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Book One.


Acts of Murder.


Foreword.


On the 2nd of April, 1849, King Michael II died in a riding accident two weeks after his marriage to Sarah Wilkinson-Jones, Their son, Philipp III, ascended the throne on the 20th April 1870. The coronation was held in Midchester Cathedral in the twin city of London-Bradfield.





Chapter One.



A Strange Death.


Sunday July 31st. 1898.


“There it is, down there on the left,” said Hugo Brent, pointing a gloved hand over her shoulder from his seat behind her. Kathleen Higgs-Taylor, civilian aeronaut, followed the direction of his finger and dropped her aerostat down in a wide circle towards a large L-shaped bungalow.


An unused horse paddock at the rear appeared, and tiny, darkly-dressed figures scurried about the surrounds. A scarlet-coloured, electric motor carriage stood parked at the front next to an older, green gas turbine model, not far from an ambulance blimp. She set her vehicle down on a piece of rough ground, well away from the house, next a large, black, police aerostat. After she operated the grappling anchor she turned the electric motors off. “I wonder what it is this time,” she said, removing her thick flying gloves and pulling on rubber ones.


She faced him and he smiled as he told her, “Probably a lost dog that he insists is an animal kidnapping.”


“Do you remember the last call; we found the lost cat in the fridge, finishing off a batch of kippers.”


“He’s done worse.”


She gave him a peck on the cheek. “What a dunderhead.”


“He’s not stupid though.”


“No, not entirely, but he is a self-opinionated, bombastic, boot-licker.”


Hugo climbed out first and she followed him. Pushing back her goggles she surveyed the surrounds, while Hugo did the same. They eyed each other, and on some silent command, they headed across the vast lawn towards the front door.


***


Inside the building, Detective Inspector Philipp Lastrange of Bradfield Constabulary stood in close proximity to the body of a female. He gazed in natural curiosity, - a useful trait in his profession, or so he thought - at his surroundings with one hand on his hip, his long coat pushed to one side, revealing a rather garish-looking waistcoat, while the fingers of his other hand stroked his chin, a gesture he practiced every morning, at home, believing it made him appear thoughtful. He noted once more the expensive furnishing, the Persian carpet, and the vast array of Dutch masters that almost obliterated one wall of the large dining room. He ran his eyes over the objects on the table then stood aside as the photographer set up his camera and tripod.


Kate and Hugo poised at the doorway and listened, observing in silence.


The photographer, in his early fifties, turned to the ginger-haired detective. “Is there anything you would like me to concentrate on, Inspector?”


They heard Lastrange speak in his usual garrulous tone as he looked at an inert form lying on the floor before a dining room table. “I believe you’ve covered everything except for this. I now want you to take one of the deceased and I’ll see you back at the station with the results.” He moved away and watched the man at work who on concluding his activities left by way of the front door, nodding to the newcomers in passing.


Lastrange’s expression of self-confident, haughtiness changed to one of barely concealed chagrin as he turned to a voice at the doorway, “Good morning, Inspector Lastrange.” He saw the owner of the voice standing there, partly silhouetted by the morning light. Thirty-two year-old Hugo Brent, a detective consultant, who never failed to test his patience, who plagued him and confused him with his reasoning, but today he needed Brent’s powers of observation in this matter, and his creased brow rose up in feigned pleasure.


Kate watched the following scene, as Hugo, impeccably dressed in a light-grey, modern, three-piece suit, white shirt and a dark red cravat, sauntered in with his leather satchel slung over his shoulder, and his deerstalker cap perched jauntily on his head. He called out, “I received your message. Sergeant Belger said it was of the utmost importance, and Kate was so kind to fly me out here at short notice.”


Taking this as her cue, she entered casually, wearing her usual black outfit of jodhpurs and calf-high, laced-up, leather boots, leather flying jacket and matching helmet, on top of which were perched a pair of goggles. She waved her hand. “Lo’ there Spector’, lost our whistle ave’ we?” After which she stopped as some object d’art caught her eye.


Hugo Brent’s female companion and assistant, a most un-female creature if ever there was one in Lastrange’s eyes, most always referred to him as ‘Spector’ with a perfect cockney twang. Not that she was a cockney, in fact she was far from it. She was the only daughter of well-to-do parents of a large brood of ten residing in Cambridgeshire.


As usual, Hugo Brent’s eyes flickered from left to right, his head moving almost imperceptibly as he took his time, placing one foot purposefully in front of the other. He stopped before Lastrange, glanced at the body and narrowed his eyes at him. “So, you have a problem, Inspector?”


Hugo knew his gaze always unsettled him. Ice-cold was how Lastrange been heard describing it to his right-hand-man, Detective Sergeant Belger and wasn’t in the least surprised, as Lastrange pointed in silence to the body, as if struck dumb by Brent’s presence.


With his visage now void of humour Hugo looked down at the pathetic figure. He listened as Lastrange babbled, “I, er, am undecided as to how the, er, lady, er, died. At first I thought it was natural causes, but, er, her being so young I thought maybe she had, er, been strangled or bludgeoned, but as I could not ascertain either, I, er, decided to call you. The photographer has taken photos of the, er, crime scene as you suggested at the last the last general meeting, and nobody else has been in the room except, er, myself, Sergeant Belger, the photographer and the deceased’s husband.”


While peering intently at the dead woman, Hugo walked slowly from one side to the other. He knelt down and examined the fingers of her left hand, as it lay across her stomach clutching a small object between thumb and forefinger. He lowered his head to the woman’s face, sniffed several times and then rose up. He moved around to the other side and after kneeling down once more he examined the right hand in which a glass lay.


On rising he looked at the objects on the table, after which he turned to Lastrange who stood there, his mouth slightly open as usual as if expecting some tit-bit. “Her age is around mid-thirty, Inspector. She is a modern woman and a professional musician. I would say she is a violinist.” He turned and called out, “What is your impression, Kate, my dear?”


Kate, who had stopped to admire a number of landscape oil paintings, looked round at her boss and smiled. Finding the room rather stuffy she undid the top four buttons of her flying jacket and approached the pair.


Her smile faded and her brow deepened as she saw the woman. Stopping close to her, she examined her features and saw a plain woman of around thirty who had in her naivety attempted to pretty-up her large-boned features with badly applied makeup, garish lipstick and over-used mascara. She looked at the arrangement on the table then shifted her gaze back to the woman, a pitiful form, who lay on her back with one leg draped over her chair, exposing the new-style suspenders - supporting black silk stockings. The material of her low-cut, loose-fitting dress had shifted as she made contact with the carpeted floor, exposing the best part of her right shoulder. Kate squatted down and after sniffing at the woman’s partly-open mouth in much the same manner as Hugo, she looked up and pointed to the woman’s bluish-tinged lips, partly lined with froth. She kept the sadness out of her voice as she rose up and said to him, “I would say suicide, at first glance.”


Lastrange, on hearing this, gawped at Hugo, and then back at her, something that was typical of Lastrange, a man of lower reasoning powers and slow deduction. The reason he was a member the police force and an inspector at that, was because of his uncle, a member of parliament; the Right Honourable Henry Codge. He got over his shock as the words sank in and looked once more at the woman’s body, her features, her long dark hair, her eyes, black and staring, and then cocked his head as his brow knitted. “Suicide, Miss Taylor?” He asked, in a manner necessary to save his face.


She turned to Hugo who, with strained features, nodded slightly and she reluctantly pointed with a gloved hand to the glass lying next to the body, and to the stain on the patterned carpet, made by the glass’s contents. “Her lips are blue, indicating she has been poisoned, it was probably in that glass, and I detected a faint smell of almonds mixed with Grand Marnier.” She rose up and pointed to the liqueur bottle on the table. She looked round at Hugo, her right eyebrow arched. “Do you agree, Hugo?”


Lastrange’s jaw fell once more as Hugo answered, “Entirely, my dear Kate, cyanide was definitely in use here, though how it was administered I am not sure as I don’t see any presence of poison, no bottle, no dispenser, so I do agree to your instant doubt.”


“The poison may be in that bottle,” she said and pointed to the woman’s left hand, “As she still has the cork in her hand.”


Lastrange coloured slightly and nodded while shuffling his feet. In the embarrassing silence that followed; as the couple stared at him in expectation, he moved closer and knelt next to the prostrate woman. He quickly sniffed her lips, then sniffed several times at the stain on the carpet and rose up nodding. “Yes, er, that’s, er, Grand Marnier alright, and as you said, er, almonds, er, I mean cyanide.”


Taking the bottle of Grand Marnier by the base, she stuck her nose close to the open neck and sniffed slowly, twice.  She stepped back, wrinkling her nose. “The bottle has not been tampered with, the distinct smell of almonds, denoting cyanide, is missing.”


Hugo asked Lastrange. “Was anything indicating poison discovered in this room, a small bottle perhaps?” He narrowed his eyes at him once more and said quietly, “What about a suicide note, Inspector?”


Shaking his head fiercely, Lastrange indicated the table, the body and the room. “Everything is as we found it. I conducted a preliminary search of the adjoining rooms, but I found nothing suspicious, no sign of a robbery and no ‘small bottle’ or a suicide note. My men searched the grounds and found all windows and the rear door untouched. We have photographs of everything, of every room. We shall, naturally, search the premises thoroughly after I have spoken with the deceased’s husband, a Mr Xavier Beecham.”


Peering past him expectantly at an open door, Kate asked, “Where is Mr Beecham at the moment, and where was he for the last twenty-four hours?”


Lastrange raised himself on his toes and then settled down on his heels, something he always did when he thought he had everything under control. He took a deep breath and faced them, something he did often when confronted by the pair. “Xavier Beecham arrived home this morning around ten-thirty; he was in Manchester, playing golf all day Saturday. He flew down by private airship early this morning. He arrived here by way of an old-fashioned hansom cabriolet and found his wife lying there. He added. “I checked with both airfields and they and the pilots confirmed his story.”


Placing her hands on her hips she asked, “Have you taken a full statement from him yet?”


Lastrange’s eyes dropped down to her open jacket, he averted his eyes quickly as he saw she was wearing nothing underneath, not even the usual man’s vest, which was part of her ‘strange’ wardrobe. “I questioned him only briefly, naturally, as the, er, poor fellow was devastated. The doctor gave him a sedative and he is at the moment resting. I intend to do so though, as soon as possible. Why do you ask, do you believe it was a tragic accident?”


“I have murder in mind,” she said and glanced at Hugo.


His jaw dropped once more, a silly habit he had when confronted by what were to him, astounding facts. He looked at Hugo who was smiling. “It seems that way to me too, Inspector.”


 Lastrange’s eyes flickered towards the figure in black, remembering to keep his eyes averted from her open jacket and heard her say, “I think it best if Mr Brent and I take Mr Beecham’s statement, Inspector.”


Hugo added. “You may be present if you wish, Inspector. Just provide a stenographer, unless you have managed to obtain one of those new-fangled recording machines.”


Lastrange’s eyebrows rose slightly. “The, er, fonauto- er, graph thing, you mean?”


“Phonographic audio recorder,” added Kate, with a smile. She folded her arms across her chest, thereby accentuating her cleavage and causing Lastrange to blush alarmingly.


Concentrating his gaze on Hugo he said, “Er, yes, er, Sergeant Belger tested one last week, tis’ a remarkable invention.” He paused and his brow creased, he looked at Hugo and lowered his voice, “Murder, are you absolutely sure?”


Hugo turned Kate who said, as she slowly fastened two of her jacket’s buttons, “Take a look at the table, Inspector. Grand Marnier, Napoleon Brandy, champagne in an ice bucket and only one bottle opened. Why go to the trouble setting the table so, just to commit suicide, and that with the first drink?”


Lastrange looked at the pair, then the table for a short while and finally the woman. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, he nodded several times and then looked up and said, “I agree with your findings, Mr Brent, and er, yours too, Miss Taylor, you are absolutely correct, it does point to something most devious.”


Brent nodded. “Thank you, Inspector. So what do you say.” He took out his pocket watch. “Would one o’clock be in order?”


Lastrange nodded and Kate added, “Don’t forget the fingerprint, Spector.”


***


Hugo climbed into the aluminium gondola behind Kate, she took her place at the controls of her helium-filled, electrically-propelled Aerostat and fastened her safety harness while he took his usual place in the leather-upholstered chair behind her. She opened the gas valve and watched the pressure gauge. “That confounded man is an idiot,” she said, exchanging her rubber gloves for leather ones and added. “At least it wasn’t a lost cat.”


She heard him laugh softly. “Yes, I agree, but we are getting paid to aid him.”


She laughed louder. “Paid for our trouble you mean, after which you pass on the money to the poorhouse.”


“So, you have murder in mind?”


Pulling on the lever that extracted the main anchor, she looked above at the sky and around her as the craft rose slowly. “Yes, thank you for your support, but the mode of application puzzles me.” 


“For a start it would be someone she knew and trusted,” he said as he leaned back and fastened his safety belt.


“Yes, isn’t it macabre that most people are murdered by familiars” She adjusted the helium flow and switched on the electric motors.


“The poison would have to be in liquid form for expediency, as it was added to the Grand Marnier in the victim’s glass during her absence, or while her back was turned.”


“Will there be fingerprints?”


“No, not if the perpetrator took precautions.” 


“Yes, the ‘missing’ glass.” 


“And the poison,” he added. 


She increased airspeed. “Anyway, the poor woman was murdered, Hugo.” 


“Yes, a waste of life and for what reason I am determined to ascertain.”


“The motive is not clear at present, it could be money.”


“Or love.”


“Or hate.”


Turning to him, her eyes glistening, she said, “How could somebody do a thing like that? How could anyone sit there and watch another person die?”


“I wonder who that someone could be.”


She pondered on his statement. “Someone she knew and trusted, you said - or even loved,” she added as she watched their surroundings, keeping an eye out for transport and cargo blimps, before she changed course. “Her husband found the body, which usually makes him the prime suspect.”


Leaning forward, he laid a hand on her shoulder. “He has an alibi, my dear Kate.” 


He watched her head turn from side to side as she said, “Something isn’t quite right, Hugo. If this murder was supposed to look like suicide then where is the poison?”


“That is typical of the work of an amateur; being overcautious he forgot the most importance item of verification.” He peered down as the expensive building and the well-kept garden shrank to toy-size and said, “I wonder who that belongs to now.”


She smiled. “Now who has murder in mind?”


“My mind is on the motive. Find the motive and you find the perpetrator in most cases.”


She nodded. “I agree, so, we missed breakfast because of this, how about lunch at Luigi’s”


“A capital idea, lead on, my dear.”


The horizon tilted forty-five degrees as she banked in a long curve, then the vessel shot forward as she accelerated. Hugo was amazed how quickly he had become used to the altitude. On his first flight he was overcome with a feeling of agoraphobia, and nausea had plagued him. He knew Kate was aware at the time as she flew slowly and landed by a circling descent whereas now she switched on the suction pump and the craft literally fell from the sky causing her to call out joyfully whereas he, despite his lost fear, was more than grateful when his feet touched Terra Firma once again.





Chapter Two.



The Husband.


He gazed around the room then turned towards the uniformed police officer standing in front of him by the doorway and tried to catch his eye. But, the man stared past him, his face without expression at some spot on the wall behind him, as if refusing to acknowledge Xavier Beecham’s presence.


The door opened and two men and two women entered. One of the women, holding a notebook, stayed with the police Inspector who had spoken to him earlier. The other man, wearing a fashionable frock coat and matching trousers, approached the table where he sat. He had the good-looks of a stage actor; he was around thirty with blond, curly locks, and lightly tanned, fine-boned features. The other, a woman, was dressed for flying and wore her coal-black hair long, dyed of course, as young Goth people did nowadays


The man walked directly to him, his hand outstretched, and a softly spoken voice came over to him as he rose up, “Good morning, Mr Beecham, I am Hugo Brent, consulting detective, and this is my colleague, Miss Kathleen Higgs-Taylor.”


He took an instant liking to him as he grasped the hand. The touch was warm and firm, almost feminine, he thought. He released his grip slowly, and sat down.


The woman seated herself and asked him coldly, “You are Xavier Beecham of 25, Castle Drive, London, is that correct, sir?”


He nodded slowly and answered quietly, “That is correct.”


Hugo, the remnants of a smile still apparent in his eyes, said to him, “Mr Beecham, we have read your initial statement and we are going on the assumption that your wife may have committed suicide, but we are keeping an open mind at the moment.”


Beecham dropped his gaze, as memories of happier days with Janice, invaded his mind. A tear ran down his cheek and he brushed it away with his hand.


Hugo added, “We found a typewriter in what appeared to be your wife’s office; we would like to examine it, with your permission of course.”


He sniffed and said, “Whatever you think may help, Mr Brent.”


Hugo continued after an over-long pause, “Mr Beecham was your wife distressed in any way?”


Beecham looked him in the eye and saw the empathy there and answered, “She had been acting strangely these past months. She was a little depressed, probably the pressure of work. She was constantly in demand. I suggested she take some time off, as she had earned well over the years.” He paused, hearing his wife’s last words in his mind. ‘Alright, I will, just give me time to prepare things, say ten minutes.’


Beecham looked at the man, his eyes, so clear and sympathetic, whereas the female, the Goth figure, in her all-black outfit, stared at him coldly. He cleared his throat and continued. “We were going to celebrate our fifth wedding anniversary that weekend, but I got held up in Manchester. I flew up there early Saturday morning intending to be home in the evening, but I became embroiled in a discussion about the theatre with one of the golfers, being a theatre fan he was looking for the opportunity to make money as a producer. He asked my advice and as I was looking for a backer for one of my plays, well, one thing led to another and I drank too much. You know what it’s like, and as I was in no condition to fly, I stayed overnight at the club. I phoned Janice just before 9 o’clock, and explained. When I arrived here this morning I found her lying by the table.”


After closing his eyes he breathed in deeply several times. As soon as he opened them, the female asked him straight out. “Who owns the house now?”


He stared at her, blinking through his misty eyes, not understanding at first, and starting to dislike her, he asked, “What’s that got to do with my wife’s death?”


“We saw a red car outside, an electric, two-seater, I’ve heard they are quite fast; is it yours?”


“It was my wife’s.”


“And now it’s yours.” She leaned forward slightly and added, “Now that she’s dead.”


“What are you insinuating,” he asked, his face flushed.


She ignored his question. “Do you have money problems, Mr Beecham?”


His dislike mounted as he stared back at her. “No, I have not, I’m quite well-off.” He hardened his stare and added, “Not that it is any business of yours.”


Hugo said quietly, his voice appeasing. “You just mentioned you were looking for a backer for one of your plays.”


Beecham looked at them and hesitated, controlling his breathing. He realized they knew nothing about the entertaining business. He placed his hands flat on the table, took another deep breath and looking down at them replied softly. “Let me explain for a moment, Mr Brent. I was looking for a backer for a play that I think has potential. I am always on the lookout. Money still does not grow on trees, and I’m a director not a producer, I have to be paid too you know, I do not work for nothing.”


Hugo nodded, gazing at him, his lips pursed slightly. Then he asked, “Did your wife have any enemies?”


He told them what he knew, “Not that I know of, she was an accomplished violinist, a child prodigy and she was well liked by everybody.”


The woman’s harsher tones startled him. “Did you and your wife argue, about money maybe?”


His eyes flicked from side to side and his face reddened slightly as he answered. “We never had any money problems. Both my wife’s and my own accounts are in the black; you can check if you don’t believe me.”


Leaning forward in her seat she asked quietly, “Was your wife having an affair?”


His eyebrows rose and he gazed to his left before answering slowly, “That is the most preposterous thing I have heard in my life, my wife and I -.” He paused and turned his head away again. He looked back at Kate and said, “My wife and I were deeply in love.”


“What about you?” She asked, her upper lip curling slightly.


He bit his tongue, fighting back indignation, and deciding to ignore the woman he looked to the man while running his fingers through his hair. “I came here to make a statement. Why am I asked these irrelevant questions, why do you pester my troubled mind, I had nothing to do with my wife’s death, I was miles away when it happened.”


The damn Goth woman raised her eyebrows and leaned forward. “Really, what time would that be, sir?”


His heart missed a beat, my God! They were trying to trick him. He knew about the techniques the police used having done some research for one of his plays. He relaxed his mind, and leaning back in his chair, replied quietly, “As far as I am concerned, my wife committed suicide, why she did eludes me.” He leaned to one side and peered past them. He raised his voice, “Inspector, I have nothing more to say without the presence of my solicitor. So may I go now, as I have to make funeral arrangements?”


Lastrange came forward and told him, “That will be all for the time being, Mr Beecham, we will be in touch, thank you for your time.”


Beecham rose up and walked towards the door where the uniformed constable opened the door, allowing him to hurry through into the corridor.


After the door closed, Kate turned to Hugo and looked at him, they held the look, and then they nodded and said in unison, “He’s lying.”


***


They took off from the police courtyard and headed back to their apartment. Kate took the designated detour round Nelson Airfield and crossed the Zeppelin flight path at the recommended height. She watched the line of blimps, tiny beetle-like figures as they sailed along at minimum height, delivering the post or commercial goods or well-to-do passengers.


After landing on their apartment rooftop, to the hum of the helium gas-pump, Hugo stepped out and fastened the two mooring lines. He held her hand as she stepped down and walked with her, still holding her hand, to the roof stairway, a gesture that had long since endeared him to her.


Inside the apartment, Kate removed her gloves, goggles and leather headwear and dropped them on the tallboy next to the telephone, she removed her jacket and hung it on the back of a chair by the table.


Hugo eyed her as she turned and flopped down into a stuffed leather armchair. “Now I know what was causing poor Lastrange to stutter, you opened the top four buttons on your jacket soon after we arrived.”


She pouted. “He didn’t see a thing, he saw I was without underclothing and turned his head away, he may be a little slow on the uptake, but he is a gentleman, not like someone I know, anyhow, we did leave here in rather a hurry.”


After raising a booted leg, she waited while he removed his jacket and hung it carefully over the back of a stand by the cold fireplace. He took hold of her boot and slowly undid the laces, after which he slid it off. He placed it on the floor and repeated the process with the next leg. She held out her hand and he took it and pulled her gently to her feet. With the other hand she undid her trousers and they fell to her feet as she wriggled her hips. He looked at her completely nude form and she smiled. “Now where were we before we were rudely interrupted?”


His gaze rose up. “You aren’t wearing any-.”


She pressed a finger against his lips. “We left in rather a hurry.”


He stooped and picked her up in his arms. “Well, if a job is worth doing, it is worth doing well.”


“So I’m to be done now am I?”


“Yes, my dear Kate, well and truly,” he added, “After which you can show me that stunner you’ve been working on.”


“I still have a lot of work to do on it, hours in fact.”


“Same here,” he said.


***


She woke to the sound of the morning alarm and a half-empty bed. She sniffed the air, “Coffee!” she said out loud and bounced off the bed.


On entering the kitchen, she found him in his dressing gown watching a pan as it boiled. She sat down at the small kitchen table and said, “Good morning, my dear, did you sleep well?”


He turned and smiled, not the least bit surprised at seeing a naked woman at the breakfast table. “Yes, thank you, I did. You tired me out, you insatiable wench.”


She grinned, “You said if a job was worth doing…” Her grin widened as he approached her.


He picked up the coffee pot from the table and poured out two cups. He pointed to the toast rack and said, “Help yourself, the eggs are ready.”


They ate in silence for a while and after she filled their coffee mugs for the second time she asked, “What made you say Beecham was lying?”


“His insistence that his wife committed suicide, the man wishes us to believe he is a cuckolded fool. The table was set for a tête-à-tête.”


“There was only one glass for him to see, what else would he say?”


He ran his fingers through her hair. “The killer removed it, obviously, that is to say, if Beecham didn’t remove it himself.”


She raised her head and looked at him her eyes gleaming. “A paid assassin,” she said, and added. “But an amateur one if that was the case.”


She sat up and stretched her arms above her head.


He ran his eyes over her body, for she never ‘dressed’ for breakfast. “A possibility, therefore probable.” 


She leaned over the table and kissed him on the mouth as he did the same. He asked, “And what caused your doubt?”


“I thought he doth protest too much, especially when I asked him who now owns the house.”


“Oh, yes, that did upset him.”


***


Hugo fastened his blazer and looked at the telephone as it rang. Kate walked over and picked up the receiver. “Hugo Brent’s establishment, can I help you?”


Her eyebrows rose as she listened for a while, after which she said, “Yes, of course we would, we can be there in just over an hour, Inspector, as we have some business to attend to first.” She listened for a while longer and said, “As you wish, 11 o’clock.”


“Lastrange, I take it,” he said as she replaced the receiver.


“They have a suspect, Lastrange wanted to know if we would care to sit in on the interview,” She fastened her white leather flying jacket and said, “I can hardly wait.”


***


Lastrange met them in the corridor outside the interview room, “Thank you for coming, I would like one of you to sit with me during questioning, the other can observe unnoticed behind the two-way mirror.”


She rolled her eyes as she hid behind Hugo, she remembered the last time Lastrange interviewed someone. He’d finished by arresting a man for murdering his wife when the charge was embezzlement.


Hugo said, “Miss Taylor will do the honours, Inspector. So, who is this suspect, not the gardener again, I hope?”


Lastrange ignored the jibe and told them, “Glenn Everett, a stage actor, he was apparently Janice Beecham’s lover.”


Smiling icily, she glanced at Hugo, and her right eyebrow cocked as Lastrange paused for their comments before continuing - on receiving none, he continued, “After Sergeant Belger conducted another search he found a typed letter in Mrs Beecham’s writing desk, addressed to Everett, written the day before. It was a farewell letter. She was probably going to send it or give it to him, but it appears she informed him verbally instead. Everett has been fingerprinted and we will see if we can get a match from one of the bottles.” He took out a piece of notepaper from his inside pocket and said, “There is something else, Doctor Blaire of the forensics investigating department discovered a piece of a wineglass in the kitchen, with a very clear fingerprint upon it. It was wedged between the sink and the fridge; they also found what appeared to be the rest of a broken glass in the dustbin, in tiny fragments.”


Hugo asked, “Was the actual poison discovered in your search?”


Lastrange shook his head. “No, I am afraid not. We know the cyanide wasn’t in the liqueur bottle, and no trace of it was found in the house or the surrounds, its presence was only discovered in the woman’s glass. Traces of Grand Marnier were found in the remains of the other glass, we assume the killer must have dropped it before he could wash it; fortunately for us, and unfortunately for him, he missed a piece.”


Belger entered the room, “Sir, we’ve found the poison, it was in Everett’s room at his house…” He paused to catch his breath. “We also found Mrs Beecham’s private telephone number hidden in his wardrobe, and a telegram, torn in pieces in his wastepaper basket. I deciphered the message; it was from Mrs Beecham asking Everett to call round that evening at nine, that evening.”


Lastrange called out, “We have him, gentlemen,” and looked at Kate who was regarding him disdainfully. “And of course, Miss Higgs-Taylor,” he said; receiving a frozen smile from her in return.





Chapter Three.



Everett.


Glenn Everett smiled nervously at the grey-haired man, Paul Haggis, his solicitor, sitting beside him. Haggis smiled faintly in return. “Don’t worry, and leave the talking to me.”


The door opened and Everett turned, startled, as two people marched in.


One of them, a ginger-haired man, dressed in a dark suit and florid waistcoat, reached the table they were sitting at before the other. He pulled out two chairs and swiftly and sat down with his partner, a strangely dressed female, wearing a white leather blouson and a matching flying helmet with flying goggles perched on the top. Obviously a police-pilot from one of those new-fangled flying ships the police were now using, blimps they called them. 


The police officer looked across the table and said pleasantly, “Good morning, gentlemen. Mr Everett, Mr Haggis, I am Detective Inspector Lastrange and this is Miss Higgs-Taylor, assistant to Hugo Brent, a well-known consulting detective.”  


Haggis said, “Good morning, Inspector Lastrange, Miss Taylor.”


Lastrange took a card out of his pocket and continued as he read from it, “Mr Everett, you have been brought in for questioning in relation to the death of Mrs Janice Beecham. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and may be given in evidence against you.”


Everett looked up as a woman entered hurriedly and sat down on a chair near the door with a notepad and pencil at the ready. He stared at her in uncertainty and then at Haggis. 


Lastrange raised his right eyebrow in her direction then turned back and asked him forcibly, “Do you understand what I just said?”


Everett nodded and Haggis said tonelessly, “My client has understood, Inspector.”


Lastrange asked him, “Mr Everett, can you account for your movements on the evening of Saturday the thirtieth of July between the hours of six pm and midnight?”


 “My client cannot remember. He had been celebrating and had consumed a liberal quantity of alcohol.”


She asked him, “Are there any witnesses to this, Mr Everett?”


Haggis answered, “Yes, of course, my client was at home with his wife.”


 “What about your wife, Mr Everett, where is she?” she said.


Haggis answered dryly, “My client’s wife, the opera singer Gloria Scott, is on tour in Europe at the moment, she left that same evening for the airport, on the 11.45pm Air Germany Zeppelin flight to Paris. I have tried to contact her.”


Lastrange looked directly at Everett. “Mr Everett, what was your relationship to Mrs Beecham?”


Before Haggis could draw breath, she asked, “Were you two lovers?” 


Lastrange’s head jerked round and he stared at her open-mouthed.


Haggis retorted loudly, “Any relationship between my client and Mrs Beecham was purely professional. Mr Everett is an actor and has appeared in one of Mr Beecham’s plays, and Mr Beecham is a theatre director.”


“So, Mr Everett,” said Lastrange, “you had no reason to visit Mrs Beecham on the evening of Saturday the thirtieth of July while her husband was away, did you?”


Immediately, Everett shook his head, following his solicitor’s coaching. Lastrange turned to the stenographer and said, “Mr Everett is shaking his head in denial.”


She resisted an eye-roll and asked him quickly, “What about other days.”


Everett looked at Haggis in alarm and he said, “My client does not have to answer that particular question, Miss Taylor.”


She just stared back at him stone-faced.


Lastrange laid a sheet of paper on the table between them and said, “This was discovered in Mrs Beecham’s writing desk. Please note the date, the 29th, the day before her death. We assume she was intending to send it to your client. We also assume she informed him of her intentions instead, on the night in question.”


Higgins picked up the paper, read it and then passed it to Everett. 


He stared at the page, his eyes flickering back and forth. He opened his mouth and before Haggis could prevent him, he blurted out. “She, she never told me about this, we never ever discussed our -.”


Haggis quickly clamped his hand on Everett’s arm and interrupted loudly. “I am advising my client not to answer any of your questions relating to this prefabrication.”


She handed him a lab report. “This is a report on Mr Everett’s right thumbprint, found on a piece of glass wedged between the sink and a cupboard in Mrs Beecham’s kitchen. The rest of the glass was discovered in the Beecham’s rubbish bin containing dregs of Grand Marnier, a sample of the same drink was found, mixed with cyanide in Mrs. Beecham’s glass and in her stomach.”


“Mrs Beecham was poisoned, Mr Everett, how do you explain that?” She added.


Lastrange added another straw to the camel’s back by saying, “My people searched your house and found Mrs Beecham’s private telephone number hidden in your wardrobe. We also found a telegram, torn in tiny pieces in your wastepaper basket. We pieced it together and found the message from Mrs Beecham asking you to call round that evening at nine, that being the evening of the 30th.”


“A small bottle, containing cyanide was also discovered in your writing desk,” said Kate.


Silence crowded the room, and Lastrange broke it by saying, “Glenn Everett, I am arresting you for the murder of Janice Beecham on Saturday the 30th of July. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and may be given in evidence against you.”


A pale and shaky-looking Everett left with his police escort and the solicitor.


She looked at Hugo as he entered through another doorway. 


Lastrange said, “Well, that’s it then.”


Hugo, his brow fiercely knitted shook his head. “Not quite, Inspector.”


She found herself nodding in agreement as Lastrange gawped at Hugo.


“What! What do you mean?”


Hugo walked past them, his hands clasped behind his back, his chin sunk to his chest, he crossed the room several times then he stood there staring intently into space. He surprised them by saying, “He wasn’t lying, Inspector, he was telling the truth.”


Lastrange stood up, “But the only time he spoke was when he denied that he and Mrs Beecham, who we now may assume was his lover, never discussed separation.”


She walked between them and faced the inspector. “Exactly.”


The door opened and a uniformed officer poked his head through the gap. “Inspector Lastrange, Sergeant Belger’s compliments, sir, he says he has Gloria Scott on the telephone, in your office.”


Lastrange called out, “I’m on my way.” He looked at Hugo who nodded in agreement to the unasked question and they followed him as he marched out of the room.


***


They followed Lastrange into what he called his “incident room”, something that was arranged after a suggestion by Hugo to the commissioner when Lastrange was placed in charge of the murder unit. A number of plainclothes and uniformed officers sat at their desks, writing or reading while some of them talked quietly amongst themselves.


Belger was there, fumbling with a recording device and a telephone loudspeaker. He arranged the loudspeaker close to the recorder’s brass funnel, necessary for capturing the sound.


While Lastrange and the sergeant talked amongst themselves, she asked Hugo, “You are absolutely convinced that he was not lying about Janice Beecham’s intention to cease their association.”


He nodded as he inspected his jacket cuff. “Of course my dear, I will stake my reputation on it, why do you ask?”


“Good, for I too am convinced of his sincerity and I ask only to confirm my suspicion that Everett has been set up for a murder that was supposed to be seen as an amateurishly covered-up suicide.”


His eyebrows rose. “And what has caused this spark of suspicion?”


“Logic, of course.”


His right eyebrow rose. “Logic! Fair enough, so what aspect of logic was it?”


She moved closer and lowered her voice, “The timing of course, she wrote of her intentions on the twenty-ninth, and the telegram was dated the thirtieth at seven pm, so if Everett did decide to poison Mrs Beecham, where did he get the poison from at such short notice and then after seven o’clock on a Saturday evening?”


She grinned and his left eyebrow joined the other. “I was coming to that.”




Chapter four.


The Suspect’s Wife.


Belger, sat with the telephone extension to his ear, called out “Everybody keep quiet,” then he said to Lastrange, “Sir, something’s happening.” He mouthed, ‘Mrs Scott’, while he held out the receiver, pressed a switch on the recording device, causing the loudspeaker to crackle with static.


Lastrange took the telephone receiver and spoke into it loudly, “Good morning, Mrs Scott, I am Detective Inspector Lastrange of London Constabulary, I take it you received information concerning your husbands arrest?”


After a few seconds, a woman’s voice spoke to them in velvet tones, “Good afternoon, Inspector, and it is “Miss” Scott if you please and please refrain from shouting. Yes, I received the details from our solicitor by telephone. I believe the charge is murder, poor Janice, what a damned waste of talent.”


Lastrange, his eyes wide, glanced at Brent. “We have reason to believe your husband was having an affair with Janice Beecham, and she wanted to break it off. He maintained on the night of the murder he was at home with you.”


Her reply came back immediately, “On the night of the thirtieth of July, I left for the airport by cabriolet at nine-thirty pm; my husband was not at home. He had left well over an hour before me.”


Lastrange’s mouth fell open, his gaze settled on Hugo who gave a light shrug.


It seemed that Gloria Scott took the silence as an invitation to carry on and said, “So he was taking poor Janice for a fool was he, well I am not in the least surprised she wanted to be rid of him, he was probably sponging off her, he’s been doing that to me for the last seven years. Good riddance to him, now I have grounds for a divorce, albeit at the cost of my dear friend’s life.”


Lastrange sat there agog, and the voice asked, “Will that be all? I have had a hard evening, four curtain calls and a social gathering afterwards. I am absolutely worn-out, and I would like to catch up on my beauty sleep as I have a concert tomorrow.”


Lastrange came out of his stupor, “Yes, er, when, er, when will you be arriving home, Miss Scott?”


“I’m on tour; I have dozens of engagements in Italy. I will be home some time before Christmas. I will probably miss the trial, but it is good to know that that parasitical good-for-nothing is getting his comeuppance.”


The line went dead and Belger removed the needle from the cylinder.


A uniformed sergeant entered the room in a hurry and faced Lastrange who asked, “What did you find at his place, Sergeant?”


The man brushed his walrus moustache and smiled as he took out his notebook. He opened it, sorted out the right page. “We searched the suspect’s office as ordered, sir. We found no written evidence of his involvement with Mrs Beecham.” He looked at Brent, his eyes aglow as he said, “But, together with Detective Constable Chase, I inspected one of the suspect’s jackets and there found, with the aid of a magnifying glass, a number of brown hairs. As I saw by the photos that his wife is blond I saved them and put them in a sterile glass. Detective Constable Chase is at this very moment handing our findings over to the forensic department.” He looked around the room and said aloud, “It looks like we have him, sir.”


Lastrange stood up and said, “Very well, Sergeant Bond, you will make a fine detective one day.”


The sergeant stood to attention and said, “Thank you sir,” saluted him and marched out the room.


Belger rolled his eyes at Kate who turned her head away as she smiled. He picked up the recorder and looked to Lastrange who said, “And now we shall hear what Mr Everett has to say for himself.”


***


Haggis looked at Lastrange after listening to Gloria Scott’s statement on the recorder and said shakily, “I would like to converse with my client in private before you interview him once more if I may?”


Lastrange looked at pale-faced Everett who was staring at the machine in disbelief, he nodded and said amiably, “But of course Mr. Haggis.” He rose up from the interview room table with the solicitor and said, “The constable will escort you to his cell, please inform us when you are ready to continue.” He turned to the stenographer seated as usual by the door and said aloud, “Interview interrupted at twelve-forty-six pm. Doris.”


He opened the door for the pair and watched them walk through. He stayed by the door with his hand on his hip as he stroked his chin, he walked back and forth across the room in this manner for several minutes and stopped as Hugo came in by the other door with Kate and said, “It looks like a closed case, Inspector.”


Lastrange smiled widely. “I knew it was him all along, it was written all over his face. When Haggis tells him he is for the high-jump I believe he’ll confess with some fantasized story of a love - death pact gone wrong, saying her demise was an accident, and hope to dodge a hanging.”


She said, “I’m not all that sure of his guilt, Inspector. I don’t think he will con-.” She broke off as Haggis, spattered with blood, burst into the interview room. “Inspector, Inspector, come quickly, my client has stabbed himself.”


The three of them brushed past the agitated man, left the room and sprinted along the corridor to the cells.


Kate arrived first at Everett’s cell door, followed by Hugo.


A pale-faced police officer stood next to the doorway, he stared at them, wide-eyed, his face spattered with blood. As they entered they were greeted by a sickly odour and found the police doctor, a young man barely past thirty, kneeling in a large pool of blood, while holding two cotton pads to each side of Everett’s neck. He looked up as they came in and said hoarsely, “He has had it I’m afraid. He has lost far too much blood.”


Hugo put his hand to his mouth and Kate looked down at Everett as he stared at the ceiling, his features bloody, but calm. The doctor removed his hands and dropped the scarlet pads and rose up staring at the blood stains on his shirt front and his sleeves and shook his head slowly. “God, what a mess, I am afraid I got here too late.”


Lastrange arrived, wheezing, they looked at him as he managed to say, “What the bloody hell happened?”


She approached the doctor and touched his shirt sleeve, she said softly, “You did all you could, Doctor. Don’t blame yourself,” and looked at the dead man’s features, blood had leaked from his nose and his mouth, brought on by coughing. She saw the outstretched arms, each hand still held a bloodied pencil.


Haggis came into the room from behind them, panting hoarsely. Lastrange stared at him as he gasped, “He just grabbed the pencils out of my pocket and stabbed himself repeatedly in the neck...I didn’t know what to do…I, I hammered on the door and...and the constable came and asked me what the matter was…so I told him. He came in…he saw the body and called out for help.” He swallowed and said, “The constable stuck his fingers in the holes…but the blood came pouring out of Mr. Everett’s mouth and he was…coughing and spraying blood everywhere. I, I, tried to help, and when the doctor arrived, I came for you.” He looked down at the mess on his shirt and jacket, at the dried blood on his hands and started crying, his hands covering his features.


The doctor looked at Kate; he regarded his soiled clothing and looked back at the corpse. He smiled weakly and said, “Sorry about the mess, my dear.” He wiped his hands on a cloth, took out his pocket watch, and said to the room, “Time of death, 1015am.”




Chapter five.


The Charlady.


Friday 18th August.


Cora Knight rang the bell for the fourth time, her thoughts filled with resentment. ‘Should ‘ave given me a bleedin’ key, I been workin’ for ‘er long enough.’ 


She thought of what she’d say if she asked her for one. ‘She probably don’t trust me.’ When the thought, ‘I ‘ope nuffin’s ‘appened to ‘er,’ came, she wasn’t concerned over Constance Tyson’s health, but the money she received for cleaning for her, three times a week, and the money she made cheating her when doing her shopping.


Being naturally nosey, like most people are, she walked round the large bungalow to the rear. She had done this a few times before in the summer when she came a few hours early with the shopping, and she was early now by half-an-hour.


One time she had found her standing naked by the swimming pool with a friend, a ginger-haired snob, also naked, lying on his stomach on a plush divan while staring at her, she had seen him last night just down the road climbing into his new gas carriage. She was shocked as she saw Tyson that day, posing elegantly by her swimming pool. On seeing her, she had turned her body away, but the other, a toffee-nosed git, had just sneered as he rolled over onto his side, exposing himself. She’d never taken Tyson for a harlot, just a nice-spoken lady, and a generous employer. Tyson had just smiled over her shoulder and said, ‘Just drop them off in the kitchen, Mrs. Knight; I’ll be along in a second.’


She’d come by a minute later, wearing her bathrobe and had given her an extra pound, and said, “For your trouble.”


She approached the corner of the bungalow slowly; she peered around it and saw the vacant chairs and divan around the pool. She quickened her pace, walked on, and stopped suddenly, her reminiscences suddenly dissipating at the sight of the veranda door standing wide open, and then the broken pane of glass on the carpet inside. She stood frozen for a few seconds. She peered inside. The room was in a shambles. She stifled a scream at what she saw, dropped the shopping baskets, and then backed away slowly. After retreating a safe distance she turned her back and ran as fast as her legs could carry her.


She arrived at the gate, her chest heaving after her two hundred yard dash. She looked up at the sound of rotors whirring above her, she raised her hands and faltered as she opened her mouth to shout at the massive airship, coming in to land at the nearby airfield, “You silly cow, they can’t see you, never mind hear you.” A small electric car whizzed by her from behind, startling her, almost silent except for the gentle hum of its motor and the road noise from its pneumatic tyres. She waved and watched as it receded into the distance. She heard the clatter of hooves and stepped into the road and waved to an old-fashioned hansom cab as it approached her from out of the local park entrance. The cab came to a halt with the horse slithering and sparking its hooves as the driver hauled on the reins. She called up to the driver. “Get the police, get to a telephone and call the police quick, something terrible has happened, murder I think.”


The drover cracked his whip and his horse set off at a brisk trot.


***


Detective Inspector Lastrange stepped out of the black dirigible’s gondola onto the roadway, followed by Belger and six uniformed officers.


Together they approached the slightly-built Negress, aged around forty, standing next to a well-used pony and trap. She wore a faded dress and an old-fashioned bonnet and stared at them as they approached. “You got ‘ere bleedin’ quick didn’t yer?”


Lastrange smiled generously, he said, “I’m Detective Inspector Lastrange and this is Detective Sergeant Belger, we came as soon as we received the call.” He turned and held his hand up to the half-dozen officers, beckoning them. He smiled at the woman and said, “And you are, Miss…?”


The woman said, warming to him. “Me name is Cora Knight, I shop occasionally for Miss Tyson, I live just down the road, see.”


Lastrange said, “Just tell me what you have seen, Cora.”


“I think there’s been a breakin, I ‘ad rung the bell several times, Miss Tyson is supposed to be at home see, so I went round the back cos’ that’s where her office is, see.” She moved a little closer and lowered her voice. “Works very hard she does, found her last week I did, asleep at ‘er desk.” She looked at her audience before continuing. “Went round just now an’ saw the veranda door was open an’ the broken window, I think I saw a pair of feet on the floor behind the sofa, so I legged it back out ‘ere, an’ I stopped an ‘ansom cab driver and he called your lot.”


“You did not drive inside then?”


“No, I never drive inside now. I did once an’ I managed to churn up the gravel somethin’ awful when I turned the cart see, and I know she din’t complain, but you know ‘ow it is.”


“Please describe Miss Tyson for us.”


She turned her head on one side and said, “She’s young and slim, well to-do, slightly built an’ with wavy blond ‘air an’-! What the bloody ‘ell-!”


She ducked as a sleek airship soared by, turned and dropped down gently on its sled-like undercarriage onto the wide pavement, its motor’s propellers dying to a whisper before stopping. Hugo Brent and Kathleen Higgs-Taylor stepped out of the aerostat and approached him. Hugo said, “Good morning, Inspector, the commissioner said I would find you here. Can we be of service?”


At the mention of the commissioner, Lastrange’s expression of annoyance changed to one of amiability accompanied by an ingratiating smile. “That was most considerate of Sir Charles, I would be pleased to have your assistance, it sounds like a serious breakin and the house owner isn’t present for some reason.”


Hugo said, “Please carry on, Inspector, my colleague and I will observe as usual, if you feel the need that is.”


Lastrange said, succeeding in keeping the sarcastic tone out of his voice, “Oh, no, Mr Brent, I insist, you know my team of officers, treat them as your own.”


Hugo turned to Kate whose brow had creased slightly and said, “If you would be so kind my dear.”


She gave Lastrange an icy glare as she said, “As you wish,” and turned to two of the officers. “You two stay here; don’t let anybody in, or out.” She said to Mrs Knight. “Stay here with the officers, and give them your particulars.”


***


She motioned with her head to the others and hurried up the loose gravel drive. She called out, knowing the officers by their surnames only and indicated with her left arm. “Jones, you go round the other way to the rear, see if there are any other signs of forced entry. Benson, you stay by the front door. Belger, Anderson and Smith come with me, and I don’t have to remind you to stay off the grass, quickly now,” after which she broke into a run.


Lastrange whispered loudly to Hugo, as he jogged beside him. “She’s got control all right.”


He nodded. “She is a quick learner, photographic memory,” he said, leaving Lastrange with a frown creasing his brow. The two officers ran off up the drive, with Kate, Lastrange, Brent and the others close behind. As the driveway curved around the front, the two leading officers peeled off to the left while the main party carried straight on and followed a paved pathway that brought them to the right-hand side of the house. This gave way to a large expanse of white roughly surfaced tiles at the rear, and as they turned the corner, they came upon two shopping baskets. Part of the contents lay scattered about. They stepped round them and stopped before the veranda door.


Kate, with Hugo close to her, pointed to the broken pane and the glass and peered inside.


Hugo said quietly to the group, “The place is in a mess. The culprits may still be inside, you stay here my dear.” He nodded to Lastrange. “Inspector, let us investigate.” He pulled on his latex gloves, with Lastrange copying him. He called out through the open doorway. “Miss Tyson, this is the police.”


They both turned as Jones approached from the corner, shaking his head. Hugo motioned him to a stop with his hand and called out quietly to the room. “Miss Tyson, are you alright?” He waited for a few seconds and nodded to Lastrange. “Let us proceed, but quietly and try not to disturb anything.” Then he walked inside with a wide-eyed Lastrange close behind. After stepping carefully over the glass on the woollen carpet, Hugo cast an eye around the room, and after putting a finger to his lips, he pointed to naked foot sticking out from behind a large leather sofa.


Lastrange looked down and said out loud, “Oh, my God, a body.”


Hugo gave an eye-roll and moved closer. He saw a blond-haired woman lying on her stomach on the wooden floor in a lake of blood. She was dressed in a white bathrobe. Her head was turned to one side and her eyes were wide-open and staring. There were blood splashes on the adjacent wall and on the back of the sofa. He turned to Lastrange and jerked his head. “Let us see if anyone else is around,” and raised his fingers to his lips.


With Lastrange following closely he left the room. The corridor was in semi-darkness and all the doors were firmly closed. He approached the first room and grasping the handle he depressed it, he pushed it open quickly and light flooded out half blinding them, it was the bedroom. Hugo took a step inside, looked around the neat and tidy room and at the undisturbed bedclothes and closed the door.


He nodded to Lastrange who opened the door opposite exposing a large bathroom, complete with a huge sunken bathtub, a shower cubicle, toilet, bidet, and double washbasins. They both entered and Lastrange walked over to the cubicle. Hugo spied a cutthroat razor in its case on a shelf above the washbasins and he noticed its twin was missing. He closed the case gave it to Lastrange who pocketed it. They left the room and closed the door, darkening the corridor once more.
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