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“One historical mystery series that never gets boring or dull.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

 

WHAT WOULD SCOTLAND YARD DO WITHOUT DEAR MRS. JEFFRIES?

 

Even Inspector Witherspoon himself doesn’t know—because his secret weapon is as ladylike as she is clever. She’s Mrs. Jeffries—the charming detective who stars in this unique Victorian mystery series. Enjoy them all . . .

 

The Inspector and Mrs. Jeffries

A doctor is found dead in his own office—and Mrs. Jeffries must scour the premises to find the prescription for murder.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Dusts for Clues

One case is solved and another is opened when the inspector finds a missing brooch—pinned to a dead woman’s gown. But Mrs. Jeffries never cleans a room without dusting under the bed—and never gives up on a case before every loose end is tightly tied.

 

The Ghost and Mrs. Jeffries

Death is unpredictable . . . but the murder of Mrs. Hodges was foreseen at a spooky séance. The practical-minded housekeeper may not be able to see the future—but she can look into the past and put things in order to solve this haunting crime.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Takes Stock

A businessman has been murdered—and it could be because he cheated his stockholders. The housekeeper’s interest is piqued . . . and when it comes to catching killers, the smart money’s on Mrs. Jeffries.

 

Mrs. Jeffries on the Ball

A festive Jubilee celebration turns into a fatal affair—and Mrs. Jeffries must find the guilty party.

 

Mrs. Jeffries on the Trail

Why was Annie Shields out selling flowers so late on a foggy night? And more importantly, who killed her while she was doing it? It’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to sniff out the clues.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Plays the Cook

Mrs. Jeffries finds herself doing double duty: cooking for the inspector’s household and trying to cook a killer’s goose.

 

Mrs. Jeffries and the Missing Alibi

When Inspector Witherspoon becomes the main suspect in a murder, Scotland Yard refuses to let him investigate. But no one said anything about Mrs. Jeffries.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Stands Corrected

When a local publican is murdered, and Inspector Witherspoon botches the investigation, trouble starts to brew for Mrs. Jeffries.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Takes the Stage

After a theatre critic is murdered, Mrs. Jeffries uncovers the victim’s secret past: a real-life drama more compelling than any stage play.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Questions the Answers

Hannah Cameron was not well liked. But were her friends or family the sort to stab her in the back? Mrs. Jeffries must really tiptoe around this time—or it could be a matter of life and death.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Reveals Her Art

Mrs. Jeffries has to work double time to find a missing model and a killer. And she’ll have to get her whole staff involved—before someone else becomes the next subject.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Takes the Cake

The evidence was all there: a dead body, two dessert plates, and a gun. As if Mr. Ashbury had been sharing cake with his own killer. Now Mrs. Jeffries will have to do some snooping around—to dish up clues.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Rocks the Boat

Mirabelle had traveled by boat all the way from Australia to visit her sister—only to wind up murdered. Now Mrs. Jeffries must solve the case—and it’s sink or swim.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Weeds the Plot

Three attempts have been made on Annabeth Gentry’s life. Is it due to her recent inheritance, or is it because her bloodhound dug up the body of a murdered thief? Mrs. Jeffries will have to sniff out some clues before the plot thickens.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Pinches the Post

Harrison Nye may have had some dubious business dealings, but no one expected him to be murdered. Now, Mrs. Jeffries and her staff must root through the sins of his past to discover which one caught up with him.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Pleads Her Case

Harlan Westover’s death was deemed a suicide by the magistrate. But Inspector Witherspoon is willing to risk his career to prove otherwise. Mrs. Jeffries must ensure the good inspector remains afloat.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Sweeps the Chimney

A dead vicar has been found, propped against a church wall. And Inspector Witherspoon’s only prayer is to seek the divinations of Mrs. Jeffries.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Stalks the Hunter

Puppy love turns to obsession, which leads to murder. Who better to get to the heart of the matter than Inspector Witherspoon’s indomitable companion, Mrs. Jeffries.

 

Mrs. Jeffries and the Silent Knight

The yuletide murder of an elderly man is complicated by several suspects—none of whom were in the Christmas spirit.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Appeals the Verdict

Mrs. Jeffries and her belowstairs cohorts have their work cut out for them if they want to save an innocent man from the gallows.

 

Mrs. Jeffries and the Best Laid Plans

Banker Lawerence Boyd didn’t waste his time making friends, which is why hardly anyone mourns his death. With a list of enemies including just about everyone the miser’s ever met, it will take Mrs. Jeffries’ shrewd eye to find the killer.

 

Mrs. Jeffries and the Feast of St. Stephen

’Tis the season for sleuthing when wealthy Stephen Whitfield is murdered during his holiday dinner party. It’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to solve the case in time for Christmas.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Holds the Trump

A very well-liked but very dead magnate is found floating down the river. Now Mrs. Jeffries and company will have to dive into a mystery that only grows more complex.

 

Mrs. Jeffries in the Nick of Time

Mrs. Jeffries lends her downstairs common sense to this upstairs murder mystery—and hopes that she and the inspector don’t get derailed in the case of a rich uncle-cum-model-train-enthusiast.

 

Mrs. Jeffries and the Yuletide Weddings

Wedding bells will make this season all the more jolly. Until one humbug sings a carol of murder.

 

Mrs. Jeffries Speaks Her Mind

Someone is trying to kill the eccentric Olive Kettering, but no one believes her, until she’s proven right. Without witnesses and plenty of suspects, Mrs. Jeffries will see justice served.
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This book is dedicated to Terry P. Waters, who I agree with on most subjects, except his well-meaning but misguided politics.




CHAPTER 1
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“Where on earth did she get that gown? It’s too daring and bright a color for a married woman.” Lady Emma Stafford sniffed disapprovingly as she stared at the lovely redhead in the emerald green evening gown sitting on the far side of the Banfield ballroom. “I’m sure she’s wearing rouge as well. No one has cheeks that color; it can’t be natural.”

Geraldine Banfield exchanged a quick, amused glance with the other two women at their table, her houseguests Margaret Bickleton and Rosalind Kimball. Poor Emma’s complexion was such a bright shade of red one could see her coming from half a mile away! The Staffords might be aristocrats, but poor Emma was not only cursed with a florid complexion but she had jowls so loose they draped over the top strand of her diamond choker. Her hair was white, styled in youthful ringlets that made her look absurd and held up by silver combs encrusted with sapphires. But  even the most skilled of dressmakers couldn’t disguise the fat threatening to burst out of the blue silk of her gown.

Lady Emma turned her attention back to her friends and gave Geraldine a condescending smile. “Oh dear, that was very unkind of me. I do hope you aren’t offended. But we’ve been friends for such a long time, I thought I could speak freely.”

Geraldine Banfield reached for her wine and took a sip before she responded. “I’m the first to admit that she’s certainly not the sort of woman I expected my nephew to marry. But she is family now so I would appreciate it if you’d be a bit more circumspect with your opinions.” She paused and leaned closer to her companions. “At least in public. You never know who is listening. The dark-haired man behind us is an old friend of hers.”

Margaret Bickleton glanced over her shoulder at the laughing group sitting at the next table. She was a tall skeleton of a woman with deep-set eyes enclosed by dark circles, thinning gray hair worn in a tiny bun at the nape of her neck, and a long, sharp nose. “You mean the man who needs a haircut? Goodness, he is unkempt; I’m surprised you let him into the house.” She picked a fleck of lint off the tight cuff of her beige chiffon sleeve.

“As I said, he’s a friend of Arlette’s,” Geraldine responded dryly. “I thought I told you at breakfast yesterday that she insisted on inviting her artist friends.”

“Artists indeed!” Margaret snorted delicately and gazed across the ballroom at the object of their conversation. “I’m surprised that Lewis allows her to mix with such people—and why is Lady Cannonberry sitting at her table? Surely those two aren’t friends.”

“But of course they are!” Rosalind Kimball exclaimed. She was a small, slender woman with stooped shoulders growing into a widow’s hump, frizzy brown hair, and a thin, flat line of a mouth. “Ruth Cannonberry is a member of that society that’s always agitating for something or other. I saw her outside of Parliament last year and she was marching with a bunch of other women and carrying a big sign about getting the right to vote. Honestly, voting, it’s unthinkable.” She glanced at Geraldine. “Frankly, I was surprised to see that you’d invited her tonight.”

Geraldine gave her a sour smile. “I had no choice in the matter; Arlette specifically asked that she be put on the guest list.”

“You could have refused,” Rosalind snapped and then clamped her mouth shut as she realized what she’d just said. “Oh dear, I’m sorry. Sometimes I forget you’re no longer mistress here.”

“No, not anymore,” Geraldine agreed with a shrug. “But I don’t mind giving up the role of lady of the manor. Running a house this size was becoming very tiresome. Arlette, despite her unusual background, has enormous energy and is actually very intelligent. She’s quite good at going over the household accounts.”

“From what I’ve heard, that’s not the only thing she’s good at,” Lady Emma said. The women laughed and continued staring at the table where Arlette Banfield was now taking a sip from a delicate blue champagne flute.

The Banfield ball was one of the premier events on the London social calendar, and everyone who was anyone in society was eager to be invited save for the woman sitting in a place of honor at the head table. Lady Cannonberry, or  Ruth, as she was known to her friends, was there because she hadn’t been able to come up with a reasonable excuse to avoid the wretched thing and she’d not wanted to hurt Arlette Banfield’s feelings. She glanced at the pretty redhead seated next to her. Arlette was leaning back in her chair, trying to get someone’s attention on the far side of the huge room. Ruth sighed inwardly, she felt so guilty. She liked her hostess and found her to be kind, witty, and intelligent. But she really wished she were at home or having dinner with Gerald. There were times when a ball or a dinner party or a tea could be very useful, but as she wasn’t “on the hunt” just now, she was bored.

Ruth turned slightly and studied the others at her table. Her host, Lewis Banfield, was discussing business with Sir Ralph Fetchman while Lady Fetchman gossiped with a lady at the next table. Sir Adrian Fortnoy was waving his empty glass at a waiter while his wife, Ellen, lifted her wrist closer to the candelabra so Nora Kingsley could see her bracelet. Rufus Kingsley, Nora’s husband, was staring at the screens in front of the buffet and impatiently tapping his fingers on the tabletop. As she was sitting next to Rufus, she mentally decided to make sure she wasn’t in his way when the barrier between him and the food was removed. He looked quite capable of bowling her over.

Her attention shifted to the room. Women in pastel ball gowns of yellow, coral, and blue, this year’s favorite colors, moved between the tables, stopping here and there to chat while the orchestra members tuned their instruments. The French doors that led out onto the terrace were open, and the summer breeze sent the candles flickering but did little to cool the increasingly crowded room.

Her gaze fixed on the four women huddled around a table to the left of the terrace and, as if by magic, they all seemed to shift their heads at once and look back at her. Ruth didn’t consider herself overly sensitive, but she could almost feel the disapproval coming from their direction. Goodness gracious, she thought, with their sagging skin, hair in various shades of gray, and sour expressions, they looked like a coven of well-dressed witches. But they were four of the most prominent women in the kingdom and apparently felt their social status and wealth gave them leave to be rude. Ruth lifted her chin and met their eyes. But their expressions didn’t waver, and it took her a moment to understand that it wasn’t she, but the woman sitting next to her, that was the real object of their scrutiny.

“Don’t let them worry you.” Arlette Banfield’s whisper interrupted her thoughts. “They’ll soon tire of staring at us and turn their attention to someone else. They remind me of the witches Macbeth met, except he only had three and we’ve got to put up with four.”

Ruth tried to keep a straight face but failed. “You shouldn’t say such things.” She laughed. “But honestly, it was almost exactly what I was thinking. Why are they so miserable?”

“I don’t know.” Arlette shook her head. “You’d think that those who had every advantage this society has to offer would be a bit more cheerful, wouldn’t you? I thought Geraldine was simply morose because I’d taken her place in the household, but her friends are just as long faced and disagreeable, and what’s more, I’ve had to put up with them all week. Thank goodness tonight is almost over. As of tomorrow morning, the Mesdames Kimball  and Bickleton will be gone. Then the only one I’ll need to concern myself with is Geraldine.” She took another sip of champagne and frowned as she put her glass down. “And that conversation isn’t going to be pleasant.”

“Oh dear, that sounds ominous,” Ruth murmured. Bang . . . bang . . . She started as a crashing noise thundered so loudly everyone in the room suddenly stopped talking and turned toward the orchestra to see what had happened. Bang . . . bang . . . The sound continued.

A violinist, his instrument still in his hand, stood and watched helplessly as every music stand in the front row was sent crashing to the floor.

“Good gracious, the fellow knocked over his stand and sent the whole lot of them tumbling over.” Sir Ralph laughed heartily. “I saw the whole thing. I’ll bet he’d not be able to duplicate that again.”

“Let’s hope he doesn’t try,” Lewis Banfield replied.

The musician put his violin on his chair and began picking up the stands. When he reached the last one, he righted it, turned toward the ballroom guests and gave them a cheeky grin, and bowed. Everyone laughed and there was even a scattering of applause.

Ruth turned back to her companion and stared at her expectantly, hoping she’d continue with what she’d been saying before they were interrupted. She didn’t like to think of herself as a gossipmonger, but it was only human nature to be curious.

“Tomorrow isn’t going to be pleasant.” Arlette glanced at her husband, who had gone back to his discussion with Sir Ralph Fetchman. “Lewis is going to suggest that his  aunt might be more comfortable if she moved to the country house.”

“Does Mrs. Banfield dislike London?”

Arlette shook her head. “She loves London, but she can’t seem to understand that she’s no longer mistress here. I’ve done my best to be sensitive about her situation and tried to allow her to have some say in the running of the household. But I cannot tolerate the way she treats the servants and neither can Lewis. My maid told me she was in the butler’s pantry this morning bossing the staff about as if they didn’t know what they were doing. Poor Michaels was run ragged. She insisted that all the glassware be washed again. But I know for a fact that every glass in that pantry was clean—I checked them myself yesterday. When I got home and heard what she’d done, I was furious.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I told her that Michaels has been a butler for over thirty years and he certainly doesn’t need her giving him instructions. She stomped off in a huff and didn’t speak to me at luncheon, and obviously she told her houseguests to ignore me, because they barely spoke to me, either.” She broke off and took another, deeper lungful of air. “But I didn’t mind in the least. Geraldine has a mind so tiny it could sleep on a pincushion, and the less I have to do with her and her friends, the better. I’ve no idea why she invited them this week; she’s barely spent any time with them at all.”

“Oh dear, I’m sure the situation is most unpleasant.” Ruth stared at her. Something wasn’t right. “Are you alright? Your face is flushed.”

“It’s the champagne.” Arlette’s chest heaved rapidly.  “It seems quite strong tonight. It’s gone straight to my head.”

“But you’ve only had a glass,” Ruth protested. She glanced at Lewis, hoping to meet his eye so she could signal her concern, but he was still involved in his conversation, so she turned back to Arlette. “And even the most potent champagne doesn’t make you breathe the way you are now. It sounds like you can’t get any air into your lungs. What’s wrong? Are you ill?”

Arlette waved dismissively. “I’m fine. Really. It’s just a touch of nausea and a bit of light-headedness, that’s all.” She reached for her drink, took another sip, and put her glass down. It landed with a thud loud enough to get her husband’s attention.

He frowned at her. “Are you alright?”

But Arlette wasn’t alright, not in the least.

Her face turned white and her eyes bulged as she grabbed her throat and gasped for breath. “I can’t breathe,” she rasped. Her body began to buck against the seat of the chair, and she’d have fallen to the floor if Ruth hadn’t grabbed her around the shoulders.

“Get a doctor,” Ruth yelled as she struggled to hold her friend on the chair. “Something is wrong.”

“My God! Arlette, Arlette, what is it? Get a doctor, get a doctor!” Lewis screamed as he leapt up and threw his arms around his wife. Arlette was in full convulsions now, and the others at the table scrambled to their feet.

“Get her on the floor.” Ruth shoved her hip against the rim of the table. The others understood her intent and they grabbed the edge, pulling it back out of the way as she and Lewis eased Arlette to the floor. Ruth took  care to keep her hand under the woman’s head to keep it from banging against the tiles.

“Is there a doctor in the house?” Sir Ralph yelled at the top of his lungs. “For God’s sake, get a doctor.”

“Arlette, Arlette, darling,” Lewis crooned, his face a mask of shocked misery and pain. “What’s wrong, what is it? Oh, my God, what can be wrong with her?” He looked at Ruth. “We must get her upstairs to a bed.”

But Arlette couldn’t move. Her body continued convulsing and foam came out of her mouth. She tried to speak but couldn’t. Ruth’s hand was being pounded by her head, but she barely noticed.

“Make way, I’m a doctor,” a man cried as he shoved through the crowd. He knelt down beside them and grabbed Arlette’s hand, snagging her wrist and feeling for a pulse.

Moaning, Arlette curled into a ball and tried to roll to her side but she suddenly went rigid, gave a gasp, and flopped onto her back.

The doctor put his nose to her mouth and sniffed at her lips, then he leaned back, made a fist, and smacked her hard in the chest.

Lewis screamed and grabbed at the doctor’s arm as he started to do it a second time. “What are you doing?” he yelled.

“Let me go.” He jerked his arm away and landed another blow on her chest. “I’m trying to start her heart and save her life. She’s not breathing.”

But despite the doctor’s valiant efforts, Arlette Banfield wasn’t going to be dancing at the ball tonight. She was dead.
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The household of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon was settled in for the evening. Mrs. Goodge, the elderly, white-haired cook, had taken her cat, Samson, and retired to her room. Wiggins, the footman, had taken his notebook and gone upstairs to the attic room to write up his thoughts for the day, and Phyllis, the maid, who was the last to go up, asked the housekeeper, Mrs. Jeffries, if she might borrow yesterday’s newspaper to read.

Mrs. Jeffries, who always encouraged the staff to better themselves, handed over the Times. After the housemaid had disappeared upstairs, Mrs. Jeffries went down the hallway to the inspector’s study. She knocked lightly, opened the door, and stuck her head into the room. The inspector looked up from the stack of files on his desk. He was a dark-haired man in his late forties with a thin, bony face, a pale complexion, and a large mustache of which he was rather proud. His spectacles had slipped down his nose.

“I’m going to lock up, sir, and I wondered if you needed anything,” she said.

Witherspoon smiled. “I’m fine, Mrs. Jeffries. But you go on up. I’ll check the house locks before I retire.” He broke off as they heard someone pounding on the front door. Mrs. Jeffries turned and started for the front of the house.

Witherspoon shot to his feet and raced after her. “Let me answer it, Mrs. Jeffries,” he ordered. “It’s dark now and we don’t know who is out there.”

Mrs. Jeffries slowed her steps and he pushed past her to the front door. His words made sense. Inspector Gerald Witherspoon had arrested more murderers than  anyone in the history of the Metropolitan Police Force, and even killers had friends or family that might want a bit of vengeance.

The inspector opened the door an inch or so and peeked through the crack. “My goodness, it’s Constable Griffiths. Come in, Constable.”

“Thank you, sir.” Griffiths took off his helmet and tucked it under his arm as he stepped inside. “I’m sorry to disturb you but I’m afraid it’s urgent.” He spotted Mrs. Jeffries and nodded respectfully. “Good evening, ma’am.”

She smiled in return as her mind raced through the possibilities that would have brought him to the house this late in the day.

“There’s been a murder in St. John’s Wood, and they want you there straightaway,” Griffiths said.

Witherspoon grimaced. “St. John’s Wood isn’t my district.” He hated it when he got called out to another district. It tended to annoy the local police no end, and the inspector hated discord among his fellow officers.

“Yes, sir, I know, but the orders came from the chief inspector himself. He sent a telegram asking for you. The address is number eleven Wallington Square, St. John’s Wood. I’m to go with you, sir.”

Witherspoon sighed inwardly and hoped the superintendent for that particular police division wouldn’t hold it against him. It wasn’t his fault he was constantly summoned to murders outside his district. He’d no idea why he had a talent for solving homicides, but he did, and now he was always getting stuck with the difficult ones. “Has anyone notified Constable Barnes?” He and Barnes always worked together.

“He’s being notified to meet us at the murder scene, sir,” Griffiths replied.

Mrs. Jeffries glanced up the stairs, hoping against hope that Wiggins had heard the commotion and would come down, but the staircase was empty. She went to the coat tree and grabbed the inspector’s hat. “Here you are, sir.” She handed it to him as he straightened his tie. “Should I get your suit coat? I believe I saw it on the back of your chair.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Jeffries, that would be most kind of you.”

She hurried back to the study, her mind working furiously as to what could be done on such short notice. Drat, she thought, it was too bad that Smythe no longer lived in the house. Having him available to get to the murder house would be very useful. But when he and Betsy had married, they’d moved into their own flat.

Grabbing Witherspoon’s coat, she raced back to the front door. She decided that it would be best to send Wiggins to get the others. At least she had the address at the ready so the men could get over there and see what they could learn.

“Here you are, sir.” She helped him into the garment. “I take it you’ll be very late getting home?”

“I imagine so.” He nodded to the constable and they started out the door. “Don’t wait up for me, Mrs. Jeffries.”

As soon as they were gone, Mrs. Jeffries took the stairs two at a time. She was out of breath when she reached Wiggins’ room but she could tell he was still up by the light under his door. She knocked softly.

Wiggins stuck his head out. He was a round-faced  young man in his early twenties. He had brown hair, blue eyes, and fair skin. “Mrs. Jeffries, is everything alright?”

“We’ve got a murder,” she said. “You’ll need to go and get the others.”

One of the reasons that Gerald Witherspoon was so very good at solving murders was because he had a great deal of help. Of course he’d no idea that his entire household, under the leadership of Mrs. Jeffries, actively assisted him on each and every case.

Wiggins grinned widely. “It’s about time. I thought we’d never get us another one. Sorry, Mrs. Jeffries.” His smile disappeared as she scowled in disapproval. “I know it’s not right to be happy when some poor soul gets done in, but we’ve not had one for almost three months.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied. She’d frowned to remind him that it was morally wrong to rejoice in the death of another human being, but the fact was, she was a bit of a hypocrite. She’d been thrilled when Constable Griffiths had announced there was a murder. It had been a long dry spell for them and the truth of the matter was, they loved helping the inspector. It was far more interesting than dusting furniture, making beds, or doing the household accounts. “But we’ve got one now. I’ll wake Mrs. Goodge and you go get Betsy and Smythe . . . oh dear, perhaps that’s not such a good idea, considering Betsy’s condition.”

“Cor blimey, Mrs. Jeffries, she’ll be madder than a drenched cat if we try to keep her out of this,” Wiggins exclaimed. “You know what she’s like.”

“True. But we’ll all have to keep reminding her that she’s to be extra careful.”

“The little one isn’t due for some months yet, so it  should be alright,” Wiggins murmured. He hated the idea that Betsy wouldn’t be on the case. It wouldn’t be right if she wasn’t part of it.

“Even so, it might cause a bit of friction in the household,” she warned. “And it will be our task to ensure that Smythe knows we’re all helping to keep an eye on her so she doesn’t overdo it.”

“What about Phyllis?” Wiggins asked. He ducked back into his room to grab his change purse, but as the door was wide open, he could hear her reply.

Mrs. Jeffries sighed. She’d known this day was coming, but they’d not decided what to do about it. Phyllis had come to the household as a day maid before Smythe and Betsy were married. She’d only moved into the house when the inspector’s last case had been solved, and she didn’t know about their activities. Yet now that she lived here, it would be impossible to keep her in the dark.

“We’ll have to tell her something,” the housekeeper replied. “But we can deal with that in the morning.”

“Should I get Luty and Hatchet as well?” He closed the bedroom door and they started down the stairs.

“No. I’ll send a street lad early tomorrow morning with a message. I just want Smythe and Betsy here as soon as possible. I’ve got the address of the murder house, and it might be useful if you and Smythe went there and had a look around.”

 

Witherspoon paid the hansom driver and stared across the road at number 11. Behind the tall wrought-iron fence, the huge Georgian house was ablaze with light. An oval-shaped driveway led to a portico where people  in formal evening dress were clustered together in small groups. Neighbors and passersby crowded along the pavement and peeked through the fence spokes, many of them standing on tiptoes to get a view of the proceedings. A good half dozen policemen stood guard across the two driveway entrances, and there was another standing in front of the gate.

“Looks like we’d better go in, sir.” Constable Barnes’ voice came from behind him.

The inspector whirled around and smiled gratefully. “You made very good time getting here, Constable.”

Barnes grinned broadly. He was a tall, craggy-faced man close to retirement. He had a florid complexion, a ramrod-straight spine, and a headful of wavy, iron gray hair under his policeman’s helmet. “The department has gotten clever, sir; they sent a telegram to the local station just around the corner from us and one of the lads brought me the message that I was needed.” He’d been staring toward the house as he spoke. “Good gracious, sir, I believe I see Lady Cannonberry waving at us. She’s by the front door.”

“Lady Cannonberry?” Witherspoon frowned in confusion. “Oh, that’s right, she said she had a social obligation tonight, but I’d no idea it was here.” He glanced at Constable Griffiths as they crossed the road and started toward the house. “Stay with us, Constable. You’re familiar with my methods and I’ll need you to round up witnesses.”

Ruth rushed down the driveway and pushed past the constables guarding the entrance. “Thank God you’re here, Gerald.” She halted in front of the inspector. “I  can’t get anyone to listen to me. All sorts of evidence is being overlooked and trampled and everyone wants to leave. You must do something.”

“Are you alright?” he asked quickly. “Yes, of course you are. Now, before I can do anything, you must tell me what’s happened.”

“Our hostess, Arlette Banfield, has been poisoned.” Ruth tugged on his sleeve, urging him toward the house. “And I don’t think the family quite realizes this is no longer a private matter but a criminal investigation. They don’t seem to want to do things properly and they tried to clean up everything in the ballroom.”

As they crossed the portico, people broke off conversations and stared at them with both hostility and curiosity. The constable standing guard at the entrance opened the door, and they stepped into the foyer. Ruth took the lead, dashing down a hallway and ushering them into a huge room filled with white-clothed tables, flowers, candles, and a long buffet table at one end.

Barnes pointed in the opposite direction, toward the terrace. “Those doors are open, but I can see several constables out there.” He smiled in approval. “That’s good. I think I’ll go have a word and make sure they haven’t let anyone leave the premises.” He started toward the terrace.

“And who might you be?” a woman’s voice boomed from one of the tables by the deserted orchestra.

Witherspoon turned and saw a group of people in elegant evening clothes clustered together. Only one was seated, a dark-haired man; his head was down and an expression of disbelief was on his handsome face.  Next to him was a tall woman with silver gray hair and a very stern countenance. “I asked who you were,” she repeated.

Barnes halted in his tracks and glanced at Witherspoon.

“I’m Inspector Witherspoon and this is Constable Barnes. Who might you be?”

“Geraldine Banfield. My nephew owns this house,” she snapped and then turned her attention to Ruth. “You had no right to drag the police here. My family won’t stand for this kind of public humiliation . . .”

“I’m afraid I insisted the police be sent for as well.” Another man spoke up. He stood on the other side of the table and jerked his chin down to where the lower half of a woman’s body could be seen lying on the floor. “I’ve good reason to believe a crime has been committed. I’m almost certain Mrs. Banfield has been poisoned, so that makes it a police matter.” To Witherspoon he added, “I’m Dr. Phineas Pendleton.”

“They wanted to move the body, Gerald,” Ruth hissed into his ear as they moved toward the doctor. “But Dr. Pendleton and I wouldn’t let them. We wouldn’t let them touch the dishes, either, and they’ve all been raising a fuss about that as well.”

“This is most undignified,” one of the other women clustered around the table muttered. “I shall make sure the Home Secretary hears of this.”

Ruth stepped back as the two policemen turned their attention to the victim. The inspector forced several deep breaths into his lungs as he crossed the small space to where the doctor stood. To give himself a few more seconds before he’d have to look at the corpse, he looked  at Dr. Pendleton. The fellow was short and burly and had thick dark brown hair. “Why are you so certain she’s been poisoned?”

“Her breath, Inspector; it smells of almonds,” Pendleton replied. “That generally indicates that cyanide, usually in the form of prussic acid, has been ingested.”

“That’s absurd. No one we’re acquainted with would do such a thing,” the Home Secretary’s friend exclaimed.

“It’s alright, Rosalind,” Geraldine Banfield said to her. “All of them are going to pay for this humiliation.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Geraldine,” the man who’d been sitting dejectedly suddenly blurted out. “My wife’s just died and these men are doing their jobs, so I’ll thank you to hold your tongue. If you or your friends say one word to the Home Secretary, you’ll have to remove yourself from this establishment. Do I make myself clear?”

“Lewis, you’ve never spoken to me like this before.” Geraldine’s voice trembled. “I’ve lived here all my life . . .”

“Yes, but it’s my house, isn’t it?” he retorted. “My wife is dead and you’ve done nothing but concern yourself with the family name.”

She stared at him in stunned silence, then drew herself up and said, “I’m sorry, Lewis, of course I’m upset that Arlette is dead. Please forgive me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll wait for the police in the morning room.” Straightening her spine and holding her head high, she left the room. Two other women left the group and followed after her.

As soon as the ladies had disappeared, Lewis got up and extended his hand toward the inspector. “I’m Lewis  Banfield. Arlette was my wife.” His eyes filled with tears as the two men shook. “And now she’s gone and I’ve no idea what to do next.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Witherspoon replied. “And I assure you, sir, if your wife was indeed murdered, we’ll do everything in our power to find the culprit. You have my word on that.”

An older man with an enormous mustache came over and draped his arm over Lewis’ shoulder. “Come away, Lewis, and we’ll let the police do their job.” He glanced at the two policemen. “I’m Sir Ralph Fetchman. I’m sure you’ve a number of questions for those of us who were at the table when . . . when it happened. But there’s no reason for us to stay in here, is there? We’ll be in Lewis’ study.”

“Yes, of course. We’ll be there in a few moments to take your statements.”

When the last of the group had left the ballroom, Witherspoon said to Constable Griffiths, “Constable, except for household members and the people sitting with the victim, everyone else can leave. Just ensure that we have everyone’s name and address. You’ll probably need to get some other lads to help with that chore, and if anyone refuses to cooperate, come and get Constable Barnes.”

In his experience a murder like this one appeared to be wasn’t a random occurrence but was almost always committed by someone close to the victim. As long as he could speak with everyone connected to the Banfield household, there was no point in keeping the guests here any longer.

He turned his attention to the doctor. “I would appreciate it if you would stay until the police surgeon arrives. As you are a physician, he might have some questions for you.”

“Actually, I am the police surgeon for this district,” he replied. “I hope that isn’t awkward. After all, I could well be a suspect. I was here as a guest this evening.”

“Did you know Mrs. Banfield?”

He shook his head. “No, I’ve never met the lady. I was invited here tonight because my great-uncle is one of Mr. Lewis Banfield’s business associates.”

“Then I see no reason why you shouldn’t continue as the police surgeon.”

“What about me, Gerald?” Ruth tugged at his sleeve. “I was sitting at the table when she was poisoned. Won’t you need to take my statement as well? I don’t want any special treatment because we’re . . . er . . . friends.”

Witherspoon smiled gratefully, touched that she was trying to make his task easier. But then again, that was one of the reasons she was so special to him. “If you could wait out on the terrace, I’ll come and take your statement as soon as we’ve finished here.”

Ruth nodded and hurried off toward the open doors.

Witherspoon stepped around the table and looked down to where the victim lay. He was very squeamish about corpses, but more than anything else, this one made him sad. She was so very young to have died.

Arlette Banfield was on her back, eyes open, mouth gaping slightly, and hands lying neatly at her sides. The inspector knelt beside her. He studied her for a moment. “Where was she sitting?” he asked.

“In this chair here.” The doctor pointed to a chair a few feet away. “It got knocked away from the table when we put her on the floor.”

“Was she sitting at this table?” Barnes pointed to the one nearest the body. The pure white of the cloth was marred by a huge stain were a decanter of red wine had overturned. Two crystal glasses had smashed into the ornate centerpiece and shards of glass now glistened atop the lily petals. A blue champagne flute was lying on its side next to a crumpled serviette.

“Yes, I believe so,” the doctor replied. He glanced at Witherspoon. “Your friend Lady Cannonberry wouldn’t let them clear this table. She didn’t want any evidence destroyed and I must say, I agreed with her.”

Witherspoon nodded and kept his gaze on the body. “Are you certain she was poisoned?”

“She was greeting guests in the foyer when I arrived this evening and there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with her then. Healthy young women don’t generally die for no apparent reason, Inspector. As far as I could tell, she didn’t have a heart attack or stroke. The symptoms I observed are consistent with poisoning,” he explained. “But I’ll be able to tell you more after the postmortem.”

“Could it have been accidental?” Barnes asked.

“It’s unlikely.” Pendleton shook his head. “We’re in a formal ballroom, and I can’t think of any reason why anyone would have prussic acid or cyanide here when there’s a houseful of people.”

“Did you witness her actual death?” Witherspoon asked.

The doctor pointed to a table on the far side of the room. “I was sitting over there, so I didn’t have a completely unobstructed view, and frankly, I’d not been paying any attention to Mrs. Banfield until after they began shouting for a doctor. I was chatting with the others at my table. By the time I got here, Mrs. Banfield was already having convulsions and she couldn’t breathe. Seconds after I got to her, her heart stopped. I tried reviving her but it didn’t work.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Witherspoon said. “If you could supervise the removal of the body, I would be most grateful. The mortuary van should be here shortly.” He turned to Barnes. “Get someone to take all the items off the table into evidence and then we’ll interview witnesses.”

Barnes waved a constable over and relayed the message. Then he said to Witherspoon, “Did you want to have a word with Lady Cannonberry now?” Barnes knew her observations and information would be valuable, but he couldn’t say as such to the inspector.

Ruth Cannonberry was one of the Witherspoon household’s special friends, in that she helped them when the inspector had a murder. Barnes had worked with the inspector ever since they’d solved those horrible Kensington High Street murders when Witherspoon was still in charge of the Records Room. Over the years, he’d realized the inspector had a good deal of assistance on his cases and it hadn’t taken him long to realize that the inspector’s servants, under the lead of the housekeeper, Mrs. Jeffries, were the ones doing the helping. They were out in the streets finding clues, following leads, and  collecting the sort of gossip a copper couldn’t get close to in a million years. But the inspector’s staff went to great pains to keep Witherspoon in the dark about their activities. For the longest time, Barnes had pretended he didn’t know what they were up to, but eventually he’d let Mrs. Jeffries know he knew what they were up to and that he approved.

The constable was no fool. Witherspoon’s remarkable success as a homicide detective had made the man a legend in the department, and much of that glory had spilled the constable’s way. But more important, he felt he’d done more for the cause of justice in these last years with the inspector than in all his previous years on the force put together. That meant more to him than anything. He’d admit to a bit of vanity, but it was justice that was really important. So he kept their secret and aided them when he could.

“That’s a good idea. I’ll have Constable Griffiths take her formal statement so there’s no hint of impropriety in the investigation. But there’s no reason I shouldn’t have a word with her as well.”

 

Not wanting to wake Phyllis, Mrs. Jeffries warned everyone to keep their voices down. They were huddled around the kitchen table. Mrs. Goodge, the white-haired, portly cook, had made tea, and Betsy, the blond-haired maid, and her husband, Smythe, the coachman, had arrived from their flat, which was less than a quarter of a mile away.

Mrs. Jeffries looked at Smythe. “How fast can you get to St. John’s Wood?”

He was a tall, powerfully built man with dark brown hair, harsh features, and a ready smile softened by the kindness in his brown eyes. “If we can get a hansom, it shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes. This time of night the traffic isn’t bad. But we’d best get goin’.”

“Drink your tea; it might be summer but it can get nippy out there.” Betsy patted his arm. She was as protective of her husband as he was of her. They had been married since Christmas. Theirs had been a long and rather awkward courtship. He was fifteen years older than her, and their marriage had been put off twice by circumstances beyond their control. “And you don’t know how long you’ll be out.”

Smythe laughed and picked up his mug. He drained it in one long gulp. “Come along, Wiggins.” He pushed back from the table and stood up. “Let’s see if we can find out anything useful. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” He bent over and gave Betsy a light kiss on the cheek.

Fred, the household’s mongrel dog, got to his feet as the two men headed for the back hall. He wagged his tail hopefully. “Sorry, boy.” The footman paused to stroke the animal’s head. “We’ll go walkies when I get back. You stay here and guard the ladies.”

Betsy snorted delicately. “Guard us, indeed! We can take care of ourselves.”

The men laughed and disappeared down the hallway.

“But Fred has come in handy a time or two,” Mrs. Goodge pointed out.

“True,” Betsy agreed. “But it galls me that the men get to go off and have all the fun while we’re stuck here twiddling our thumbs.”

“We’re not twiddling our thumbs,” Mrs. Jeffries declared. “We’re coming up with ideas and strategies to solve this case. The first thing we must decide is what we’re going to do about Phyllis.”

Betsy tapped her finger against her chin. “Well, we’ve become fairly good friends and she’s got a good head on her shoulders. She’s quite smart.”

Mrs. Goodge and Mrs. Jeffries exchanged amused glances. When Phyllis had first come to the household, Betsy hadn’t been very nice to the poor girl.

Betsy was now a lovely matron in her twenties, but she had arrived at the Witherspoon household by collapsing on the inspector’s doorstep when she was just a lass. He’d insisted they nurse the girl back to health and, even though she was completely untrained and had no references, when she’d recovered he’d offered her a position as a housemaid. Betsy would do anything for the inspector. He’d saved her from living on the streets. When she’d first married Smythe and they’d moved into their own flat, she’d felt that she was being pushed out and had taken her misery out on poor Phyllis. But since she’d come to her senses, the two young women had become fast friends.

“So you think we should tell her what we’re doing?” Mrs. Jeffries commented.

“Yes, she can help,” Betsy said. “Mind you, she’s a bit of a nervous Nell; she’s always worrying about losing her position. But she’s ever such a sweet girl. It isn’t right to keep her out of everything.”

“I agree,” the cook added.

Mrs. Jeffries nodded. She knew they didn’t really have  any other option. “But you do understand that once we bring her ‘on board,’ so to speak, we’ll have to make sure she knows that our work is a secret. Oh dear, I’m not explaining this very well. It’s just that with Luty and Hatchet helping and Lady Cannonberry as well as Dr. Bosworth, well, it seems as if half of London knows our little secret.”

Luty Belle Crookshank and her butler, Hatchet, had been witnesses in the inspector’s second case. Luty had figured out what the household was up to and had come to them when she needed help. Ever since, the two of them had insisted on helping. Dr. Bosworth was a physician who worked at St. Thomas’ Hospital and he assisted them as well. He had some very advanced ideas about what one could learn by studying the corpse and the scene of a murder. To date, only a few of his colleagues and the household of Upper Edmonton Gardens appreciated his theories.

“I know what you’re sayin’,” the cook agreed with a sigh. “But Betsy’s right, it wouldn’t be right to keep her out of it. Besides, we don’t know that she’ll want to help. She might want to stay out of it. Not everyone wants to dash about asking questions and hunting clues.”

The cook got all of her information without ever leaving the kitchen. Mrs. Goodge had spent a lifetime working in some of the finest and most aristocratic households in the country. She had a vast network of former colleagues she could call upon to find out what she needed to know. Luckily, most of her old acquaintances were more than willing to come around for a long natter over a cup of tea and plate of sweets. If she couldn’t find anything useful from her old friends, she had another source to tap.

Everyone who set foot in her kitchen was fair game. Mrs. Goodge believed that everyone had ears and heard things. Delivery boys, rag and bone men, street vendors, the butcher’s lad, tinkers—all of them were fed tea and treats as she ruthlessly pumped them for bits and pieces about victims and suspects. Sometimes she was amazed by how much she learned. But then again, a lifetime in service had shown her that most of the upper classes didn’t consider servants to be people, so they rarely guarded their tongues in their hearing.

That, of course, was of great value to her and the others who pursued justice.

“I suppose you’re both right,” Mrs. Jeffries said. “We’ll tell her tomorrow before Luty and Hatchet get here. Let’s just hope that Smythe and Wiggins are able to get us a few bits of information.”

“They will.” Betsy patted her rounded belly. “And then we can get out and about. I can’t wait! It’s been ages since we’ve had a case.”
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