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CHAPTER ONE


‘It’s not my fault the cat has gone missing,’ Nina Braxton said to her sisters. ‘I don’t know why Father always assumes that everything that goes amiss in this house is my responsibility. I’ve nothing to do with the wretched animal.’ She put the copy of the Financial Times she’d been reading down on the table and stood up. Nina was a woman of medium height and frame. Her eyes were blue, her complexion pale, her features ordinary, and there were a few strands of gray in her light brown hair. She glanced around the small drawing room, staring at her two sisters as they finished their morning coffee.


Lucinda Braxton, the oldest of Sir George Braxton’s three daughters, shrugged her shoulders. ‘None of us has anything to do with the beast,’ she said. ‘And personally, I don’t care if the stupid creature ever turns up. But I suspect it’s in all our interests to make sure he does.’ She glanced at the third woman in the room. Charlotte Braxton, the middle sister, was reading a novel and appeared to be taking no notice of the conversation. ‘Father will want to know if you’ve seen Samson,’ Lucinda said, raising her voice to get Charlotte’s attention.


Charlotte sighed and put down her book. She had more than a few strands of gray in her dark auburn hair, and there were fine lines around her brown eyes. She was a bit shorter and heavier than her younger sister, but not as short or heavy as Lucinda. ‘This is becoming tiresome. I’ve already told you, I haven’t seen hide nor hair of the stupid cat. Have you asked Mrs Merryhill or either of our houseguests?’


‘Of course I’ve asked Mrs Merryhill,’ Lucinda snapped. ‘She hasn’t seen him, and neither have any of the other servants. Father had them out searching this morning at the crack of dawn. I don’t care if you find this tiresome or not, I’ll not have Raleigh disturbed over this matter because you don’t want to get your nose out of a book long enough to discuss it properly.’


‘Have you spoken to cousin Fiona?’ Nina interjected. ‘Perhaps she’s seen Samson.’


Lucinda glared at her sister. The question sounded quite reasonable, but she knew Nina was being malicious in bringing Fiona into the conversation. ‘You know very well I haven’t spoken to Fiona. I’ve no idea why she’s even here. I certainly didn’t invite her to spend Christmas with us.’


‘Father did,’ Charlotte snickered, ‘and you really ought to be nicer to her. You’ve barely spoken to her since she got here.’


‘If I’d had my way, she’d not be here at all,’ Lucinda cried. ‘I don’t know why Father insisted on inviting her this year. It’s not as if he’s overly fond of her.’


‘Father isn’t overly fond of anyone,’ Charlotte said softly. ‘Not even us.’ She picked her novel up and commenced reading again.


‘Put down that book,’ Lucinda ordered. ‘We’ve got to think of how to find Samson.’


Charlotte ignored her and kept on reading.


‘You’re being quite silly about this matter,’ Nina said calmly.


‘If we don’t find that wretched cat, everyone’s Christmas will be ruined,’ Lucinda snapped. ‘So whether you think I’m being silly or not, I would suggest you get up and help me locate Samson. As Charlotte is too busy reading to care about the matter, it’s going to be up to the two of us to keep Father from ruining our holidays over that stupid cat.’


‘I wasn’t referring to the cat,’ Nina continued. She smiled slyly. ‘I was referring to our houseguests.’


Lucinda felt a flush creep up her cheeks. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself and keep her face from turning that mottled crimson color that was so unbecoming to a woman of her age. She cringed as she thought of her age. Forty-three wasn’t really old, but then again, Fiona was only thirty-five.


‘Don’t be absurd. I’m simply being a good hostess. Of course I don’t want Raleigh’s Christmas ruined over a stupid cat and you know what Father’s like. If Samson isn’t found, we’ll probably have to go without Christmas dinner.’


‘I’m glad to hear that your concern extends to Fiona as well,’ Nina said. She was only thirty-eight, but, unlike her sister, she had no prospects of marriage on the horizon. Nor did she want one, either. Being under her father’s authority was bad enough. Why on earth any woman would deliberately put herself under a husband’s authority was beyond her.


‘I don’t care if Fiona falls into a well,’ Lucinda shouted. ‘I do care if I’m humiliated in front of my fiancé.’


‘Oh, you’re engaged?’ Nina asked archly. ‘When did that happen? I certainly saw no evidence of it at breakfast this morning. Odd that Raleigh didn’t mention it when Fiona asked him to accompany her to the Waifs and Strays Society subscription dinner.’


Lucinda’s face turned beet-red, and she glared at her sister. ‘You’re impossible,’ she cried as she stomped her foot. She charged for the door. ‘I don’t know why I even bother speaking to either of you.’ She slammed the door hard as she left.


‘That was rather mean,’ Charlotte said. ‘But very funny.’


‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ Nina grinned. ‘And even better, it’ll keep her away from both of us for the rest of the day. I don’t know about you, but I’m busy. I’ve a number of things to see to today.’


‘As do I,’ Charlotte murmured.


‘I do wish people would stop slamming doors.’ Sir George Braxton stepped into the room and gave both his daughters a disapproving frown. ‘What’s wrong with Lucinda? Has she lost what little good sense she ever had and gone completely mad?’ He was a short, stocky man with a heavy mustache, ruddy complexion, and watery blue eyes. He was also going bald. ‘Charlotte, I thought I told you to clear out all that junk in the attic. It can be sorted and sold. There’s no use letting perfectly good items sit up there doing nothing.’


Charlotte looked up from her book. ‘That’s Mrs Merryhill’s job,’ she said. ‘And most of the things in the attic are broken or useless.’


‘Mrs Merryhill has enough to do around here,’ he snapped. ‘And I’ll thank you not to talk back to me. Not if you want your quarterly allowance.’


Charlotte, who’d opened her mouth to reply to him, thought better of it and clamped her lips shut. Finally, she said, ‘I’ll see to it this afternoon.’


‘See that you do.’ Sir George turned his attention to his youngest daughter. ‘I want you to come into my study this afternoon at four. The builder’s coming to give me an estimate on the cost of tearing down the conservatory. You’re best at dealing with tradespeople. So make sure you’re not late.’


‘Yes, Father,’ Nina replied. ‘I take it you’ve told Clarence you’re selling it. He’ll need to make arrangements for all his plants.’


‘His plants!’ Sir George snorted. ‘Seems to me they’re my plants. I bought and paid for every single one of them. Don’t you worry about what I’ve told Clarence. You just be there at four and don’t make any plans for tomorrow morning, either. My broker is coming in at half past ten, and I’ll need you there to decipher what the fellow’s talking about. You can never get a straight answer out of those chaps.’ He stomped toward the door, then turned. ‘Have either of you seen Samson? I can’t think where he’s got to.’


‘I haven’t seen him, Father,’ Charlotte said.


‘Nor have I,’ said Nina. ‘Why is your broker coming? Is something wrong?’


‘I’ve no idea what the fellow wants. He said he needed to see me, that’s all.’


‘He probably has a good investment idea for you,’ Nina said cheerfully. ‘Oftentimes one has to act quickly to take full advantage of a good situation.’


‘Humph, we’ll see.’ Sir George’s broad face creased in a worried frown. ‘It’s odd Samson going off like this; it’s been miserable outside, and you know how he hates bad weather. He’s been gone for two days now, and that’s simply not like him. Can you two have a look about the place for him? I’ve had the servants and Clarence out looking, but they’re useless.’


‘Of course, Father,’ Charlotte said softly. ‘I’m sure he’ll turn up.’


‘He’d better,’ Sir George muttered. ‘The paper predicts snow for tonight.’


‘It’s going to snow tonight,’ Mrs Goodge, the cook for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, said to the housekeeper, Mrs Jeffries. ‘I can always tell.’


‘Can you really?’ Mrs Jeffries said. She looked up from the list of provisions she’d been writing. ‘How?’


‘My bones start to ache,’ the cook replied. ‘Not the kind of twingy ache you get when it rains, but a different sort, deeper and kind of dull-like, if you know what I mean.’ Mrs Goodge was a stout, elderly woman who’d cooked in some of the finest houses of all England. But this, her last and final position, was by far the best she’d ever had. ‘And it’s not like when my rheumatism acts up,’ she continued. ‘It’s a different sort of feeling altogether.’


Mrs Jeffries nodded. ‘Perhaps it’s just as well we’ve nothing to investigate, then. Slogging about in the snow wouldn’t be very amusing.’


‘I’d not mind,’ the cook grinned. ‘I do all my investigatin’ from right here, where it’s always cozy and warm. It’s been far too long since our last case. It’s boring.’


‘True,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘But it’s Christmas. It’s dreadful to think there’s murder about at what should be the season of forgiveness.’ The moment she said the words she realized she was being ridiculously sentimental. She was the widow of a Yorkshire policeman and the leader of the inspector’s household. She knew that the season of forgiveness had no meaning for some individuals. She’d been involved with enough homicides to know that murder knew no season. It happened all the time. As a matter of fact, she’d noticed that murder tended to happen more often when family and friends spent substantial amounts of time with one another.


Betsy, the slender, blue-eyed, blonde-haired maid, brought her cup of tea to the table and sat down in her usual place. ‘I’d not mind slogging about in the wet if it meant we were on the hunt, so to speak. It does keep life interesting, doesn’t it? Besides, a bit of snow never hurt anyone.’


The maid was engaged to the coachman Smythe, and their wedding was set for June. Because of Smythe’s economic circumstances, she knew that once they were married, her days investigating homicides might be numbered. She wanted to get in as many cases as she could before it all came to an end.


‘That’s true, but it’s not very pleasant to be out in the wet,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. She was a plump woman of late middle age with auburn hair and brown eyes. She’d been housekeeper to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon for several years now, and she, along with the rest of the household, was very involved in helping to solve their inspector’s murder cases. Of course, he’d no idea he was getting their assistance, and they were determined to keep it that way. But Mrs Jeffries secretly took a great deal of pride in knowing that their small band of dedicated sleuths had sent him from the Records Room to being the most famous homicide investigator in all the country. ‘I wonder where Wiggins and Smythe have got to? They promised they’d be back for tea this afternoon.’


‘Smythe’s gone to Howards’ to make sure his darlings are warm and snug in their stalls,’ Betsy grinned. Her beloved was quite fond of the inspector’s two carriage horses, Bow and Arrow.


‘And I sent Wiggins over to Luty’s with some of my chicken broth,’ the cook added. She frowned slightly. ‘Luty isn’t getting over her cold, she’s had it now for two weeks.’


Luty Belle Crookshank and her butler Hatchet were two special friends of the household. They’d gotten involved in one of the inspector’s earlier cases, and they’d insisted on being included ever since then. Both of them had taken to homicide investigations like ducks to water.


‘Sometimes it takes the elderly a bit more time to recover,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘She’s under a doctor’s care.’


‘Yes, but is she actually doing what the doctor tells her to do?’ Betsy mused. ‘You know how stubborn she can be.’


‘She’s stayin’ abed most of the time and takin’ her medicine, not that I think all them potions and pills doctors use nowadays do all that much good,’ Mrs Goodge put in. ‘That’s why I sent my broth along, it’ll fix her right up. Mind you, I expect it’ll put that nasty cook’s nose out of joint. But I don’t care. Luty must get well, and those fancy French chefs haven’t got any idea about what a body really needs when it’s feelin’ poorly.’


They heard the back door open and the sound of heavy footsteps coming along the back hall. ‘Cor blimey.’ Smythe pulled off his hat and brushed the snow off it as he headed toward the coat tree. He was a tall, muscular man with harsh features, dark brown hair, and kind brown eyes. ‘It’s startin’ to come down fast out there.’


‘How are the horses?’ Betsy asked as she reached for the teapot and poured him a cup. ‘Nice and snug in their stalls?’


‘They are now.’ Smythe slipped into the chair next to Betsy. ‘The stable lads aren’t used to this kind of weather, and the owner is out of town for the day. No one ’ad thought to make sure there was a bit of ’eatin’ in the stable. But I soon set them right.’ He glanced around the table, his brown eyes narrowing in concern as he saw Wiggins’ empty seat. ‘Isn’t the lad back yet?’


‘Don’t worry, Smythe,’ Mrs Jeffries said. ‘I’m sure Wiggins has enough sense to stay at Luty’s if the snow comes down hard.’


Smythe didn’t look convinced, but he held his peace. ‘What ’ave you ladies been talkin’ about?’ he asked as he took a sip of tea.


‘We’re complainin’ we’ve not got a murder,’ Mrs Goodge said quickly. ‘It’s right borin’.’


The cook had once been something of a snob in the way that only an English servant could be. Before she’d come to this household, she’d have been scandalized by the very idea of being associated with something as vulgar as a murder. But she’d changed a great deal since being here, and she wouldn’t trade this position for anything, not even if the queen herself offered her a post.


Mrs Goodge had a vast network of former associates, tinkers, deliverymen, match sellers, flower girls, and mush fakers that trooped through her kitchen on a regular basis. She fed them tea and pastry, and they fed her clues about the suspects in whatever case the household happened to be investigating. Nothing she’d ever done in her life made her feel as proud as helping with the inspector’s cases.


‘Murder or not, I don’t know that I’d like to be out in this.’ Smythe jerked his thumb toward the windows over the sink. ‘I’ve never seen this much snow in London.’


‘I do hope the inspector gets home soon,’ Mrs Jeffries murmured. ‘The roads will be a bit of a mess. But I expect he’ll take a hansom if it gets too bad.’


‘ ’E’d probably do better walkin’,’ Smythe retorted. ‘The roads are already a mess. Where’d he go today?’


‘He’s at the Yard,’ she replied. ‘There was some sort of meeting with Chief Inspector Barrows.’


The back door opened again, and they heard footsteps, just as their mongrel dog, Fred, who’d been sleeping peacefully on the rug, shot to his feet and ran toward the back hall.


‘ ’Ello old feller,’ they heard Wiggins say. ‘You been waitin’ for me, ’ave ya. Brrrr … it’s gettin’ right cold outside.’ He came into the kitchen with Fred trotting at his heels.


‘It’s about time you got home,’ Mrs Goodge chided. ‘We were starting to worry.’


‘I’m sorry, I got back as quick as I could.’ He hung up his hat, coat, scarf, and gloves, and then hurried over to the table and slipped into his seat. ‘I’ve never seen it comin’ down like this. You ought to see the traffic on Holland Park Road, it’s a right old soup, it is. A hansom’s lost a wheel, and a cooper’s van went up over the pavement trying to get ’round it.’


‘I hope no one was hurt,’ Mrs Jeffries said.


‘Nah, there’s just a lot of shouting and yellin’,’ he replied.


‘How is Luty feeling?’ Betsy asked.


Wiggins took a quick sip of tea. ‘She’s a bit better than she was yesterday,’ he said. ‘She was up when I got there, sittin’ in front of the fire. Hatchet was ’avin’ a right old time tryin’ to get ’er to go back to bed.’ He glanced at the cook. ‘She was pleased to get your broth. I told ’er it would make ’er right as rain. She’s scared we’re goin’ to get us a murder while she’s still ill. When Hatchet went out of the room, she made me promise not to leave ’er out in case somethin’ ’appens.’


‘You didn’t agree to any such thing, did you?’ Mrs Goodge demanded.


Wiggins looked down at his teacup. ‘Well, she looked like she were goin’ to cry. I ’ad to promise ’er she’d be included, but I don’t think it’s likely. It’s too miserable outside even for a murder.’


Mrs Goodge looked disapproving but said nothing.


‘Not to worry, lad,’ Smythe said quickly. ‘I’d ’ave done the same. A woman’s tears aren’t something a man can ignore.’


Betsy squeezed his hand under the table. Smythe always knew just the right thing to say.


Wiggins smiled in relief. ‘Is our inspector ’ome yet?’


‘Not yet.’ Mrs Jeffries cast another worried glance toward the window. ‘If he doesn’t get here soon, he may get stranded.’


It snowed on and off for the rest of the afternoon, but despite the inclement weather, Inspector Witherspoon made it home in time for supper.


‘It’s dreadful out,’ he said to Mrs Jeffries as he handed her his bowler and brushed snow off his heavy black coat. He was a middle-aged man of medium height and a thin build. His eyes were blue, and his dark hair was thinning quite noticeably. He’d inherited his home and his fortune from his late Aunt Euphemia Witherspoon, and as he’d been raised in quite modest circumstances, he’d no idea how to manage a huge house. He’d hired Mrs Jeffries as his housekeeper, and she kept things running smoothly. ‘But at least the crime rate appears to have dropped a bit in the last week. I say, is that roast beef I smell?’


‘It is, sir.’ Mrs Jeffries helped him off with his coat. ‘Mrs Goodge thought you could use something substantial this evening. Is the crime rate really down, sir?’


He sighed happily. ‘It most certainly is, Mrs Jeffries. The consensus at the Yard is that it’s the weather that’s causing it. The number of complaints we’ve had about pickpockets, assaults, robberies, and burglaries have all diminished greatly.’


‘That’s very good, sir,’ she replied. ‘If you’ll go straight into the dining room, I’ll bring your supper up.’


‘Even the murder rate has decreased,’ he said as he went down the hall. ‘Let’s hope it stays that way, Mrs Jeffries. Then we shall all enjoy our Christmas.’


‘Meow … meow …’


Sir George Braxton sat bolt upright. ‘Samson,’ he muttered as he climbed down from the high bed. ‘Don’t worry, old precious, I’m coming.’ He fumbled for his spectacles, shoved them onto his nose, and then peered toward the French doors that led out onto the terrace. He could see quite easily. The snow had settled like a white blanket over everything, and it was quite bright outside. But he saw no sign of Samson. Braxton picked up his wool dressing gown and shoved his arm through the sleeve.


‘Meow …’ the cry came again, and Braxton quickly pulled the gown around him and poked his other arm through the sleeve. ‘Hold on, old precious, Papa’s coming.’ The gown secured, he dropped to his knees and fumbled under the bed for his slippers. Finding them, he shoved them on and charged for the doors. He threw the bolt, pulled open the door, and stepped outside. ‘Samson,’ he called. ‘Samson, where are you?’


But there was nothing. Just silence.


Snow filled Braxton’s flimsy slippers as he moved farther out onto the terrace. At least it’s stopped snowing, he thought. ‘Samson,’ he called again. ‘Where are you? Samson.’


‘Meow.’


He whirled around to his left, peering in the direction of the conservatory. ‘Samson? Where are you? Come to Papa, old precious. Come to Papa,’ he called as he hurried toward the conservatory. He stepped off the terrace onto the grass, and his feet immediately sank even deeper into the snow. It came up past his ankles, but he didn’t care, he had to find Samson. No doubt the poor thing was trapped in that wretched greenhouse. Well, by golly, no matter how much Clarence complained, trapping Samson like this was reason enough to sell the wretched thing.


‘Meow, meow, .. meow,’ the cat’s cries increased in volume as it heard his master calling. ‘Meow …’


‘Don’t worry, old precious, Papa’s co—’ Braxton’s voice died suddenly, and he heard a loud thud. A roar filled his ears, and his vision blurred. He slumped to his knees, a look of surprise on his face as he flopped to the ground.


A gloved hand reached down, grabbed the dressing gown at the back of Braxton’s neck, and pulled him toward the frozen ornamental pond directly off the terrace. It started to snow again, but the assailant didn’t care. The more snow, the better. Within moments, Sir George Braxton was lying face down in a chipped-out hole in the frozen pond.


‘Meow,’ Samson cried piteously as the gloved hand reached down and opened a large wicker basket placed next to the body. With pinned-back ears and an angry hiss, the orange-colored tabby leapt out of the basket. Almost immediately, the animal realized its paws were enveloped in wet, cold snow. Samson leapt upon his master’s back and crouched into a sit.


‘Thanks for your help,’ a voice whispered as the gloved hand reached over and stroked the cat’s back. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’


Samson twisted, clawing at the stroking hand as he hissed his displeasure.


At dawn the next morning, there was a heavy knocking at the front door. Mrs Jeffries, who was already up and dressed, wasn’t surprised to find Constable Barnes on the door stoop, blowing air on his hands in a vain attempt to keep them warm. ‘Sorry to disturb you so early,’ he said. ‘But I’ve got to see the inspector.’


Mrs Jeffries kept her expression neutral, but inside she was overjoyed. There was only one reason Constable Barnes would be here at this time of the day – there was a murder to be solved.


‘Go straight down to the kitchen, Constable,’ she ordered. ‘You look half-frozen, and I’ve just made a pot of tea. Help yourself. I’ll pop upstairs and let the inspector know you’re here.’


She’d also awaken Smythe. It might be necessary for him to get out and about to see what was what.


‘Ta,’ Barnes grinned and started down the hall toward the back staircase. ‘I’m sure you’ve already sussed out that we’ve got a murder on our hands,’ he said softly. ‘The victim’s a baronet, so that means there’s going to be all sorts of political pressure.’


Mrs Jeffries paused and nodded. Constable Barnes’ message was quite clear. He’d have to watch the inspector’s back. When it came to bureaucratic politics, Witherspoon was an innocent. Barnes wasn’t. The tall, gray-haired constable had been on the force long enough to know how to protect himself and his inspector.


Barnes continued on to the kitchen as Mrs Jeffries dashed up the staircase. She knocked lightly on the inspector’s door, stuck her head inside, and said, ‘Excuse me, sir, but you’d best get up. Constable Barnes is here to see you.’


‘What? What? Yes, yes, of course, I’ll be right down,’ he replied groggily.


She closed his door quickly and hurried up to the top floor. Knocking once, she opened the door slightly and said. ‘May I come in?’


‘I’m decent,’ Smythe said in a loud whisper.


She stepped inside and saw that the coachman was dressed in his trousers and shirt. ‘Sorry to wake you so early,’ she said softly. ‘But Constable Barnes is here, and I may need you to be out and about in a hurry.’


‘I thought I ’eard voices from downstairs.’ He pulled on a gray wool sock. ‘Do we ’ave us a murder?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, and from what little I know, it’s going to be a sticky one. It’s a baronet. Do you know if Wiggins is up yet?’


The two menservants used to share a room, but the previous month, Inspector Witherspoon had converted the small attic into another bedroom and insisted that each man have his own quarters.


‘The lad’s probably dead to the world,’ Smythe grinned. ‘He stays up late at night reading. Why? Do you think we’ll need him?’


She thought for a moment. ‘Wake him. We might need everyone. Come downstairs when you’re ready. I’ll go see what I can get out of Constable Barnes before the inspector gets downstairs.’


But Mrs Jeffries wasn’t able to get anything out of Constable Barnes. The inspector, who’d managed to dress very quickly, was right on her heels as she went down the back stairs to the kitchen.


Constable Barnes was sitting at the kitchen table. Mrs Goodge was coming out the back hall holding a brown bowl covered with a clean white tea towel in her arms. ‘Morning, sir, Mrs Jeffries,’ the cook said. ‘I thought I’d get the constable one of my Cornish pasties for his breakfast. We’ve a few left over from yesterday’s lunch.’


‘That’s most kind of you, Mrs Goodge,’ the inspector replied. ‘I’ll have one as well. I’ve a feeling we won’t have time for one of your delightful cooked breakfasts.’ He hurried over the table. ‘Morning, Constable. You’re here early. I presume something awful has happened.’


‘There’s been a murder, sir,’ Barnes replied. ‘Sir George Braxton was found dead early this morning.’


‘Where was he found?’ Witherspoon asked. He sat down and then nodded his thanks as Mrs Jeffries handed him a mug of hot tea.


‘At his home in Richmond, sir,’ Barnes replied. ‘Thank you, Mrs Goodge,’ he said as the cook put his pasty in front of him.


‘Richmond?’ Witherspoon shook his head. ‘That’s out of our jurisdiction.’


‘It is, sir. But the Home Secretary happened to be visiting at the house next to the Braxton place and, when he saw the constables, he went over to see what had happened. As soon as he saw the body, he took control and sent along to the Yard for you to be called into the case.’


Witherspoon frowned slightly and took another gulp of his tea. ‘I expect that didn’t go down well with the local lads, did it?’


‘They’ll do as they’re told,’ Barnes replied. He stuffed a huge bite of pasty into his mouth. It would probably be hours before he got another chance to eat, and he’d been rousted out of his bed in the middle of the night.


‘I don’t like to be the cause of any resentment,’ the inspector murmured.


‘Not to worry, sir,’ Barnes said. ‘Most of the local lads don’t want to have to deal with a murder like Sir George’s.’


‘Why’s that?’ Mrs Goodge asked. ‘Oh, sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to be so bold …’ The cook was of the generation of servants that had been trained not to speak unless spoken to when in the presence of their betters. Not that the inspector ran his household in such a fashion, but old habits die hard.


‘Nonsense, Mrs Goodge.’ The inspector smiled at the cook. ‘You’ve every right to be curious.’ He was a bit curious himself. He couldn’t think why the local police wouldn’t resent him greatly for taking over their case, especially at the request of the Home Secretary.


Barnes finished off the last of his food. ‘If they fail, Mrs Goodge, they’ll ruin their chances for promotion. Most detectives aren’t like our inspector,’ he nodded at Witherspoon. ‘Detectives come from the ranks and it’s a good way for working-class men to better themselves. There’s lots of lads with plenty of ambition on these local forces. They’ll not want a failure like this on their records if they don’t catch the killer.’


‘Surely you’re not saying they’d be dismissed if they didn’t find the killer?’ the cook asked.


‘Of course not; they’d keep their positions, but they’d not move up.’ He glanced at Mrs Jeffries, and she gave him an almost imperceptible nod indicating that she’d got his message. This case was important. She knew their inspector wasn’t overly keen to move up in the department, but his status as a homicide detective would be badly hurt by a failure of this magnitude.


‘Well, we’d best be off then,’ Witherspoon said. He drained his mug of tea and rose to his feet. ‘Let’s hope we can get a hansom this early.’


The minute the two policemen had gone up the stairs, Smythe slipped out of his hiding place in the back hall.


‘How’d you get in there?’ the cook asked. ‘I didn’t hear you come down the stairs.’


‘Good, then the inspector didn’t, either.’ He was fully dressed, including his heavy coat. He shoved his hat on and pulled on his gloves. ‘I’ll ’ead for Richmond, then.’


‘Try and find out as much as you can,’ Mrs Jeffries replied. ‘It’ll be this evening before the inspector gets home, and we want to be on the hunt before then.’


‘I’ll try to get back with something by lunch,’ he said. ‘If not, I’ll be here by tea time. Tell Betsy not to worry, I’m dressed warmly. Under this coat, I’ve got on a heavy wool vest, two shirts, and my scarf.’


The Braxton home was more than a house but not quite an estate. The huge brick monstrosity occupied two acres and was set back behind a set of wrought-iron gates at the end of a long road. The house was a hodgepodge of styles. The main part of the house was Georgian with gracious columns and perfectly proportioned windows and doors, but the effect was ruined by the turrets and Gothic wings that had been slapped onto both sides of the house without any thought of depth or proportion. On the far side, a conservatory had also been added. The drive, made up of pock-marked bricks and stone, curved around the front of the house and snaked across the property to end in front of a dilapidated carriage house with a sagging roof.


A young man wearing a bowler hat, a striped scarf, and a brown overcoat stood in front of the open wrought-iron gates at the end of the drive. He was rubbing his hands together and moving in short, jerky motions, probably to keep his feet from freezing.


‘Are you Inspector Witherspoon?’ he asked as the two policemen got down from the hansom.


‘Yes,’ the inspector replied, ‘and this is Constable Barnes.’


The young man nodded respectfully. ‘I’m Darwin Venable, from the Home Secretary’s office. I’m to offer you any assistance in this matter. Quietly, of course. We don’t want it out and about that the Home Secretary thinks the murder of a baronet is more important than the murder of anyone else.’


But the Home Secretary obviously does, Barnes thought, as he’d never offered assistance in any of their other cases. But he wisely kept this thought to himself.


‘Thank you, that’s very much appreciated,’ Witherspoon murmured. He didn’t know what to make of this. Of course he’d do his best to find Sir George’s killer, but then, he did his best in all of his cases. ‘May we see the body, please?’


Darwin nodded eagerly and started toward the house. ‘It’s in the back, we’ll go straight around. We’re familiar with your methods, Inspector. The Home Secretary himself told the local constables not to touch the body until you got here.’


‘Er, uh, that was very good of him,’ Witherspoon replied as he followed the young man. ‘So I take it the police surgeon isn’t here yet?’


‘We told him there was no rush,’ Darwin said as he led them up the drive. ‘We knew you’d want to have a good look at the body.’


They cut across the lawn and around the side of the house, going past the conservatory to the back garden. The snow was beginning to melt, and the ground was soaked. A constable was at the end of the terrace, presumably making sure no one from the house came out to disturb the body. Another two constables were standing in the snow next to a small, frozen pond with a statue at its center. One stood on each side of the late Sir George Braxton.


Barnes cast an anxious glance at Witherspoon. The inspector was quite squeamish about corpses, and this looked to be a nasty one. Even from this distance, the constable could see that the back of the victim’s head was crushed.


Witherspoon slowed his pace. No matter how awful it might be, he knew he must do his duty. He took a deep breath and steeled himself. He was suddenly glad he’d not had too much to eat this morning. He hoped the pasty would stay put in his stomach. He nodded politely to the two policemen as they reached the dead man’s body.


‘Good day, sir. I’m Constable Goring, and this is Constable Becker. We’ve kept things undisturbed, sir.’ Though the tone was polite, their expressions weren’t. Goring was an older copper, with deep-set hazel eyes and a thin, disapproving slash of a mouth. Becker was a fresh-faced lad in his mid-twenties, with blue eyes and dark hair beneath his policeman’s helmet.


‘Thank you,’ Witherspoon said. He waited for them to move out of his way. Becker moved immediately, but Goring stood his ground.


Barnes wasn’t having that. ‘If you’ll move, Constable Goring, then the inspector can have a proper look,’ he said. His words were polite, but his tone was hard. He was going to nip this insubordination in the bud before it could take root. He knew the rank and file respected Witherspoon greatly, but he also knew the inspector had a bit of a reputation for being very lenient with the lads. Well, these lads had a lesson to learn if they thought they could get away with out-and-out disrespect.


Goring hesitated a split second and then stepped to one side. ‘Yes, sir.’


Witherspoon took a deep breath and knelt down by the body. He fought back a wave of nausea and forced himself to make a thorough examination.


The body was face down in the pond. The water was shallow enough that it only came up to his ears, so the inspector could see that the back of the head was horribly crushed. The victim wore a dressing gown over his nightshirt and had slippers on his feet. ‘It must have been the blow to his head that killed him.’


Goring snorted.


‘Do you have something to add, Constable,’ Barnes snapped.


‘No, sir,’ Goring replied.


‘Then move off out of our way,’ he ordered. He knelt down on the other side of the corpse. ‘I think you’re right, sir. I doubt anyone could survive a blow like this. But what do you make of this?’ He pointed to the man’s head. ‘His face is under water.’


Witherspoon nodded. ‘And the pond is completely frozen over.’


‘That means whoever did this had to chip the ice to shove Sir George’s head into it.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Why on earth would the killer go to the trouble to do that when he must have known Sir George was already dead? This pond is frozen hard; chipping a hole in it wouldn’t have been that easy.’


Witherspoon shrugged. ‘Perhaps he didn’t know his blow had been successful. Perhaps he wanted to make sure his victim was dead.’


‘Then why not whack him again, sir?’ Barnes asked. ‘Seems to me, drowning the man in a frozen pond is doing it the hard way.’




CHAPTER TWO


‘Thanks, mate.’ Smythe paid the hansom driver and started toward the end of the road.


‘You’ve given me too much,’ the cabbie called after him. Smythe waved him off and quickened his pace. ‘You earned it, mate. The roads are still a mess, and you got me ’ere lickety-split.’ He’d gotten to the cab stand on the Holland Park Road and managed to grab one just as he saw the one the inspector and Barnes had gotten into turn the corner. He’d told the driver to stay back but to follow the inspector’s cab. The man had done a good job, and Smythe had rewarded him for his efforts. Even better, the cabbie hadn’t asked any nosy questions. Besides, Smythe thought as he slowed his pace and examined his surroundings, he had plenty of money.


Smythe noted that there were two constables standing at the drive of the house at the far end of the road. That must be the place. The constables were standing there, not doing much of anything except staring down the road, but Smythe didn’t think they’d spotted him.
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