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            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         As Daisy took her hat from the wardrobe shelf and turned to the looking glass, Nana capered hopefully around her heels. Daisy looked down and sighed.
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ she said. The little dog’s feathery tail and ears drooped. ‘Believe me, I’d much rather take you up Primrose Hill than go to the dentist, but I’ve put it off too long already. I can’t pretend I’ve forgotten the appointment when the blasted tooth aches like billy-o.’ With the tip of her tongue she probed the hole – big enough to swallow a dinosaur, or at least to trip one.
         
 
         Setting the cloche on her shingled curls, she straightened it and admired her reflection. Lilac coloured, with a cluster of pale yellow primroses to one side of the narrow brim, it was new for spring, ‘And rather dashing, don’t you think, Nana?’
         
 
         She had acquired vast quantities of new clothes since her wedding six months ago. Her mother-in-law and her friend Lucy, though disapproving of each other on sight, agreed on one thing: Daisy’s wardrobe was a disgrace. She had gone from the nursery to earning her own meagre living via school uniform and the exigencies of wartime shortages, and fashion had never been one of her priorities.
         
 
         It was difficult to be enthusiastic when today’s styles stressed the straight-up-and-down boyish figure which she would never attain. She did have decent legs, though, and the latest spring hemlines for 1924 had risen again to near the knee, to the elder Mrs Fletcher’s outrage.
         
 
         Still, Daisy felt she had quite successfully split the difference between the expectations of her mama-in-law, widow of a bank manager, and Lucy, a smart young woman-about-town. At least, Lucy considered her new clothes dowdy, while Mrs Fletcher thought them far too modish for a respectable suburban matron. Alec seemed satisfied, and in the end that was all that mattered.
         
 
         Belinda had chosen the hat. Daisy, always clad in daisy-print dresses and daisy-decked hats in nursery days, had continued to follow the path of least resistance in that regard. Her ten-year-old stepdaughter was more adventurous on her behalf. On a joint shopping expedition, she had spotted the lilac cloche with its primroses and insisted that it was perfect for Daisy.
         
 
         Its purchase had necessitated the ordering of a new spring costume to match, in lilac jersey, with a pale yellow silk blouse. Though it was tailored instead of off-the-rack in Selfridge’s Bargain Basement, Alec had not even blinked at the bill. ‘Worth every penny,’ he had said appreciatively the first time she wore it.
         
 
         ‘Yes, quite fetching,’ Daisy said now, and powdered her nose. Lip rouge? No, it would only come off all over the dentist’s hands.
         
 
         The dentist … ugh! At the thought, the tooth gave a particularly vicious twinge. She moaned, and Nana licked her hand anxiously.
         
 
         ‘I’d better get going. Mustn’t risk annoying Mr Talmadge by being late when I’m going to be entirely at his mercy. What a way to start off a new week!’
         
 
         She hurried downstairs. The sun was shining outside, but the April morning had alternated between sun and showers so she took a light coat from the coat closet at the back of the hall. On the way to the front door, pulling on her gloves, she stuck her head into the sitting room to say, ‘I’m just on my way to the dentist, Mother.’
         
 
         It still felt strange to call Mrs Fletcher ‘Mother’. Not for any sentimental reason – her own mother, Lady Dalrymple, had rarely visited the nursery, and now Daisy visited the dowager viscountess as rarely as she could get away with. Mrs Fletcher, on the other hand, was ever-present. Admittedly, having her continue to run the household allowed Daisy to pursue her journalistic career, but she was definitely a damper.
         
 
         ‘Don’t forget your umbrella,’ Mrs Fletcher said, looking up from the menus she was planning for the next day. ‘You’ll have to hurry if you’re not to be late for your appointment. You won’t want to offend Mr Talmadge. He’s a neighbour as well as a dentist, remember. An excellent dentist. Where’s the dog? Put it out before you go, please, Daisy. I don’t want it making a mess in here, burying bones under the carpet.’
         
 
         The bone burying had been a single incident, several weeks ago, but Nana was a bone of contention. Mrs Fletcher regarded her every misdeed as entirely Daisy’s fault, since she had persuaded Alec to let Belinda adopt the puppy. Daisy took her to the kitchen, where Dobson, busy with the lunch dishes, welcomed her with a crust of toast.
         
 
         ‘She can go out while it’s sunny, ma’am. If she does trample a few daffies, well, there’s plenty, and at least she isn’t a digger, I’ll say that for her. I’ll call her in if it rains.’ 
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Dobson. I shan’t be more than an hour or so. I hope.’
         
 
         ‘The dentist, isn’t it, ma’am? Rotten luck, but Mr Talmadge is ever so good. Everybody says so.’
         
 
         Everyone said Raymond Talmadge was a good dentist, Daisy thought as she hurried, pillar-box red umbrella in hand, down the front path to the tree-lined street. In his middle thirties, Talmadge was presumably experienced at his profession without being out of touch with the latest techniques. He was also extremely good-looking, in a pale blond, square jawed, rather Nordic way. She had met him and his wife at someone’s dinner party, and again for cocktails at someone else’s house. Also, the Fletchers had been invited to their house once, for drinks before Sunday lunch.
         
 
         The demands of Alec’s profession enabled the two of them to avoid a good deal of the St John’s Wood entertaining circuit. The demands of Alec’s mother ensured that they did not escape altogether. Mrs Fletcher was determined to introduce Daisy to her circle.
         
 
         Good neighbourliness also played a part. Daisy didn’t want to be thought above her company, labouring as she did under the disadvantage of the ‘Honourable’ before her name. It had inevitably become known, though she rarely used it. (After all, a distant cousin was now Viscount Dalrymple of Fairacres, since Gervaise was killed in Flanders and their father had succumbed to the flu pandemic.) So, while reserving her mornings for work and declining invitations to morning coffee, she accepted those for lunch and afternoon tea when her schedule allowed. Naturally, these were usually hen parties, their unstated purpose the exchange of gossip. 
         
 
         Daisy was quite surprised at the innocuous nature of the gossip. Apparently the professional middle class were as solidly respectable as their reputation.
         
 
         She had made two new friends, mothers of school friends of Belinda, but she didn’t feel she had come to know any of the other women well. Mrs Talmadge, the dentist’s wife, she recalled as one of the smart set, always impeccably dressed.
         
 
         Daisy returned to the present as she turned onto the street where they lived. Mr Talmadge’s surgery was in his house. Many of the large, detached houses were half-hidden from the street by laurels and hollies, behind railings. The Talmadges’ was separated from the pavement by a low brick wall fronting a lawn with a big chestnut, not yet in bloom. Brick gateposts framed the gravel carriage drive, and on one of these was a brass plate: Raymond Talmadge, Dental Surgeon LRCS 9.30–12.30, 2.00–5.30.
         
 
         The sight of it made Daisy’s tooth throb, and butterflies started frisking about in her stomach.
         
 
         She glanced at her wristwatch. Dead on two. She was just in time. She crunched up the drive, flanked by a neat bed of daffodils and crocuses. A paved path led off to the front door, but a sign on the corner of the building sternly admonished her to continue around the side for the surgery.
         
 
         Ahead, the drive continued past the house to a garage at the bottom of the garden. To Daisy’s left, the house had two side doors, some yards apart. She stopped at the first, which announced Surgery – Enter. The door was unlocked so she obeyed.
         
 
         The waiting room was deserted. The chairs against the white-painted walls looked reasonably comfortable, but Daisy felt much too fidgety to sit still. She noted without interest a rack with a selection of magazines, including a Punch  she hadn’t read and an old Town  and  Country  with one of her articles. The view from the window was less than engrossing: the yellow gravel drive and a high brick wall, covered with greenish bronze Virginia creeper, just beginning to leaf out.
         
 
         Daisy turned back to the room. The wall to her right had a door in it, guarded by a desk with a modern, glass-fronted cabinet full of files behind it. On the desktop were a telephone, an open appointment book and a stack of three or four manila folders.
         
 
         She went to look. The top folder had her name on it, so she flipped it open. Inside was nothing but a blank invoice form. Naturally – she hadn’t seen Talmadge before. She wondered vaguely whether she ought to try to track down the dental records from her childhood and get them sent to him. It was ages since she’d seen a dentist.
         
 
         And now she was here, she wanted to get the horrid business over with. Her watch said nearly ten past. She knocked on the door of the torture chamber.
         
 
         No response. At that moment, she realized that the nagging pain which had driven her hither had vanished. Obviously the hole in her tooth was nowhere near as large as her tongue had led her to believe. Anyway, no one was here to deal with it, so she might as well go home. If the ache returned, she could always make another appointment. She’d better make her escape while the going was good, and ring up from home to explain why she had left.
         
 
         Daisy was halfway across the waiting room when she heard hasty footsteps crunching on the gravel outside. The door swung open and a young woman in a grey cloak and white nurse’s cap appeared, high-coloured and breathing hard. 
         
 
         ‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ she cried. Even in her flustered state she was quite pretty, though rather sharp featured. She stripped off her gloves, dropped them on the desk and cast off her cloak to reveal a neat navy frock with white collar and cuffs. ‘I’m Nurse Hensted, and you must be Mrs Fletcher. Mr Talmadge hasn’t called you through?’
         
 
         ‘No. I knocked and there was no answer.’
 
         ‘That’s odd. He’s usually ever so punctual. But so am I, and look at me.’ Miss Hensted checked the watch pinned to her bodice. ‘Nearly ten minutes late! Lucky for me he is too. I’ll just go set everything ready for you and by that time he’ll be here.’
         
 
         Daisy resigned herself to going through with the dreaded business.
         
 
         The nurse turned the handle of the connecting door, but it didn’t open. ‘Oh dear! I wonder why he locked it? Maybe he decided to go out to lunch. He usually leaves it unlocked when he’s in the house.’
         
 
         ‘He must have been delayed,’ said Daisy, seizing the chance of a reprieve. ‘I can come back another time.’
         
 
         ‘Oh no, Mrs Fletcher, I’m sure he’ll be here any minute. There’ll be plenty of time for an examination at least, even if you should need another appointment. I’ll tell you what, I’ll go round to the front door and check if he’s just got busy with something and not noticed the time. I expect that’s it. Why don’t you come with me?’
         
 
         By this time Daisy was beginning to be distinctly annoyed with Talmadge. She was, after all, a neighbour as well as a patient, and he ought to have had the courtesy to be on time for her. Rather than twiddle her thumbs in the depressing waiting room, she accompanied Nurse Hensted, hoping for another opportunity to flee without looking like a coward. 
         
 
         A shower began to spatter down as they turned onto the paved path.
         
 
         ‘Botheration,’ said Daisy, ‘I’ve left my umbrella in the waiting room. I’d better fetch it.’
         
 
         ‘It will wait,’ Miss Hensted pointed out, apparently without humorous intent. ‘We’ll be inside in a moment, if you come along. Otherwise I may get left on the doorstep while the maid goes to find Mr Talmadge. They all know Mrs Talmadge gets snippy at me going through the house.’
         
 
         She seemed quite apprehensive, so Daisy, with an internal sigh, agreed. They hurried to the front door and had just reached it when a taxicab turned into the drive.
         
 
         Mrs Talmadge emerged. She wore a smart fawn coat, its shawl collar and wide cuffs trimmed with dark bands of astrakhan, as was her cloche hat. Even her handbag had astrakhan trimmings. As she approached, she put up the hat’s short veil and Daisy saw in her face signs of agitation or distress, a redness around the eyes, not quite concealed by careful make-up.
         
 
         ‘What is going on, Nurse?’ she asked sharply, and then, ‘Oh, it’s you, Mrs Fletcher, good afternoon. Is there something I can do for you?’
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon,’ said Daisy.
 
         Before she could explain, Miss Hensted interrupted, sounding quite antagonistic. ‘It’s Mr Talmadge. Mrs Fletcher came for her appointment and he’s not there. The door’s locked so we came round to see if maybe he’s overslept his forty winks or something.’
         
 
         Mrs Talmadge, her hand on the door handle, glanced back. A brief look passed between the two women. A shared secret, with no  trace  of liking,  Daisy thought.  Did  Raymond Talmadge sometimes drink too much at lunch? But no, his reputation as a first-class dentist would never have survived that kind of overindulgence.
         
 
         ‘We had a difficult morning,’ the nurse continued. ‘Two screaming kiddies, and old Mr Pettigrew, who’s set on keeping all his teeth though half of them ought to be pulled.’
         
 
         ‘My husband will be so sorry to have kept you waiting, Mrs Fletcher. Do come in out of the rain.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, but I won’t stay. I can make another appointment and come back another day.’
         
 
         ‘Oh no, you mustn’t do that. I know how difficult it is to nerve oneself to see a dentist. Raymond will certainly fit you in this afternoon.’
         
 
         Curses, foiled again! Daisy meekly followed Mrs Talmadge into the house, Nurse Hensted at her heels.
         
 
         On her previous visit, Daisy had been too busy trying to recall the names and faces of new acquaintances to pay the house much heed. The hall was welcoming, parquet floored, with daffodils in a green glass vase on the glossy walnut half-moon table. Reflected in the looking glass hanging over the table, the flowers glowed like an indoor sun. Beside the vase, a silver tray held a couple of calling cards and three or four unopened letters. Ignoring these, Mrs Talmadge opened a door on the left and glanced into the room beyond.
         
 
         ‘He’s not in his study. Surely he’s not still eating lunch. It’s Cook’s day off, so she left him a cold lunch.’ As she spoke, Mrs Talmadge crossed to the opposite door and opened it. ‘He hasn’t eaten it. I wonder if he decided to go out instead and something delayed him? Just let me check the drawing room.’
         
 
         They all trooped into the drawing room, a large room at the back of the house, furnished in the elegantly simple style of Sheraton or Hepplewhite – Daisy could never remember the difference. The wallpaper, striped in muted tones of lilac and blue, was perfectly complemented by two vases of vibrant Dutch iris. Yet the overall effect was lifeless, almost museumlike, wonderful for entertaining but unattractive for a cosy evening at home. No books or magazines lay about, no chess or draughts board with a half-played game, no jigsaw puzzle begun and temporarily abandoned, not even a record left out on the gramophone.
         
 
         It reminded Daisy of the Fletcher house before she had moved in and subverted the rigid order imposed by Alec’s mother. Unlike Alec, though, the Talmadges had no children, so excessive tidiness was more understandable, if not more inviting.
         
 
         It had not, apparently, invited Raymond Talmadge to snooze on one of those stiff brocaded sofas. His wife turned back, looking upset.
         
 
         ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Fletcher. Perhaps he wasn’t feeling well and lay down upstairs. Otherwise I’m afraid he must have gone out to lunch, though I can’t imagine what might have delayed him. Oh, Gladys,’ she said to a maid who was coming down the stairs at the rear of the hall, ‘have you seen the master?’
         
 
         ‘No, ma’am, not since breakfast. We’ve been upstairs doing some mending, me and Miss Kidd. I was coming down to clear the table. If you just came in the front door, I ’spect you just missed him and he’s in the surgery by now.’
         
 
         ‘Of course, we must have just missed him!’ Mrs Talmadge went on past the stairs, her heels tapping on the parquet.
         
 
         Daisy followed. A short passage to the right, leading to an outside door, had a door on each side, one to the kitchen and one to the surgery. 
         
 
         Opening the latter, Mrs Talmadge stepped in. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, turning as if to bar the way.
         
 
         But Daisy was already through the door. There was the dentist’s chair. In it slumped the dentist, his pale hair unmistakable above the mask of the nitrous oxide apparatus clamped to his nostrils, half hiding his moustache. His eyes were closed, his lips curved in a happy smile, almost a grin.
         
 
         Not a drinker but a dope fiend! Or perhaps laughing gas didn’t quite count as ‘dope’, but if his patients found out he was addicted to the stuff, his practice was bound to suffer.
         
 
         Realizing she was too late to stop Daisy from seeing him, Mrs Talmadge turned back, saying sharply, ‘Raymond, this is no time for … Raymond?’ She clutched Daisy’s arm. ‘He’s awfully still!’
         
 
         Daisy tore her gaze from Talmadge’s silly smirk. With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, she observed that his chest did not perceptibly rise and fall. She extracted her sleeve from his wife’s grip and moved forward, her only thought to remove the mask from his face.
         
 
         But would that release the gas into the room and put them all under? She glanced back. Mrs Talmadge stood stock-still, eyes wide, her hand to her mouth. Where was the nurse when she was needed? ‘Call Miss Hensted,’ Daisy ordered, and reached for Talmadge’s wrist.
         
 
         The dentist’s skin was chill to the touch, and try as she might, she could find no pulse.
         
 
         ‘He’s killed himself!’ shrieked Mrs Talmadge.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         Nurse Hensted arrived at last. ‘What’s going on? Oh lord, is …?’
         
 
         ‘I think he’s dead,’ Daisy faltered.
 
         Pushing past Mrs Talmadge, who seemed incapable of movement, Miss Hensted scanned the anaesthetic apparatus. ‘He didn’t turn on the oxygen. I knew he’d bungle it sooner or later.’ She turned a couple of valves, then reached for the wrist Daisy had dropped.
         
 
         ‘Shouldn’t we take off the mask?’ Daisy asked.
 
         ‘No. I’ve turned off the nitrous. He’s getting pure oxygen now, or would be if he was breathing. It’s the only antidote, but the gas bag’s full and the dial’s not moving. It’s too late.’ Grim faced, she laid the limp hand on the arm of the chair. ‘He’s long gone.’
         
 
         ‘Dead!’ Mrs Talmadge burst into noisy sobs, mixed with hiccuping laughter.
         
 
         The nurse slapped her face, hard. The laughter stopped abruptly, but she started gasping and clutching at her throat, while tears ran down her face, streaking her face-powder and making her eye shadow blotch.
         
 
         ‘Hysteria. I’ll deal with her,’ said Miss Hensted, ‘if you wouldn’t mind ringing up the doctor, Mrs Fletcher. Not that he can do anything, but it’s got to be reported.’ 
         
 
         Not waiting for an answer, she hustled Mrs Talmadge out. Daisy heard her in the passage, calling, ‘Gladys! Gladys, come and help me get your mistress upstairs.’
         
 
         Accident or suicide? Daisy wondered. Why had Mrs Talmadge jumped to the conclusion that her husband had killed himself? Whichever, Talmadge’s death had to be reported to the police as well as to his doctor. Alec wouldn’t believe his ears when he heard she’d found herself mixed up in another unnatural death.
         
 
         Accident or suicide, not murder. She nerved herself to take another look at the dead man’s face. He looked too cheerful to have committed suicide, but of course that was the effect of the gas. Odd how he had a discoloured, pinkish brown patch around that horribly smiling mouth, in the otherwise pallid face. A rectangular patch.
         
 
         Steeling herself, Daisy bent to sniff at the discoloration. The cinnamony odour of benzoin tincture was faint but plain.
         
 
         Suddenly cold, she looked again at Talmadge’s arms, laid so neatly on the arms of his chair. Wouldn’t a man who was going to kill himself, or one who planned a few minutes of gas-induced euphoria, relax with his hands in his lap? And what were those creases in the sleeves of his white jacket, an inch or two up from the wrists? The sleeve she and the nurse had not disarranged, in feeling for a pulse, also showed a sort of dent or furrow, as if something had compressed the material.
         
 
         Daisy wildly scanned the room, hoping for something – anything – to dispel her suspicions. She saw all the paraphernalia of a dental surgery: adjustable light, electric drill, a rack of vicious steel implements, sinks for spitting and hand washing, a sterilizer, a mahogany cabinet with dozens of miniature drawers for supplies, a waste bin and a small table with a blank loose-leaf ledger page on it, headed with her name, waiting in vain for notes on the state of her teeth.
         
 
         The cupboard with a red cross on the door presumably held a first-aid kit, a kit containing the simple tools necessary for this particular murder.
         
 
         The evidence might be in the waste bin, but Daisy couldn’t bring herself to look. That was a job for the police. No one must touch anything until they arrived. She checked that the key was in the keyhole on this side of the locked connecting door to the waiting room. Without another glance at the dead man, so much more pathetic now she thought of him as a murder victim, she went to the door to the side passage.
         
 
         The door stood wide open. The key was on the inside. With her gloved hand, Daisy took it out and put it in the outside. She pulled the door closed and locked it, doing her best not to smudge any ‘fingerprints’. Sergeant Tring would be proud of her, she hoped. Then she wrapped the key in her hankie and dropped it in her handbag.
         
 
         She mustn’t give herself time to think about what she had shut away. Time to ring up the doctor and the police. She recalled seeing a phone in the waiting room, but by now more patients might have arrived and she didn’t feel up to coping with them. Surely there was one in the house.
         
 
         As she passed the stairs, the maid came dashing down, pink faced with excitement, the ribbons on her cap floating behind her. She slowed to a more decorous pace on seeing Daisy.
         
 
         ‘Can I help you, madam?’
 
         ‘Yes – Gladys, isn’t it? – I’m looking for a telephone. Do you know who is the Talmadges’ doctor?’
         
 
         ‘Dr Curtis, ma’am. There’s a telephone in the study, in there. The mistress is in such a state, I never seen the like in all me born days! Miss Hensted sent me to put on a kettle for tea and Miss Kidd said fetch the brandy, but I’m sure, ma’am, she ought to have the doctor to her, right enough.’ Her voice sank to a whisper. ‘Screaming and crying she is that the master’s dead!’
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid Mr Talmadge has met with an accident. When you have done as Nurse Hensted told you, you had better go around to the waiting room and tell people there will be no appointments because of an emergency. Put up a notice.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am.’ The girl bobbed a curtsy.
 
         ‘Thank you, Gladys.’ Daisy nodded dismissal and hurried to the study.
         
 
         More of an office than a comfortable retreat, this was apparently where Talmadge did the business of his practice. Daisy sat down at the utilitarian desk, pulled the telephone apparatus towards her and asked the operator to put her through to Dr Curtis. The doctor was another local man she had met socially, an elderly GP who had been the Fletchers’ family practitioner for donkey’s years.
         
 
         The phone rang and rang. At last Dr Curtis’s maid answered. The doctor was out on his rounds.
         
 
         ‘Blast!’ Daisy muttered. But it wasn’t really an emergency. Raymond Talmadge was beyond help, and Miss Hensted was surely capable of coping with Daphne Talmadge’s hysterics. The police would send their own doctor anyway.
         
 
         The police. Taking a deep breath, Daisy asked the operator for Whitehall 1212. Alec was not going to be happy when he heard that after four peaceful months – well, three and a half – she had once again enmeshed herself in a murder enquiry. Or was she imagining the whole thing?
         
 
         ‘Scotland Yard.’ 
         
 
         ‘I’d like to speak to Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher, please.’
         
 
         ‘Who’s speaking?’
 
         ‘This is Mrs Fletcher. It’s urgent.’
 
         ‘Right you are, ma’am, I’ll see if the Chief Inspector is in.’
 
         Over the wire came the sound of whispering and a snicker. Daisy felt herself blushing, a despicable affliction even when there was no one to see. The whole Metropolitan Police force probably knew by now that she was in the Assistant Commissioner (Crime)’s black books for her meddling in a number of cases.
         
 
         ‘Sorry, ma’am, the Chief Inspector’s out.’
 
         ‘Sergeant Tring?’
 
         ‘Went with him. If it’s police business, ma’am, not personal, you’d better tell me about it and I’ll put you through to someone else.’
         
 
         ‘I …’ Daisy hesitated. She didn’t want to speak to someone else, she wanted Alec. ‘It’s … I’m afraid it’s a suspicious death.’
         
 
         ‘Where are you, Mrs Fletcher?’ the voice asked sharply.
 
         She gave the address. ‘It’s …’
 
         ‘You need to ring division HQ, Mrs Fletcher. Have you got a pencil? Here’s the telephone number. I’ll see a message gets to the Chief Inspector when he comes in.’
         
 
         A message and a lot of ragging, Daisy thought resentfully as she wrote down the number and thanked the officer. It wasn’t her fault, let alone Alec’s, that dead bodies bestrewed her path through life. She’d much rather they didn’t.
         
 
         She clicked the hook a couple of times to disconnect the call and summon the operator, and gave the girl the new number. On the first ring a bored voice asked her business. 
         
 
         ‘I want to report a suspicious death.’ It sounded sillier and less likely each time she said it.
         
 
         ‘Suspicious?’
 
         ‘Well, unnatural, anyway.’
 
         ‘Your name, please, madam, and the number you’re ringing from.’
         
 
         ‘Mrs Fletcher.’ Daisy gave the Talmadges’ number, and added their address.
         
 
         ‘Is that your residence, madam?’
 
         ‘No, it’s the victim’s residence, and his dental office. I’m just a patient. A would-be patient, rather. Mr Talmadge, Raymond Talmadge, has died of an overdose of laughing gas. Or maybe suffocation,’ she said doubtfully, remembering the turned-off oxygen.
         
 
         ‘You can leave that to the medicos to decide, madam.’ Boredom banished, the voice was quite cheerful now. ‘I’ll send the police surgeon and one of our detective officers round right away. Hold on a minute, please, madam.’
         
 
         This time, no whispers or snickers reached Daisy’s ears. Either the Yard gossip had not reached the divisions, or they had not realized that she was that  Mrs Fletcher.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Fletcher? You stay right there, if you please, madam. Detective Sergeant Mackinnon is on his way and he’ll want to ask you a few questions. Can you keep everyone away from the scene of the … incident?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve locked the surgery.’
 
         ‘Good for you! DS Mackinnon will be with you shortly. I need to clear the line now, but you ring me right back if you need to.’
         
 
         Daisy hung up the earpiece. She considered ringing up her mother-in-law to say she’d be delayed, but then she would have to explain why. Mrs Fletcher knew she had been mixed up in several of Alec’s cases, though they had managed to keep some from her. Not unnaturally, she strongly disapproved. What she would feel about Daisy’s involvement in the local murder of an acquaintance didn’t bear thinking of.
         
 
         In fact, Daisy really didn’t want to think at all, but she had run out of useful things to do. She longed for a cup of tea.
         
 
         Gladys had probably made a pot and taken it upstairs by now. Mrs Talmadge was only a slight acquaintance so it would be frightfully improper to invade the upper reaches of the house. To barge into the kitchen to make tea for oneself would be almost equally unacceptable. Not quite, though, and she might get away without being caught: Cook’s day off, Mrs Talmadge had said. Daisy headed for the kitchen.
         
 
         She had just reached the stairs when she remembered that the kitchen door was right opposite the door to the surgery. Feeling sick, chilled and weak at the knees, she sat down on the next to bottom step and hugged herself.
         
 
         ‘Are you all right, Mrs Fletcher?’ Miss Hensted’s voice came from behind her.
         
 
         She looked back to see the nurse coming down the carpeted stairs. ‘Yes. Yes, quite all right.’ She stood up to let the woman by. ‘How is Mrs Talmadge?’
         
 
         ‘In a bad way. If that Hilda Kidd, that’s her maid, thinks she can cope without my help,’ she said resentfully, ‘well, all I can say is she’s got another think coming. All she is is a glorified parlourmaid, and the silly woman needs a doctor.’
         
 
         The nurse, as a medical professional, should give a decent show of sympathy, Daisy felt. ‘She’s had a terrible shock,’ she pointed out, ‘finding her husband dead.’ 
         
 
         ‘It’s little enough she cared when he was alive, so she’s got no call now to carry on like the end of the world. And slandering him, saying he killed himself when it was obviously an accident! Dr Curtis’ll have to give her something good and strong to calm her down.’
         
 
         ‘Dr Curtis was out. I left a message. I expect the police surgeon will be able to help Mrs Talmadge when he arrives.’
         
 
         ‘Police! Don’t say you called in the police?’ Miss Hensted looked quite put out. After a frowning moment she said, ‘That’ll do her a lot of good, that will, having them stirring things up, making a mountain out of a molehill. It’s bound to convince her it actually was suicide. Dr Curtis could have given a certificate nice and quiet, kept it out of the papers. She’ll have reporters hounding her and—’
         
 
         ‘Accident or suicide, it had to be reported to the police,’ said Daisy. ‘I’m sure Dr Curtis would have insisted, in the circumstances.’
         
 
         ‘Oh well, least said, soonest mended, and it’s no good crying over spilt milk.’ She gave Daisy a critical appraisal. ‘You’re looking a bit seedy yourself. Better go and sit in the drawing room and I’ll make you a nice strong cuppa.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll come with you,’ Daisy said gratefully.
 
         She sat down at the oilcloth covered table, while Miss Hensted filled a kettle, set it on the gas stove and struck a match. At that moment a bell rang. They both looked up at the bell board over the kitchen door.
         
 
         ‘Front door,’ said Daisy.
 
         ‘That’ll be the police.’
 
         As the nurse made no move, Daisy stood up. ‘I’ll get it.’
 
         ‘No need for that, Mrs Fletcher. It’s Gladys’s job and if she doesn’t go it won’t hurt him to – Ouch!’ She dropped the match on the stovetop and rushed to stick her fingers under the tap. For all her veneer of professional coolness, she was more upset than she wished to let anyone see, Daisy thought.
         
 
         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, going over to light the gas under the kettle.
         
 
         ‘Yes, it was nothing. I was just saying, it won’t hurt him to wait while I make the tea.’
         
 
         The bell rang again.
 
         ‘It looks as if Gladys is otherwise occupied.’ Though the Dowager Lady Dalrymple would have strongly objected to either course, in the circumstances Daisy decided making tea was less infra dig than answering the door. ‘I think you should go and let him in. I’ll do the tea.’
         
 
         Lips pursed, Nurse Hensted regarded Daisy with a slight frown. ‘Yes, perhaps I will,’ she said, and went off, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking slightly on the linoleum in the passage.
         
 
         Daisy found a big brown earthenware teapot and a pair of japanned canisters, one smelling of Earl Grey, the other of Darjeeling. There was a packet of a cheap brand of tea, too, but she didn’t feel obliged to lower herself to that extent just because she would be drinking from a thick white china cup. She set out cups and saucers for Miss Hensted and Detective Sergeant Mackinnon as well. The kettle was steaming so she poured hot water into the teapot to warm it.
         
 
         As she swirled the water in the pot, she heard voices approaching. She moved closer to the open door to listen.
         
 
         ‘… Mrs Fletcher, she’s a patient who just happened to be here. Oh, and Gladys, the housemaid. I don’t know where the dratted girl has got to! But there was no need to call you out, Sergeant. It was an accident, for sure.’ 
         
 
         ‘That’s for the Coroner’s jury to decide, miss.’
 
         ‘You see, I’m afraid Mr Talmadge was in the habit of taking a little sniff of laughing gas when we’d had a run of difficult patients, just to relax. No harm in that!’ The nurse gave a forced laugh. ‘I never thought anything of it, but looking back, I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later, that he’d forget to switch on the oxygen. There’s no reason to think he did it on purpose.’
         
 
         ‘That’ll be for the Coroner to decide, miss.’ The rolling Scottish r  confirmed the speaker to be Mackinnon. ‘In here, is he?’
         
 
         ‘That’s right.’ Miss Hensted’s hand came into view, reaching for the doorknob. The plainclothes detective officer gripped her white-cuffed wrist.
         
 
         ‘Don’t touch, please, miss. It’ll have to be done for fingerprints.’
         
 
         ‘Why on earth …?’
 
         ‘Standard procedure, miss, in any unexpected death. Did you touch this handle when you found the deceased?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I—’
 
         ‘No,’ said Daisy. ‘Mrs Talmadge opened the door and I closed it, when you had to help her upstairs.’
         
 
         ‘Oh yes, that’s right.’
 
         Sergeant Mackinnon, a tall, rawboned redhead who looked even more Scottish than he sounded, eyed Daisy and her teapot askance. ‘And you are …?’
         
 
         ‘Mrs Fletcher. I telephoned.’
 
         ‘Ah yes.’ He took out his notebook. ‘I have a few questions to ask you, madam’ – he pronounced the last word dubiously, with another look at the teapot – ‘before I take a look at—’
         
 
         ‘Miss Hensted!’ Gladys came tearing along from the front hall. ‘Miss Hensted, Miss Kidd says if the doctor’s not come yet will you come and see to the mistress. She’s fallen into a fit!’
         
 
         ‘What did I say? I told her she couldn’t manage without me.’ Miss Hensted hurried off.
         
 
         The maid hesitated, obviously agog with curiosity over the stranger downstairs while not wanting to miss any of the excitement upstairs.
         
 
         ‘This is Gladys, the housemaid, Sergeant,’ said Daisy.
 
         ‘A pleeceman?’ Gladys squeaked.
 
         ‘Yes, and I’ll want to have a word with you later, my girl, but you can take yourself off now. You listen out for the doorbell, mind. There’ll be more people coming.’
         
 
         With another inarticulate squeak, Gladys scuttled away.
 
         ‘I think you ought to go and look at … him first, Sergeant,’ Daisy suggested. ‘The signs I saw may fade. I’ll explain what to look for.’
         
 
         Mackinnon cast an uneasy glance behind him at the surgery door. ‘That can wait till the doctor comes,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘But—’
 
         ‘I’ll just do things my own way, if you don’t mind.’
 
         Daisy sighed. ‘Then you’d better come into the kitchen and sit down. The kettle’s boiling and I really do need a cup of tea. Will you have one?’
         
 
         ‘Not just now, thank you, madam.’ He closed the kitchen door and sat down at the table, the notebook before him. ‘Your full name, please.’
         
 
         ‘Daisy Fletcher.’
 
         ‘Mrs Fletcher, please describe in your own words what occurred leading to your telephone call.’
         
 
         So while Daisy made tea, she quickly explained how the dentist had not turned up for her appointment and she and the nurse had gone to look for him. ‘We found him lying in his reclining chair, with the laughing-gas mask on. His hands were cold and he wasn’t breathing, and Miss Hensted couldn’t find a pulse. She turned the gas off and the oxygen on, just in case.’
         
 
         ‘The gas off and the oxygen on?’
 
         ‘She said oxygen was the only remedy, but she was pretty sure it was too late. Then Mrs Talmadge went into strong hysterics and Miss Hensted had to deal with that. She and Gladys took her upstairs. That was when I noticed the things that made me wonder if it really was either an accident or suicide. There was a sort of pinkish patch around his—’
         
 
         ‘Pinkish patch,’ Sergeant Mackinnon said skeptically, not writing it down.
         
 
         ‘Yes, squarish, around—’
 
         ‘No doubt the police doctor will take note of anything significant in the appearance of the deceased.’
         
 
         ‘But if he doesn’t come soon—’
 
         ‘Thank you for your statement, Mrs Fletcher. It will be transcribed for you to sign, and there may be further questions. Where may I get hold of you?’
         
 
         As Daisy gave her address, she was trying to decide what to do next. The sergeant obviously wasn’t going to listen to her. Should she phone the Yard again, or just give up and let some maniac run loose hither and yon murdering dentists?
         
 
         The notion was undeniably attractive.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         A bell rang – the front door again. With any luck it was the police surgeon. Maybe he would listen to Daisy, or notice the anomalies for himself.
         
 
         ‘Here they are now.’ With evident relief, Mackinnon jumped up and opened the kitchen door.
         
 
         They heard heavy footsteps approaching and Gladys’s voice. ‘Oh yes, Mr Atkinson, the sergeant’s in the kitchen. Isn’t it awful? The mistress is in such a taking you wouldn’t believe.’
         
 
         A large bobby with his helmet in his hands appeared in the doorway, Mackinnon giving way before him. ‘Constable Atkinson, Sergeant. This is my beat and they told me to come and see is there anything I can do to help. Afternoon, Mrs Fletcher. A sorry business, ma’am!’
         
 
         ‘Yes, ghastly,’ Daisy said feelingly. ‘Do you know if the police surgeon will be here soon? I’d like a word with him.’
         
 
         ‘No need for that, madam,’ said Mackinnon, annoyed. ‘You’re free to leave, and I have your address if we need to trouble you further.’
         
 
         Atkinson looked from one to the other. ‘Half a mo’, Sergeant, a word in your ear.’ He whispered. Daisy caught the words ‘Honourable’, ‘Dalrymple as was’, and ‘Chief Inspector’. 
         
 
         Mackinnon turned a red, aghast face to her. Maybe she should have warned him, but she hated to flaunt either her own courtesy title or Alec’s more substantial rank.
         
 
         ‘Gosh,’ she said quickly, ‘I nearly forgot, Sergeant. I have the key to the surgery in my handbag. I must have left it in the study, where I telephoned. I’ll get it for you.’ She headed for the door.
         
 
         They parted to let her through, then followed her into the passage. ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said Mackinnon weakly.
         
 
         ‘I wrapped it in my hankie. I didn’t touch it, or the doorknob, with my bare hands.’
         
 
         ‘Knows all about dabs, see,’ came the constable’s loud whisper behind her.
         
 
         ‘I was going to tell the medico what I noticed in there,’ Daisy continued, entering the hall, ‘but as he’s still not here, I dare say I ought to tell you.’
         
 
         ‘If you please, Mrs Fletcher.’ Drawing abreast of her, Mackinnon cast her a look of fervent gratitude.
         
 
         She described the discoloured mark around Talmadge’s mouth and the lingering odour of the antiseptic adhesive benzoin. As long as she didn’t actually think about it, she could talk about it quite calmly. ‘There’s a first-aid cabinet which surely includes sticking plaster, though I didn’t look. It could have been used to stop him breathing through his mouth, couldn’t it?’
         
 
         ‘More than likely,’ agreed the sergeant with the devoutness of the converted.
         
 
         ‘Then there are the peculiar creases in his sleeves, as if his wrists were tied to the arms of the chair.’
         
 
         ‘With bandages, maybe, from the first-aid kit!’
 
         ‘That’s what I’d guess,’ said Daisy approvingly. ‘His arms were on the arms of the chair unnaturally neatly. I mean, if you were going to relax for a few minutes, with or without the aid of the gas, with or without the intention of killing yourself, wouldn’t you fold your arms comfortably, or clasp your hands in your lap? Or at most put your elbows on the arms of the chair and let your hands sort of droop?’
         
 
         ‘Umm … I expect so‚’ said Mackinnon, making a visible effort to picture himself in that situation.
         
 
         Having won her point with her observations, Daisy refrained from pushing her theories, a decision Alec would have heartily approved. She turned into the study. Her handbag was on the desk. She extracted the wrapped key, careful not to rub it, and handed it to the detective.
         
 
         ‘I’d like my handkerchief back, please, when you don’t need it any longer.’
         
 
         He felt in the pockets of his brown serge suit. Constable Atkinson handed him a huge cotton square, blue polka-dotted with white. The key was transferred and Daisy’s hankie returned to her. Now she had no excuse for lingering, except that she still hadn’t had any tea.
         
 
         ‘If there’s a chance it could be murder,’ said the sergeant, going to the telephone, ‘I’d better ring up the station and get them to send a photographer, and report to my super.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll just pop up and see how Mrs Talmadge is doing.’ Daisy made her escape.
         
 
         On the first-floor landing, faced with a number of closed doors, she didn’t know which way to turn. Despite her refusal to abide by the strict rules of propriety instilled by her nanny and her school, she couldn’t quite bring herself to listen at the doors. Her dilemma was solved when one of them opened. 
         
 
         Miss Hensted stalked out, her face a study in outrage, yanking the door after her. Just before it slammed she caught it and closed it with the excessive care of repressed violence.
         
 
         Then she noticed Daisy. ‘Oh, Mrs Fletcher, can I help you?’
         
 
         ‘I wondered whether Mrs Talmadge is well enough for me to see her for a moment to express my sympathy.’
         
 
         ‘I would say so, but what that woman will say … Well! I’m not one to take offence, but really, when an ignorant servant thinks she knows better than a registered nurse, what’s the world coming to? Wanting to give Mrs Talmadge brandy for shock, like in the bad old days, instead of strong tea. Sending for me because she took a fit, then arguing about what’s best to do, then after I bring her out of it, telling me I’m not wanted to look after her! I ask you, did you ever?’
         
 
         ‘Everyone’s upset,’ Daisy said soothingly. ‘The doctor’s bound to get here soon, and he can decide whether Mrs Talmadge needs your professional care. In the meantime, why don’t you go down and have a cup of tea?’
         
 
         ‘I could do with one, and that’s a fact.’
 
         ‘And in your opinion it’s all right for me to see Mrs Talmadge?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing wrong with her bar hysterics. It’ll do her good to have a friend of her own sort to talk to, instead of no one but that Hilda Kidd that’s been coddling her since the year dot.’ Still stiff with indignation, Miss Hensted marched off towards the stairs.
         
 
         Daisy knocked on the door. The tall, spare woman who opened it wore a black dress with no white collar and cuffs and no cap on her grey hair. She was vaguely familiar to Daisy. The nurse had called her a ‘glorified parlourmaid’, so she probably put on collar, cuffs and cap on occasion to admit guests to the house and hand round trays of drinks. Apparently she acted also as lady’s maid in this post-war world where servants were so hard to come by.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’ she said suspiciously.
 
         ‘I’m Mrs Fletcher. I’ve come to see Mrs Talmadge.’
 
         ‘She’s not seeing anyone.’ Hilda Kidd started to close the door in Daisy’s face.
         
 
         ‘Hilda, who is it?’ Mrs Talmadge’s voice sounded exhausted, blurry with tears.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Fletcher, ma’am.’
 
         ‘Of course I’ll see her. Ask her in.’
 
         ‘There’s no call to go worrying yourself with people who—’
         
 
         ‘That’s enough, Hilda!’
 
         Grim faced, the maid opened the door and stood aside to let Daisy enter. If looks could kill, Daisy would have dropped dead before she got halfway across the room.
         
 
         It was a spacious, very feminine room, rose pink and white with gold touches, all ruffles and frills and broderie anglaise. Almost defiantly feminine, Daisy thought, as if daring any male to profane it. No masculine touch was visible anywhere. The only bed, though comfortable for one, would be cramped for two.
         
 
         Mrs Talmadge reclined on a chaise longue. With the ruined make-up washed off and eyes red rimmed, the expensively marcelled bob tousled, her pale face was quite plain. She had one of those oddly flat faces, all in one plane except for a button nose, though clever cosmetics usually disguised the lack of any distinguishing features.
         
 
         As Daisy approached, she made an effort to sit straight. 
         
 
         ‘No, don’t get up‚’ said Daisy, holding out her hand. ‘I don’t want to disturb you. I just wanted to say how very sorry I am.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you‚’ Mrs Talmadge said on a half sob. ‘I can’t quite believe it’s happened, somehow. Do sit down. You’ll have some tea, won’t you?’
         
 
         ‘It’s cold‚’ Hilda announced, her tone mutinous.
 
         ‘Then go and make some more. Nurse Hensted said I should have some and I never drank it.’
         
 
         ‘A drop of brandy’s what you need.’
 
         ‘I gather tea is preferred for shock these days‚’ said Daisy. ‘Strong, hot and sweet, they say.’
         
 
         ‘Tea, please, Hilda.’
 
         Muttering, ‘Well, if you want to take her  word against them that’s cared for you all these years!’ the maid at last departed.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid Hilda can be awfully rude sometimes‚’ Mrs Talmadge apologized. ‘She was a nursery maid when I was a child, and she’s been with me ever since. It’s difficult to stop her taking liberties.’
         
 
         ‘Old retainers tend to be like that, unless they’re stiff and starchy and frightfully proper. She naturally feels a need to protect you at this dreadful time.’
         
 
         ‘How could  he do this to me! Just when I thought we had it all sorted out. Everyone will say it’s my fault.’
         
 
         ‘Why should they?’
 
         ‘Because I … Because that’s the sort of thing people say. People always assume the worst. They don’t need a reason for it. Of course there’s no reason to blame me. Poor Raymond was feeling rather depressed.’
         
 
         ‘What a shame.’ Daisy’s tone held a hint of a question. 
         
 
         ‘Yes, he … A professional disappointment.’ Mrs Talmadge didn’t quite look around wildly for inspiration, but she sounded as if she were finding it as she went along. ‘He … he had hoped to buy into a practice in Harley Street. Unfortunately, they are asking rather more than we can afford.’
         
 
         ‘How frustrating!’
 
         ‘Yes, poor Raymond was quite shattered. You know how men are, so anxious about rising in their professions. Is your husband likely to be called in, do you think? Nurse Hensted said the police had to be notified about … poor Raymond.’
         
 
         ‘They wouldn’t call Alec in for an accident or suicide‚’ Daisy replied evasively.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I don’t believe it,’ groaned the Assistant Commissioner for Crime.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid it’s true, sir.’ Superintendent Crane was no happier.
         
 
         ‘I did hope that once the Honourable Daisy Dalrymple became Mrs Chief Inspector Fletcher, she’d stop this nonsense.’
         
 
         ‘To be fair, sir, it’s been five months since Mrs Fletcher found herself on the scene of a crime. And that was in America.’
         
 
         ‘Four months. Remember Cornwall.’
 
         ‘I’ve been trying to forget it, sir! How does she do it?’
 
         ‘I suppose it’s what the young people call an affinity.’
 
         ‘Isn’t that a term used by young women of unsuitable young men they wish to marry?’ Crane asked, puzzled.
         
 
         ‘Only in Mrs Fletcher’s case it’s unsuitable murders she’s involved with. It is  murder, is it?’ 
         
 
         ‘The divisional super says his man assumed accident, sir, or at worst suicide, but Mrs Fletcher suspects it’s murder.’
         
 
         ‘Damnation!’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. In the circumstances, Superintendent Willoughby’s asking for our assistance. I take it you want me to assign Fletcher to the case?’
         
 
         Heaving a sigh, the AC nodded.
 
         
             

         
 
         The arrival of Dr Curtis, a slight, grey-haired GP with gold-rimmed spectacles, drove Daisy from Daphne Talmadge’s room. She was not unwilling to leave. Having expounded the fairy tale about ‘poor Raymond’s’ disappointment, Daphne had grown teary again. She developed a tendency to regard Daisy as her only true friend and insisted on first name terms. Had she not turned down brandy in favour of tea, Daisy would have guessed she was just a trifle tiddly.
         
 
         Hilda and the tea arrived simultaneously with the doctor, so once again Daisy went without. Dr Curtis dismissed the maid along with Daisy. They went downstairs together.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Talmadge told me you’ve been with her since she was a child,’ said Daisy. ‘You must be fearfully worried about her.’
         
 
         ‘Well, and I am, there’s no denying. She’s ever so upset. Who wouldn’t be?’ Hilda demanded, then added sotto voce, ‘Though there’s some might think she’s well rid of him!’
         
 
         Pretending not to hear this last, Daisy said, ‘Of course, she’s had a frightful shock.’
         
 
         ‘And it’s not very nice having the police in the house, not at all what we’re used to. Poking and prying when anyone can see it was an accident.’ 
         
 
         ‘So you agree with Nurse Hensted.’
 
         ‘About that‚’ the maid agreed grudgingly, ‘and not much else. The mistress used to beg the master not to use that nasty gas. Have a whisky and soda, she’d say, or gin-and-It, like everyone else. It was bound to happen sooner or later and we don’t need any police upsetting everybody with their nosey-parkering.’
         
 
         Gladys was closing the front door as they reached the hall. ‘More pleecemen, Miss Kidd,’ she said, quite blasé by now. ‘One of ’em’s got a great big camera. I sent them round to the side door.’
         
 
         ‘Good girl! They’ve no call to come tramping through the house. But they could quite well get to the surgery through the waiting room. Nurse Hensted should have told them to go that way.’
         
 
         ‘The pleece doctor came with Dr Curtis. He’s in there now, with the sergeant, looking at the—’
         
 
         ‘That’s quite enough of that, Gladys, thank you very much! You’d better stay here in the hall to answer the door in case any more of them turn up.’
         
 
         ‘Sergeant Mackinnon said he’s going to ask me some questions.’
         
 
         ‘No doubt he’ll send for you when he wants you,’ Hilda said repressively. She turned to Daisy. ‘I expect you’d better stay, madam, till they’ve finished with their questions. If you’d like a cup of tea, I’ll bring a tray to the drawing room.’
         
 
         As long as there was a chance of learning something new, Daisy was not about to reveal that Detective Sergeant Mackinnon had already said she could leave. Besides, every mention of tea made her thirstier. But if she waited in the drawing room, it might never arrive. ‘I’ll come with you to the kitchen‚’ she said firmly.
         
 
         The door to the surgery was ajar. Daisy kept her face turned away, not wanting either to see or to be seen. As she hurried into the kitchen, the latest arrivals knocked on the door at the end of the passage. Hilda went to let them in.
         
 
         ‘Don’t touch that knob!’ warned Mackinnon, coming out of the surgery. He was too late.
         
 
         From the safety of the kitchen, Daisy saw the maid turn and scowl at him. ‘You’d better open it yourself!’ she snapped. ‘And it’d be a sight easier for everyone if you used the door to the waiting room.’
         
 
         His handkerchief over his hand, Mackinnon passed Hilda and gingerly turned the handle. ‘Not locked,’ he observed with satisfaction, pulling the door open. ‘Warren, you’d better check this door for dabs first, though I don’t suppose it’s much use now. Ardmore, bring the camera through this way.’
         
 
         Hilda came to the kitchen door and said to Daisy, ‘I’ll put the kettle on in half a mo’, madam. I’m just going to tell Gladys to send the rest through the waiting room if there’s more coming.’
         
 
         Nurse Hensted jumped up from her seat at the table. ‘Who goes through the waiting room’s my affair, not yours,’ she said belligerently.
         
 
         ‘They’ll be going in there in the end anyway,’ Daisy pointed out, ‘from one end or the other, if they haven’t already. Why don’t you  go and tell Gladys, Miss Hensted.’
         
 
         Hilda instantly protested, ‘She’s got no right to give orders to—’
         
 
         ‘She will convey my  order.’ Daisy employed the tone of voice her mother used at her haughtiest. She tried it rarely, and was always surprised when it worked, as it did now, though she had no conceivable right to give orders to either Gladys or these two. However, Miss Hensted headed for the door and Hilda for the kettle.
         
 
         ‘Chinese or Indian, ma’am?’ enquired the latter.
 
         ‘Indian, please.’ Maybe she really was going to get a cup of tea in the end. ‘I hope you and Nurse Hensted will join me. I’m sure you both need some too.’
         
 
         ‘Well, ma’am, I can’t say I wouldn’t be glad of it, and I s’pose if I’m making it, that woman might as well have a drop.’ Hilda set out one ‘good’ cup and saucer, Royal Doulton, beside the kitchenware Daisy had left on the table earlier.
         
 
         Miss Hensted came back. ‘What a lot of fuss and bother over an accident!’ she said irritably, plumping down on one of the chairs at the table.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Talmadge doesn’t think it was an accident,’ said Daisy.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know what call he  had to do himself in,’ Hilda snapped.
         
 
         ‘I gather he was in despair because he’d wanted to buy into a Harley Street practice but couldn’t afford the price.’
         
 
         ‘Because she  spends every penny he earns,’ Miss Hensted asserted.
         
 
         Hilda bridled. ‘Rubbish, it was her money in the first place, that he bought this practice with. And what’s he do but waste it on hiring a nurse, like he was already in a fancy practice in Harley Street.’
         
 
         Red in the face, Miss Hensted demanded, ‘Are you saying I don’t earn my wages?’ 
         
 
         ‘All I’m saying is you don’t need a registered nurse in an ordinary practice like here. People don’t expect it.’ Hilda jumped as the kettle hissed and rattled its lid. Busy making the tea, she added, ‘He only married her for her money. She ought to of married Lord Henry, I always said, and I’ll stand by that to my dying day!’
         
 
         ‘Lord Henry?’ Daisy queried.
 
         ‘Lord Henry Creighton, that was courting her before she met Mr Talmadge. A proper gentleman, he was, treated her lovely. They were mad for each other. But her father wouldn’t hear of her marrying a man-about-town, a useless drone he called him, without two pennies to rub together if it wasn’t for an allowance from his father, and no more idea how to earn his living than a babe in arms.’
         
 
         Miss Hensted snorted. Daisy, who was slightly acquainted with Lord Henry, tried not to smile at this all-too-accurate description.
         
 
         ‘Miss Daphne’s father was a nerve specialist, see,’ Hilda continued. ‘A consultant. He sent her to a fancy school, and she made friends with lots of toffs and got invited to parties. But he didn’t like the men she met. He was pleased when she took up with another medical man, even if he was only a dentist.’
         
 
         ‘But he couldn’t force her to marry him,’ Daisy said.
 
         ‘He didn’t have to. Raymond Talmadge turned her head, didn’t he. There’s no denying he’s … he was a smasher. Poor Lord Henry couldn’t compete in that department, him having no chin to speak of. Always reminded me of a ferret, he did. But handsome is as handsome does, I say. He treated her right, and there’s no harm in it if she has lunch in town with him now and then and goes to a show.’ 
         
 
         ‘No harm!’ Miss Hensted’s fist crashed on the table, rattling the cups and saucers. ‘She goes on seeing another man behind his back, and you expect him to take it sitting down? No wonder he needed a bit of gas now and then to keep his spirits up!’
         
 
         ‘Gas wasn’t all he had‚’ said Hilda grimly, ‘and don’t tell me you didn’t know it. That’s what drove her to it, if you ask me. What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander!’
         
 
         With that triumphant, if somewhat confusing, statement, she poured the tea.
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