.
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