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“Emily Brightwell continues to brighten the well-being of her fans with entertaining mysteries.”

—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 Mrs. Jeffries 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 theater 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 find out.

 

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 blood-hound 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 ever 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. And it’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to 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 Lawrence 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 Whit-field 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.

 

Visit Emily Brightwell’s website  
at www.emilybrightwell.com.
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CHAPTER 1

“Let’s hope that the sight of Mr. Kirkland having tea with us doesn’t send Uncle Francis into a fit when he finally decides to join us,” Annabelle Prescott whispered to her cousin, Imogene Ross. They were sitting on the sofa in the drawing room and waiting for their uncle, Francis Humphreys, to come down and greet the guests he’d invited to tea.

“Mr. Kirkland said that Uncle was expecting him,” Imogene murmured in reply. “Where is Uncle? Our guests are beginning to get restless. Mr. Eddington has cornered poor Mr. and Mrs. Brown and he’s such a bore, they’ll both soon be asleep. Honestly, I don’t know why Uncle Francis has to invite him to every social function.” She glanced in the direction of the closed double oak doors of the drawing room. “You’d think Uncle Francis would be down here promptly if for no other reason than to spare his guests from being forced to listen to Mr. Eddington’s constant complaints about the Great Western Railway. Who would  have thought a railroad could inspire such passion? It’s all the man ever talks about.”

Annabelle laughed softly. “Mrs. Brown just stifled a yawn. I expect Uncle Francis will be down momentarily. He’s probably taking his time getting dressed and waiting for the 4:06 to pass.”

“I thought he only cared about the 3:09 to Bristol? Still, it’s not like him to be late. You know what a stickler he is for punctuality. Perhaps I ought to run upstairs.” Imogene started to get up off the settee.

“Don’t,” Annabelle said sharply as she motioned Imogene back to her seat. “He was having trouble tying his cravat and you know how sensitive he’s become lately. He hates people thinking he’s too old and feeble to take care of his person. He’ll not thank you for interrupting him.”

“That’s true.” Imogene sank back down and smiled ruefully. “He got angry with me yesterday and all I did was mention that his waistcoat was unbuttoned. I didn’t mean anything by the comment; I was merely trying to save him a bit of embarrassment. After all, he was on his way out. He was going to see his solicitor.”

Francis Humphreys was their mutual uncle and the owner of the huge house where both women now resided. They were his nieces, but the circumstances of how the two cousins ended up living under the same roof were very different.

He had insisted Annabelle come live with him and play the role of the lady of the house when her husband had died two years ago. Imogene’s invitation had been rather grudgingly given when she’d written from the railway hotel in Bristol that she’d just been sacked from her position as a governess.

Uncle Francis had very definite notions about family duty and obligations but that didn’t mean he ever let her forget she had a roof over her head because he knew what  was right and proper. Still, she oughtn’t complain. She had a nice room and a small, but adequate quarterly allowance for her clothing and personal items. Nevertheless, she was looking for another position.

“He’s not sensitive,” a male voice said from behind Imogene. “He’s senile and getting worse every day. If we don’t do something quickly, he’s going to spend every last farthing of my aunt Estelle’s estate.”

Annabelle twisted slightly and looked at the thin young man standing behind them. “Shh . . . someone will hear you,” she warned.

Michael Collier shrugged, came around the sofa, and slipped into the empty spot next to her. He was perfectly dressed in a gray suit with a darker gray waistcoat underneath, red cravat, and white shirt. “I don’t care who hears me. I’m simply saying what everyone else is thinking. Look over there at those two.” He nodded toward a middle-aged couple sitting on the loveseat next to the fireplace. “They’re both so worried about what he’s going to do next that they came all the way up from Dorset just to have tea with the old man and make sure he hasn’t gone completely bonkers.”

“Be quiet, Michael,” Imogene urged. “Uncle Francis will have a fit if someone repeats your words.”

Collier raised an eyebrow. “I don’t care if they give him a verbatim report. As a matter of fact, it might do him the world of good to know we’re all concerned about his behavior.”

“But he hasn’t done anything yet,” Imogene hissed. Like the rest of the family, she’d heard the rumors. “He’s only talking about it.”

“He’s done more than talk,” Michael muttered darkly. “He’s been to see both the stockbroker and the solicitor. That means he’s taking action. If we don’t do something, we’re all going to end up with nothing. Aunt Estelle may  have left him all her money, but she meant for him to handle her estate wisely, not fritter it away on one nonsensical project after another.”

“But she did leave it to him,” Annabelle said bluntly. “Not to you.”

“I get my share when he dies,” Michael snapped. “And so do the rest of you, so get off your high horse, Annabelle. You’re as concerned about this latest bit of nonsense as I am.”

“Be careful,” Imogene said softly. “Uncle Francis has ears everywhere.” She glanced meaningfully around the huge drawing room. In one corner, Mr. and Mrs. Elliot, the distant relations from Dorset, were sipping tea and helping themselves to another slice of seedcake from the silver tray on the tea trolley. Another cousin, Pamela Bowden Humphreys, was sitting in the chair next to the Elliots and making no effort whatsoever to be sociable. She was staring morosely out the window, watching the falling rain.

Next to her sat Mr. and Mrs. Brown, the nice neighbors from the house closest to Humphreys House who were now stuck with listening to Robert Eddington drone on about the advantages of the broad-gauge track and how unfortunate it was that some railways had been coerced into converting to single gauge. Despite being old and white haired, Mr. Eddington had a voice that carried very distinctly. Sitting on a chair a few feet away was Joseph Leland Humphreys, another cousin. He was staring at Eddington with a sardonic, amused expression.

Leo Kirkland made up the last of the group. But he was sitting in an overstuffed chair on the far side of the fireplace, nursing a cup of tea and casting furtive glances toward the closed doors leading to the hallway.

Michael Collier rose to his feet. “Maybe we should see what’s keeping Uncle Francis—” He stopped speaking as a loud, sharp noise boomed through the house.

“Good Lord, what was that?” Joseph leapt up.

“It sounded like someone dropped something.” Annabelle put her cup down on the tabletop.

“That wasn’t something being dropped.” Imogene got up as well.

“It was a gunshot,” Leo Kirkland said flatly. “Someone’s shot off a gun and what’s more, it was in the house.”

Annabelle and Imogene looked at each other just as Joseph charged for the door. Michael Collier went flying after him.

Everyone else got to their feet. The relatives all ran for the staircase, leaving only Eddington and the Browns in the drawing room.

Joseph and Michael reached the first floor landing at the same time; the women were right on their heels. For a split second, they stood there. Then Annabelle pointed to Francis’ room. “Look, his door is partially open. Oh goodness, you can see him. There’s something wrong. He’s not moving.”

The two men charged into the room. Francis Humphreys was sitting at his desk. His head was slumped over as though he’d fallen asleep and he was leaning to his left.

Michael got to him first. He reached down and put his fingers under the man’s chin. Then he gasped and hastily stepped back. Joseph impatiently shoved him aside. “What’s wrong? What is it?” He lifted his uncle’s chin so that everyone could see.

Blood dripped down from the small hole in Francis’ forehead and his eyes were open, giving his plump face a rather surprised expression.

“He’s been shot.” Michael’s voice was a shocked whisper.

“Oh, that’s most definitely a gunshot,” Leo Kirkland said calmly. He had entered the room quietly and come up to stand behind Annabelle.

“Oh my gracious,” Imogene cried. Her lips quivered and her eyes filled with tears.

“I think the ladies ought to leave the room,” Kirkland said softly.

“Is he dead?” Annabelle’s voice trembled.

Joseph reached over and put his fingers on the pulse point on Francis’ neck. After a few seconds, he moved his hand inside the man’s jacket, placing his fingers over his chest. “I’m not a doctor, but I don’t feel a pulse or a heartbeat. I’m afraid he’s gone.”

Kirkland sighed heavily. “You really must call the police.”

“The police?” Pamela cried. “What are you talking about? Surely this was an accident.”

“I didn’t mean to upset you, Mrs. Humphreys.” He smiled apologetically. “But it’ll be up to a magistrate or a coroner’s inquest to determine if this was an accident or murder.”

“Murder?” Michael Collier snapped. “That’s ridiculous. Who’d want to murder Uncle Francis? Maybe he did it to himself.”

“Suicides don’t usually shoot themselves in the forehead,” Joseph muttered. “And I can think of any number of people who had cause to want our esteemed uncle dead.” He looked pointedly at Michael.

“How dare you.” Michael’s eyes narrowed angrily. “That’s rich, coming from you. Just last week you told me you thought the old man was losing his reason.”

“I said that as well as a number of other things, but that’s not the same as putting a bullet through his head. Unlike some in this family, I don’t worship money.”

“Gentlemen, please, this is no time for recriminations or accusations,” Leo Kirkland said sharply.

Annabelle Prescott began to sob. Imogene put her arm  around her shoulders and led her toward the door. “Mr. Kirkland is right; this is no place for us. Come along, I’ll take you to your room.”

Annabelle smiled through her tears. “I can’t stay here another moment.”

“Neither can I,” Pamela announced as she followed them out to the hall. “Let the men deal with this.”

As soon as the women had gone, Kirkland looked at the two young men standing over the body. “Someone had better go fetch the police and do it quickly. In the meantime, I suggest you clear everyone else out of here and lock the door. The police will want the room preserved in case there’s any evidence to be had.”

 

The household of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon were finishing their afternoon tea. Mrs. Jeffries, the housekeeper, was at the head of the table. She was a short, plump woman of late middle years. Her dark auburn hair was streaked with wide gray strands, her complexion pale and there were freckles sprinkled across her nose. Deep laugh lines were etched around her brown eyes and her thin lips were usually turned up in a happy smile. As was her custom, she wore a brown bombazine dress that rustled nicely when she walked and sensible black shoes.

“How much longer do you think this rain is going to last?” Betsy, the pretty blonde-haired, blue-eyed maid commented as she reached for the teapot. “It seems like it’s been pouring for days now.”

“That’s because it ’as,” Wiggins, the footman, replied. He was a young man in his early twenties with round pink cheeks and brown hair that tended to curl in the damp. “All this wet is enough to drive a good man to drink.”

“Stop your complainin’,” Mrs. Goodge, the elderly, gray-haired cook interjected. “Wait till you get to be my  age and then you’ll feel the cold in every bone of your body. Besides, it’s already March; spring will be here soon enough.” She glanced at the carriage clock on the pine sideboard as the hour struck. “I do hope the inspector isn’t going to be too late tonight. I’ve got a roast in the oven and it’ll dry out if I leave it too long.”

“Lucky for us we don’t ’ave a case now,” Smythe, the coachman, said. “Otherwise we’d ’ave to be out and about in this mess.” He was a tall man in his late thirties. His hair was black, his features harsh, and his shoulders broad. He was engaged to Betsy and he loved her more than his own life. He grinned at her as he spoke, knowing his comment would provoke a reaction.

“I’d not mind the weather if we had a case.” Betsy shot her fiancé an irritated glance and then lightly cuffed him on the arm when she saw his wicked grin. “You’d like it if we had a murder to investigate, too, admit it.”

“We’ve all got umbrellas,” Wiggins muttered. He still smarted from feeling just a bit guilty as he’d not worked as hard as the others on their last case. “And we’ve got boots. A bit of rain wouldn’t be a bother if we was doin’ somethin’ important.”

“We really mustn’t wish for a murder just because it’s wet and we’ve all been trapped inside,” Mrs. Jeffries admonished them. “We should be glad there’s been a few weeks of peace and quiet for Inspector Witherspoon. He deserves a bit of a rest.” Gracious, even as the words left her mouth she felt a right old hypocrite. She was no better than the rest of them: She’d love it if they had a nice, interesting homicide to sink their teeth into.

Inspector Gerald Witherspoon had solved more crimes than anyone in the history of the Metropolitan Police Force. Considering that only a few short years ago, he was in charge of the Records Room, everyone, including the  inspector, was somewhat amazed by his accomplishments. What very few people, including the inspector, didn’t know was that he had substantial help from his household with each and every murder he solved.

It had all begun a few years back when Smythe had returned from Australia. He’d stopped in to pay his respects to his old employer, the inspector’s late aunt, Euphemia Witherspoon. When he’d arrived at the house, he’d found her dying. She had a house full of servants, but the only one trying to take care of the poor woman had been a young footman, Wiggins.

Smythe had taken one look at the situation, fired everyone but Wiggins, and sent for a doctor. But even the best physician couldn’t work miracles and Euphemia Witherspoon was too far gone to save. Before she died, she’d made Smythe promise to stay on in the house for a little while and look out for her only relative, her nephew, Gerald Witherspoon. She was leaving him this huge house and enough money so he’d never have to work another day in his life. Smythe, who’d made a huge fortune of his own in Australia, had agreed to stay and see the fellow decently settled with a competent staff.

The first one to be hired had been Mrs. Jeffries. She was the widow of a Yorkshire policeman. She’d come to London to take advantage of everything the city had to offer and had thought to do a bit of traveling. But after just a few short weeks, she’d tramped through every museum numerous times, attended a half dozen concerts, and seen every play in the West End. She was bored to tears. Then she’d spotted an advertisement as a housekeeper for a policeman. More curious than anything else, she’d gone to the address listed, interviewed with Inspector Witherspoon, and had been offered the position. She had had to remind him to check her references.

Mrs. Goodge had come along next and then Betsy had collapsed on their doorstep. When she’d recovered, she’d taken the position as the maid.

But even though it had started with his return, it had really been Mrs. Jeffries who had steered the household staff into helping the inspector. On their first case, she’d been very subtle and they’d not figured out what she was doing till the case was solved. The horrible Kensington High Street murders had gotten Witherspoon out of the Records Room and into a tiny office at the Ladbroke Road Police Station, where he was and remained to this day the only policeman of detective inspector rank. In the years that followed, Witherspoon solved one baffling case after another and owing to his amazing success, he was frequently called to Scotland Yard and other districts around the city when there was a particularly baffling homicide to be solved.

“We’ll all get enough peace and quiet when we die,” the cook responded tartly. “And that experience is coming sooner rather than later for some of us.”

Mrs. Goodge had worked for some of the finest families in all of England before coming to the inspector’s household. She had a vast network of old associates, colleagues, and friends whom she could call upon for information when they had a murder to solve. There was also the small army of delivery boys, rags and bones dealers, mush-fakers, laundrymen, and fruit vendors who trooped in and out of the house on a daily basis. She kept them well supplied with tea and treats while finding out everything there was to know about those who ended up as victims or suspects in the inspector’s cases. She never had to even leave the kitchen to do her part in their investigations.

Mrs. Jeffries frowned at the cook. “You mustn’t talk like that. You’ve plenty of good years left.”

“And you’re lots younger than Luty Belle,” Wiggins  added. He was referring to their good friend, an elderly American eccentric named Luty Belle Crookshank. She and her butler, Hatchet, were special friends of the household and frequently helped on the inspector’s cases.

“That’s kind of you, lad. But there aren’t that many years between the two of us old hens. Besides, Luty told me yesterday that if we didn’t get another case soon, she’d have to shoot someone herself. Mind you, she was looking at Hatchet when she made that remark.”

“She wasn’t serious, though.” Betsy laughed. “She would be lost without Hatchet. He’s more than just her butler; he’s her dearest friend.”

Under the table, Smythe grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. He and Betsy had been through their own trials and troubles but come October, they’d be man and wife.

“Better a friend than a false sweetheart,” Wiggins murmured, more to himself than the others. He’d had his heart trampled on during their last investigation and he was still hurting over the matter. One of the reasons he wanted another case was because he felt as if he’d let them all down. When everyone else in the household had been solving a double homicide, he wasted his time trailing after a deceitful young woman who was more interested in free lunches and teas than she’d been in him. It still smarted.

“What did you say, Wiggins?” Mrs. Goodge asked.

“Nothin’.” He gave the cook a cheerful smile. He knew she’d been worrying about him and he wasn’t having any more of that. At her age, the less aggravation there was in her life, the better and he wasn’t going to be mooning about the place anymore, thank you very much.

Mrs. Jeffries looked toward the far wall. The kitchen of Upper Edmonton Gardens, like many kitchens in this part of London was built just below ground, so that the window literally faced out onto the pavement. Through the rain splattered pane, she saw the wheels of a hansom pull up in  front of the house. “That might be Inspector Witherspoon.” She got to her feet and headed for the back stairs.

But when she reached the front door, it wasn’t the inspector but a constable she didn’t recognize.

He nodded respectfully. “Mrs. Jeffries?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Constable Wisden. Inspector Witherspoon asked me to stop by and let you know he’d be late coming home. He’s been called out on a case and he didn’t want his household to worry.”

“Thank you, Constable. Would you care to come in for a cup of tea?” Witherspoon was rarely called out this late in the day unless it was serious so she was determined to find out what she could from this young man.

“No ma’am, I’m on my way to the Yard with some evidence, so I can’t stop in, but I thank you for the invitation.” He nodded again and started to turn.

“Did the inspector say what time he’d be home?” she asked quickly.

“No ma’am, but as it’s a murder, I expect he’ll be quite late.”

“Oh dear, that’s dreadful. I do hope he didn’t have to go too far in this awful weather,” she tried again.

“I’m afraid he did, ma’am.” The constable smiled sympathetically. “He’s been sent to Acton. Paddington Division has requested his help. He’s gone to Humphreys House on Linton Road. Good day to you, ma’am.”

“Good-bye, Constable, and thank you for delivering the message.” She closed the door, charged down the hall, and raced down the staircase. For a woman of late middle age with both arthritis and a touch of rheumatism in her knees, she could move fast when the situation called for it.

Having heard her thundering down the stairs, the others rose to their feet as she burst into the kitchen. “We’ve a  murder,” she announced. “And it’s bound to be an important one. It’s out of our inspector’s district.”

Metropolitan police divisions were very competitive with one another and wouldn’t have asked for Witherspoon’s assistance unless someone had put pressure on them to make the request. That meant someone at Scotland Yard had wanted Witherspoon on the case.

“There’s no time to lose,” she continued. “The inspector is already on his way there, so you two”—she looked at Wiggins and Smythe—“had best get cracking.”

Both of them were already moving toward the coat tree. “Where is it?” Smythe asked as he grabbed his heavy black overcoat and tossed it over his arm.

Wiggins slipped into his jacket, grabbed his hat, and reached into the brass stand for his umbrella. “Do I have time to put my boots on? They’re just by the back door.”

Smythe nodded. “Bring mine as well.” He turned to Mrs. Jeffries. “Should I risk going to Howards for the carriage?” Howards was the livery where the inspector’s carriage and horses were stabled.

“No, there isn’t time.” She didn’t have to tell them what to do once they arrived at the murder site. They understood what needed to be done. “Take a hansom. Do you need any money?”

He grinned and shook his head. He knew that the housekeeper had only asked that question to keep up appearances. Wiggins and Mrs. Goodge thought he was just a simple coachman. He was rich as sin but the only people in the household who knew it were Mrs. Jeffries and Betsy. He’d never meant to keep the others in the dark; it’s just that when he’d first come back from Australia he’d not planned on staying at the Witherspoon household very long. But everything had happened so quickly that by the time he should have gone, they’d started solving murders  and he’d begun to hope that Betsy had feelings for him. By then, it was too late to tell them about his wealth.

He’d told Betsy about his money when they became engaged and Mrs. Jeffries had figured it out on her own. One day he’d tell Wiggins and Mrs. Goodge, but he’d wait until the right moment. Sometimes feelings were hurt if your friends thought you’d deliberately kept a secret from them.

 

“This is the house, sir.” Constable Barnes deftly opened the umbrella and held it up as the inspector stepped down from the hansom cab. The constable was a craggy-faced veteran with over twenty-five years on the force. His complexion was florid, his posture rigid as a post, and beneath his helmet was a headful of curly gray hair. The rain had slowed to a light drizzle, but he kept the umbrella over them as he paid off the cab. He turned and stared at a six-story redbrick house. “It’s huge.”

“Of course it is.” Witherspoon sighed heavily. “And no doubt it’s owned by someone influential and rich.” The inspector was a middle-aged man with thinning brown hair, a long, rather bony face, and deep-set hazel eyes.

“Plenty of property as well. It’s set back from the road a goodly ways. That doesn’t come cheap in any part of London,” Barnes added.

Witherspoon stepped out from underneath the umbrella and started toward the house. “Right, we might as well get to it. At least the rain seems to be letting up.”

As was both their habits, each of them surveyed the property as they made their way to the front door. Barnes lifted his hand to bang the knocker when the door opened and a young police constable stuck his head out. “Thank goodness you’ve arrived. We’re having a hard time holding them.” He held the door wide, stepped back, and waved them into the foyer.

The constable’s words did not bode well, Witherspoon thought to himself. “I’m Inspector Witherspoon and this is Constable Barnes,” he said as he continued his study of his surroundings. The house was as opulent inside as he’d thought it might be. The walls were painted in a pale peach shade with intricate white molding running along the top of the ceiling. A huge mirror with an ornate gold-painted frame hung on the wall and just beneath it was an oversized fern resting on a white marble foyer table. The floor was polished oak and directly overhead was a huge three-armed amber glass chandelier. At the end of the long hallway, a carpeted staircase the same shade as the chandelier, curved up to the upper floors.

“Police Constable Bishop, sir,” the policeman said quickly. “The body is upstairs sir, but the witnesses are all in there.” He jerked his thumb toward a closed door farther down the hall.

“Witnesses,” Witherspoon repeated hopefully. “You mean someone saw the killer?” Gracious, that would make his task so much easier. He’d never had a case where he had an actual eyewitness to murder.

“No sir.” Constable Bishop smiled ruefully. “No one saw anything, but they did hear the fatal shots being fired. The house was full of guests when the incident happened and several of them are wanting to leave now. Naturally, I told them they had to wait until you arrived.”

Witherspoon was bitterly disappointed and the struggle not to let the emotion show on his face resulted in his mind going completely blank for a few moments. He blinked and scratched his nose, hoping to buy himself a few seconds to think what to do next. Luckily, Constable Barnes had no such problem. “We’ll have a quick word with the witnesses and then go up to see the body. Has the police surgeon been called?”

“Yes sir, but he’s sent word back he may be delayed.  He’s in surgery. He should be here before seven. I took the liberty of postponing the mortuary van until half past.” He cast a quick glance at the inspector. “I hope that’s all right with you, sir. But we’ve heard of your methods and we know you like the doctor to have a look at the body before it’s moved.”

Relieved that his brain appeared to be functioning again, Witherspoon nodded and started for the drawing room. “You did exactly right, Constable.”

Witherspoon slid open the double doors and stepped inside. The conversation stopped as a dozen pair of eyes turned their gazes upon the two policemen. From the sofa, an attractive, blonde woman who appeared to be in her midthirties got up and came toward them. She smiled at Inspector Witherspoon and nodded at Barnes. “Hello, you must be the man in charge. I’m Annabelle Prescott. We’ve been waiting for you.”

“We got here as quickly as we could, ma’am,” Witherspoon replied apologetically. “I understand there’s been a shooting?” Even as he introduced himself, he was studying the room. It was even more elaborate than the foyer. The floor was slats of oak parquet done in a diamond pattern, the ceiling a good twelve feet over his head, and the walls painted the palest shade of green he’d ever seen. Green and pink flowered curtains hung at the three long windows, a carved wooden mantel with an inlay of pink marble surrounded the fireplace, and the furniture was ornate French empire upholstered in shades of ivory, green, and pink.

“That’s why we’ve sent for you, sir.” A youngish man with dark hair stepped forward. “Our uncle Francis has been murdered. He was shot this afternoon while the rest of us were sitting here waiting for him to join us.”

“What is your name, sir?” Barnes asked.

“Joseph Humphreys,” he replied. “We were all here; we all heard the shot.”

“What time would that have been?” Witherspoon directed the question to Annabelle Prescott.

“I didn’t look at the clock,” she replied. “So I don’t know the precise time. Why? Is it important?”

“I do.” A plump, brown-haired woman got up off a chair next to the fireplace and came over to stand next to the young man. “I looked at the clock just before we heard the shot. It was eight minutes past four. I’m Pamela Humphreys.”

“Inspector, we were all sitting here when the shot was fired, so can’t we just leave our names and addresses and go home?” The question was asked by a tired-looking elderly gentleman. “I’m Leo Kirkland. I’m no relation to Francis Humphreys. I’m merely a guest who was invited here to tea today and frankly this whole ordeal has exhausted me. I’d like to leave.”

“All of you were here together when the shot was fired?” Witherspoon pressed. He didn’t see any harm in acquiescing to their wishes. If they’d all been together here in the drawing room, they certainly couldn’t have been murdering anyone. Unless, of course, all of them were in it together. He shuddered slightly and shoved that thought to the back of his mind. Conspiracies were dreadfully difficult to prove.

“Yes, Inspector.” Annabelle Prescott smiled wearily. “We were all here waiting for Uncle Francis to come downstairs. Everyone in this room had been invited for tea but we heard the shot before any food was served. I imagine everyone here is both tired and hungry.”

“Yes, I expect they are.” He didn’t really see any harm in letting people leave. He looked at their eager, expectant faces. “By all means, you must go home. Leave your names and addresses with the constable outside and you can go.” He glanced at Barnes as he spoke, letting him know with a discreet nudge of his chin that he was to keep watch as the  guests left and make sure no one departed without speaking to Bishop.

Barnes slipped into the hallway just before the first of the group came charging out, holding on to hats and coats and umbrellas as they crowded around the young constable. Bishop, scribbling furiously, wouldn’t have had time to notice if half a dozen people had made for the door. But Barnes kept a close watch.

When the last of the guests had gone, Bishop put his pencil in his trouser pocket and shook his hand. “I don’t think I’ve ever written so fast in my life.”

“You’ll get even faster the longer you stay on the force.” Barnes smiled in amusement. “Have the house and the grounds been searched?”

“We searched both as soon as we arrived and saw the victim had been shot,” Bishop said. “But we found nothing. Mind you, here in the house, it was a bit difficult.”

“Difficult,” Barnes repeated. “How was it difficult? What do you mean?”

Bishop shifted from one leg to the other. “We did our best but we kept stumbling over servants and guests. They were everywhere, sir. It was very awkward.”

The constable’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Awkward or not, I assume your search was thorough?”

Witherspoon came out of the drawing room. He smiled at the young constable. “I’m sure it was very thorough, wasn’t it?”

Bishop smiled in relief and nodded vigorously. “Yes sir, it was.”

Barnes resisted the urge to box the inspector’s ears. Ye gods, now the lad would never own up to whether or not they’d actually conducted a rigorous search. Sometimes he wished Inspector Witherspoon wasn’t quite so kind and decent.

“No sign of the weapon, I suppose,” Witherspoon continued.

“None, sir.”

Barnes, who was more than a little annoyed at his superior officer, said, “We’d best get upstairs to view the body, sir.”

Witherspoon repressed a shudder and nodded, and the two policemen started up the stairs.

Another constable was standing guard in front of a closed door just off the first floor landing. He snapped to attention. “It’s just here, sir.” He opened the door and ushered them inside.

As he stepped over the threshold, Witherspoon took a deep breath. He hated dead bodies. Truth of the matter was that oftentimes some of the sights he’d seen had given him the worst nightmares. But he knew his duty, and no matter how unpleasant this might be, he’d do his job to the best of his ability.

He stopped and looked at his surroundings. The room was both a bedroom and a study. The ceiling was high and the walls painted a soothing shade of cream. A double bed with a carved wooden headboard and a maroon coverlet was on the left-hand side of the long room. Farther down and on the right was a large desk. Witherspoon quickly flicked his gaze past the body sitting propped up in the chair. Opposite the desk was a set of French doors.

Two brilliantly colored oriental rugs covered the dark wood floor. Shelves, tables, and bookcases lined the walls. On the far side of the room was a fireplace with a green marble mantel and just above it was a huge portrait of a steam engine.

Witherspoon blinked, sure his eyes must be playing tricks on him. But they weren’t, the painting was a train all right. He saw that there were trains everywhere. Model  trains cluttered the tops of tables and shelves, photographs of steam engines and railcars were on the walls, half a dozen timetable books were stacked in a heap on the rug, and a complete toy train set was spread out on the floor next to the desk.

Finally, the inspector focused his attention on the dead man. Francis Humphreys was slumped forward, looking for all the world like he’d just fallen asleep.

“We didn’t move the body, sir,” the constable said quietly from behind him. “We’ve all heard of your methods.”

“Very good, Constable.” Witherspoon took a deep breath and forced his legs to move. Constable Barnes reached the victim first. He lifted the man’s chin and stared at the bullet hole in his forehead. “He hasn’t bled much,” he murmured. “That’s odd. Usually head shots bleed like the very devil.”

Witherspoon was glad his stomach was empty. “Yes, they usually do.” He looked down at the desk. A copy of  Bradshaw’s Monthly Railway Guide was lying by the corpse’s lifeless right hand. His left hand rested on a stack of papers and next to it was a notebook in dark green leather. “Perhaps Mr. Humphreys had sat down to have a look at the railway guide?”

“That’s possible, sir. We’ll ask the household if the victim was planning a trip anywhere.” Barnes picked up the green leather notebook, opened the pages and scanned the contents. “This is a logbook. The last entry was yesterday at 3:09.” He paused for a long moment as he read the contents. “Apparently, our victim was a real enthusiast, sir. He’s noted every engine number for the 3:09 going back the past two years. Strange, isn’t it, sir, what some people enjoy doing as a pastime.”

Witherspoon was a bit of a train enthusiast himself. “Trains are very interesting.”

Barnes tossed the logbook back on the desk and walked  to the double French doors. He tried the handle. “It’s locked.”

“Yes, but was it locked after the shooting or has it been locked all day?” Witherspoon murmured. “That’s the question.” He’d no idea what to think. The poor fellow was dead, the constables had searched the premises for the murder weapon and found nothing, and, except for the servants, everyone in the household had been downstairs.

“Should we do a house-to-house?” Barnes asked.

“Yes, perhaps we’ll find a witness who saw or heard something.”

“Too bad this property is so far away from the nearest neighbor.” Barnes frowned. “Do you hear that, sir? It sounds like a train.” He unlocked the door and stepped out onto the terrace.

Witherspoon followed him, coming outside into the cold evening air just as a freight train rattled past at the bottom of the long garden. “Good gracious, this house backs onto a railway line.”

“The Great Western,” Barnes muttered. “Now this is odd, sir. Why would someone as wealthy as Francis Humphreys want to build his house right next to the Great Western Railway Line? Most rich people get as far away from noise and inconvenience as possible.”

“He liked trains.” Witherspoon went back inside, stopping just on the other side of the door frame. “This is where the killer must have stood.”

“Which means whoever did the murder must have been a good shot,” Barnes said softly from behind him. “It’s at least twenty-five feet between here and the victim. Most people aren’t that accurate with a pistol, sir.”

“Maybe the murder weapon wasn’t a pistol,” Witherspoon suggested. Immediately he wished he could take the comment back. “Oh yes, I see what you mean, a rifle or a shotgun would have blown the poor fellow’s head off.”

Constable Bishop stuck his head into the room. “Dr. Amalfi’s hansom has just pulled up, sir?”

“We’re through here, so we’ll get out of his way. Do you know where the body will be taken once the surgeon has completed his examination?”

“St. Mary’s in Paddington, sir,” Bishop replied. “They’ve got the mortuary contract for this area.”

“We may as well start taking statements, Constable,” Witherspoon said. He gave the victim one last look as he walked toward the doorway to the hall. “There’s nothing else we can do for this poor man except find his killer.”

“Shall I start belowstairs, sir?” Barnes inquired as they came out onto the landing and started down the stairs. “I’d like to get the servants’ statements while it’s still fresh in their minds.”

“Good idea, I’ll just go along to the drawing room and see if I can find a family member—” He broke off as he saw Annabelle Prescott step into the hallway. “Miss Prescott,” he began.

“It’s Mrs. Prescott,” she corrected softly.

“Oh dear, I am sorry. Mrs. Prescott, if it’s not too dreadful for you, we’d like to take your statements. With your permission, Constable Barnes would like to have a word with the servants.”

“Certainly. I’ll have Imogene show him downstairs.” She went back into the drawing room for a moment and came back with a younger, dark-haired woman. “This is Imogene Ross, my cousin. She’ll take the constable downstairs to the kitchen.”

Imogene inclined her head politely in acknowledgment of the introduction. “It’s this way, Constable,” she said as she moved off toward the far end of the hallway.

“Let’s at least go sit down so we can be comfortable. This has been an awful day and I’m very tired.” Annabelle smiled wanly as she led him back into the drawing room.

“Of course, ma’am.” He followed after her. She sat down on the ivory empire couch and motioned for him to take the chair opposite. She waited for him to sit before saying, “What would you like to know?”

“Can you tell me what happened here this afternoon?”

She closed her eyes briefly before she spoke. “Uncle Francis had invited several people for tea today. That wasn’t unusual—he often had people in for tea. He didn’t like having dinner parties. He said they were too much trouble and kept him up past his bedtime.”

“How many guests were here?” Witherspoon asked.

She thought for a moment. “From the family, there was myself and Imogene, we both reside here, our cousin by marriage, Pamela Humphreys, another cousin, Joseph Humphreys, and Michael Collier. Oh yes, the Elliots came up from Dorset. They’re distant cousins. Then Mr. Kirkland was here and Mr. and Mrs. Brown from next door. Mr. Eddington was here as well. Let’s see, that makes eleven of us. All of the guests arrived minutes before four o’clock.”

“You had very punctual guests,” Witherspoon observed. In his experience people were always late to social functions.

“Uncle Francis was well known for getting cross if people were late,” she replied. “As a matter of fact, he was exceedingly concerned with punctuality in all things. He was a very kind man, but he has been known to fly into a rage when the train is late.”

“Many people are like that,” the inspector said softly. “Do go on, Mrs. Prescott.”

“We sat down and the housekeeper wheeled in the tea trolley. I went ahead and poured. We waited for a few moments but no one got really concerned . . .”

“So your uncle’s preoccupation with punctuality didn’t extend to himself?” Witherspoon asked.

“He was always on time,” Annabelle said. “But lately,  he’s been showing his age, so when Imogene suggested someone go up and see what was keeping him, I simply thought he was having difficulties retying his cravat. In the past few months, he’s had trouble doing ordinary, mundane tasks.” Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked hard to hold them back. “But if I’d only listened to Imogene and sent someone upstairs, he might still be with us.”

“If someone else had gone upstairs while the killer was here, that person might be dead as well,” he said quickly. “You mustn’t blame yourself.”

“But I do, Inspector,” she whispered. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I do. Uncle Francis has been so good to me. He took me in when my husband passed away and now he’s gone, too.” She took a deep breath. “But you want to know what happened next, don’t you. As I was saying, we were drinking our tea and waiting for him to come downstairs when we heard a dreadful noise coming from upstairs. At first I’d no idea what it might be, but then one of the men yelled that it sounded like a shot—”

“Which man?” Witherspoon interrupted.

She thought for a moment. “I’m not certain, but I think it might have been Mr. Kirkland. Yes, yes, I’m sure it was Mr. Kirkland because he also said the shot was in the house.”

“Mr. Kirkland was a friend of your uncle’s?” Witherspoon asked.

“Oh no, as a matter of fact. We were quite surprised when Mr. Kirkland arrived this afternoon. You see, Inspector, he and Uncle Francis hated each other. One could almost say they were bitterest of enemies.”
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