




“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 house keeper’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 house hold 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 Answer
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 bloodhound dug up the body of a murdered thief? Mrs. Jeffries will have to sniff out some clues before the plot thickens.
Mrs. Jeffries Pinches the Post
Harrison Nye may have been involved in 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 grieves when he’s found dead in his burnt-out studio. With a long list of enemies, including just about everyone the miser’s ever met, it will take Mrs. Jeffries’ shrewd eye to find the killer.
Mrs. Jeffries and the Feast of St. Stephen
’Tis the season for sleuthing. When wealthy Stephen Whitfield is murdered during his holiday dinner party, the clues are harder to find than a silver sixpence in a plum pudding. It’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to solve the case in time for Christmas.
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This book is dedicated to the one person

who said from the beginning that I could do it—

my mother, Ella Ruth Lanham.
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CHAPTER 1

“Got the first one of the day for you, Doctor,” said Harrigan, the porter, as he wheeled the rickety gurney into the ground-floor surgery of St. Thomas’ Hospital. “Mind you, it’s not as bad as some we’ve had lately. He’s not covered with blood or brains like that bloke you did last week.”
Dr. Bosworth nodded absently as he hung his overcoat on the peg and tucked his hat onto the shelf. The mortuary room was chilly, but he was used to the temperature. As the police surgeon for the B district of the Metropolitan Police Force, he spent more time here than he did working on the wards upstairs. He was charged with the grim task of doing postmortems on every suspicious death in this district, and recently there had been no shortage of corpses needing his attention.
He turned and stared at the body outlined beneath the gray sheet, while Harrigan pushed the contraption toward the mortuary table in the center of the room.
“I expect they called you in early today because this poor fellow is wearing a posh suit of clothes,” Harrigan continued amiably. “You know how the police are; they get right nervous when a toff ends up in the river. At least this one didn’t freeze to death.” He stopped as a cough racked him hard enough to send a shudder through his thin frame. His complexion, which was naturally ruddy in color, flushed an even-brighter red.
“Harrigan, that cough is dreadful. When we’re through here, you must come upstairs with me to one of the treatment rooms so I can have a look at your chest and throat,” Bosworth ordered. “And this time I’ll not take no for an answer. I think the hospital can afford a few minutes of my time and a bit of medicine to keep you from coming down with pneumonia. What the board of governors doesn’t know, won’t hurt them.” He knew that the porter had neglected getting medical attention because, even with the reduced fees offered to the hospital staff, he couldn’t afford to pay. Bosworth was having none of that.
“Thank you, sir, I’d appreciate you havin’ a look-see. This ruddy cough won’t go away.” Harrigan started moving again. The gurney groaned and squeaked as he rolled it across the concrete floor.
Bosworth went to the sink, turned on the water, wet his hands, and picked up the carbolic soap. He always scrubbed before he did a postmortem. The dead carried just as many diseases as the living, sometimes more. “What have we got here?”
Harrigan tried to get the gurney as close to the table as possible. “Police said the man drowned. They pulled him out of the river early this morning. I heard one of the coppers that brought him in sayin’ it was an accident.”
Dr. Bosworth dried his hands on a clean towel and pulled his surgical apron off the peg next to the sink. He slipped it over his head as he walked to the table. “Where did they find him?”
“Off the Chelsea Vestry Wharf,” the attendant replied. “He was spotted floating off the side of a piling. Miserable way to go, especially this time of year.” Harrigan pulled the sheet away, exposing the face.
“Oh my Lord.” Bosworth gasped in shock. “I know this man. It’s Michael Provost. I was supposed to see him Friday next.”
Harrigan’s eyebrows shot up. “He was a friend, then? Should I go get another doctor? Gracious, sir, you’ve gone quite pale.”
Bosworth didn’t reply. He closed his eyes and took several long, deep breaths.
“Doctor,” Harrigan prompted, his tone anxious. “Are you alright, sir? Should I go call the matron?”
“There’s no need to call anyone.” Bosworth swallowed heavily. “I’m fine. I simply needed a few moments. It’s a shock when it’s someone you know lying there.” He paused. “Let’s get on with it.”
They pulled off the shroud and positioned the body on the table. For the next ten minutes, they struggled to get the sodden clothes, now made heavy by the water, off the body.
Harrigan, who’d never assisted with a drowning victim before, wrinkled his nose. “You can smell the stink of the river on ’em.” He held up the man’s undergarments before placing them on the top of the pile stacked on the gurney.
“I’m assuming the police searched all the pockets,” Bosworth said, moving around to the far side of the table, where the trolley containing his surgical instruments and a lamp was at the ready. “But just in case they missed something, look through them again.”
“Yes, sir.” Harrigan pushed the gurney toward the sink. “I’ll give these a good wringing out before I put them on the shelves.” He now kept his back to the mortuary table. He was quite glad to help get the clothes off and that sort of thing, but he didn’t fancy seeing what he knew the doctor might be doing next. “When they’re dry, I’ll bundle them up for the next of kin.”
“He doesn’t have any family,” Bosworth muttered. Harrigan was more honest than many hospital porters, but he wasn’t above helping himself to anything he thought might not be missed. “I expect his house keeper will come to collect his clothes. Let me know if you find anything in the pockets.”
“Yes, sir.” Harrigan picked up the wool drawers from the stack and twisted them over the sink, making a face as the smell hit his nostrils.
Bosworth stared at the now-naked body of his friend. Provost’s hair, prematurely white for a man in his midforties, had dried and feathered around his face, almost like a halo. Bosworth bent closer and then gently tugged the dead man’s chin to the right, revealing an ugly gash along the side of the head, just above the left ear.
“Did you mention you heard the police say this was an accident?” Bosworth asked suddenly.
“That’s what one of them was tellin’ the matron when they brought the body in. He said the man probably had too much to drink and took a tumble off the wharf.” Harrigan folded the garment, laid it on the wooden shelf next to the sink, and then reached for the undershirt.
“Michael Provost didn’t drink to excess, and if he had imbibed too much, he’d have taken a hansom home.” Bosworth reached down and parted the hair along the slashed flesh. He probed gently along the wound, grimacing as his fingers found the spots where the bone had cracked and separated. “His skull has been fractured.”
“Maybe he bashed it on one of the pilings,” Harrigan suggested helpfully.
Bosworth grabbed the lamp and moved it closer. The scalp was discolored and darkening. “Half the side of his head is bruised, and I don’t think it was because he smacked it on a piling.”
“What do you think caused it, then?” Harrigan turned and looked at Bosworth, his expression curious.
“He was hit with something,” Bosworth replied. “I’ll know more when I open him up. Luckily he wasn’t in the water very long.”
“How do you know that?” Harrigan turned back to the pile of clothes on the gurney. Even smelling the rank water of the Thames was better than watching the doctor work on that poor bloke.
“Oh, that’s simple: His body isn’t bloated and the fish haven’t been at him. And look at the marks on his shoulders and neck—they’re very distinctive.”
Harrigan kept his gaze firmly on the task in front of him. But the good doctor didn’t notice he’d lost his audience.
Bosworth shifted position so that he could splay his fingers on the dead man’s right shoulder. “Just as I thought,” he muttered.
He moved to the other side of the table and did the same thing again, only this time he splayed his left hand over the marks on the left shoulder. “And this is a fit as well.”
The porter cleared his throat. He didn’t want to look, but he was curious. “What’s a fit, sir?”
“My fingers, Mr. Harrigan. They fit the bruises almost perfectly.”
“So you’re sayin’ it wasn’t an accident?”
“That’s correct. Someone hit Michael Provost in the head with something hard enough to stun him and then shoved him into the water. His killer held him down with enough force to leave very clear hand impressions on the skin. In other words, Provost was murdered.”

“I hope the inspector isn’t late to night. I’ve lamb chops for dinner, and they get tough if they sit too long.” Mrs. Goodge set the plate of freshly made shortbread down on the table and eased into her chair. The portly, white-haired woman was the cook for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon of the Metropolitan Police Force. It was half past three in the afternoon, and the house hold servants had gathered for their tea.
“His current caseload is very light,” said the house keeper, Mrs. Jeffries, as she slipped into her spot at the head of the table. She reached for the teapot and began to pour. She was a short, plump woman who favored brown bombazine dresses and sensible black shoes. Her once-auburn hair now had more than a few strands of gray in it, but her porcelain skin was still smooth, with only a few laugh lines around her brown eyes. “So, unless something unexpected comes up, he ought to be home at his usual time. But, then again, he does have that embezzlement matter.”
Wiggins, the house hold footman, snorted in derision. “I don’t know why they gave our inspector such a silly case. Embezzlement is about as interesting as watchin’ paint dry.”
Mrs. Jeffries stared at him in surprise. The lad generally had a sunny disposition and rarely complained. “I beg to differ. To the victim, embezzlement is a very serious matter. You wouldn’t like it if someone stole everything you’d worked hard to acquire.”
Wiggins looked down at the tabletop. A red flush crept up his round cheeks, and he shoved a lock of brown hair off his forehead. “Sorry, Mrs. Jeffries. You’re right. I oughtn’t to ’ave spoken like I did. It’s just, I’m used to our inspector havin’ big, important cases.”
“But his current case is important,” Mrs. Jeffries said, her tone a bit kinder. “And we can’t always expect to have something to investigate.”
Betsy, the pretty blond-haired maid, spoke up. “We could have a peek at the embezzlement case,” she suggested. “Surely there’s something we could do to help our inspector.”
“That’s right.” Wiggins nodded eagerly. “We could get out and about like we do when we have us a murder. You know, askin’ questions and finding out bits and pieces that would help him settle the case.”
“I don’t see how,” Mrs. Goodge interjected. “Embezzling isn’t at all like murder. There’s no body and no witnesses.”
“And that’s why we ought to ’elp ’im,” Wiggins continued doggedly. “He’s already got a suspect, and that fellow might ’ave talked in front of the servants. They might know something…”
Smythe, the coachman, interrupted him. “James Windsor, if that’s even his real name, lived in rented rooms. The inspector’s already told us the man kept to himself and that no one in the lodging ’ouse knew anything about him.”
Smythe was a tall man in his late thirties, with broad shoulders, a muscular build, black hair, and harsh, almost brutal features, except for his kind brown eyes. He and Betsy were engaged to be married.
“That doesn’t mean we couldn’t find out anything useful,” Betsy insisted. “Wiggins is right. We shouldn’t just sit around doing nothing.”
Mrs. Jeffries stared at them sympathetically. Betsy and Wiggins both had a bad case of the winter doldrums. Christmas had come and gone, the days were overcast and bleak, and it had been more than a month since their last murder. The maid and the footman were both bored, and frankly, if Mrs. Jeffries was truly honest, she was a bit glum herself.
Not that she’d ever want a human being to die simply so that she and the house hold would have an interesting puzzle to solve; that would never do. Of course, their inspector was now the most famous detective on the Metropolitan Police Force, and it did seem a shame that his talents were being wasted on what was really a very straightforward embezzlement investigation. Witherspoon hadn’t complained about the case. In fact, it was just the opposite. At breakfast that morning, he’d told her that he quite enjoyed his current work. Apparently, searching through ledgers, reconciling accounts, and comparing invoices were interesting to him. “I think our inspector is quite happy with this assignment,” Mrs. Jeffries said.
“More’s the pity,” Betsy sighed. “Now even if there is a murder, he’d not want it, and I don’t understand that at all. He’s solved more homicides than anyone.”
“You’re forgettin’ that our inspector never really wanted to become such an expert on solving murders,” Mrs. Goodge said softly. “He was satisfied working in the Records Room, until Mrs. Jeffries came along and made sure he caught that horrible Kensington High Street killer.”
“We helped with that as well,” Wiggins added. “We just didn’t know we was ’elpin’.”
The footman was referring to Inspector Witherspoon’s first homicide. It had been several years earlier, right after Mrs. Jeffries had been hired as the inspector’s house keeper. The case hadn’t been assigned to the inspector, nor had the house hold shown any interest until Mrs. Jeffries made it the main topic of conversation every time they’d sat down at the table. Before any of them understood what she was up to, she had them out and about asking all sorts of questions. By the time any of the house hold had realized what she was doing, Mrs. Jeffries had managed to feed their inspector enough clues to catch the killer.
In the years that had passed, Inspector Witherspoon had solved more murders than anyone in the history of the Metropolitan Police Force. His superiors were amazed by his uncanny ability to unravel even the most complex of cases.
Gerald Witherspoon was as surprised by his ability as anyone else, but that was only to be expected. The poor man had no idea that his entire house hold helped him and that they did it gladly.
Their inspector was one of nature’s gentlemen. He treated them with courtesy and respect, paid decent wages, and most important, never forgot that they were human beings. Of course, that wasn’t the only reason for their willingness to assist him. All of them loved being “out on the hunt,” so to speak, as it was far more interesting than domestic work. Every one of them felt that bringing murderers to justice gave their lives a genuine sense of purpose. But they were especially proud of the fact that their efforts had saved a number of innocent people from the gallows. Each of them contributed in his or her own special way.
Mrs. Goodge did her part without even leaving the kitchen. She had a vast number of “sources,” as she called them, trooping in and out the back door on a regular basis. Delivery lads, chimney sweeps, fruit vendors, laundry boys, and tinkers were all welcomed into the warm kitchen. The cook was relentless in her pursuit of information. As she plied her sources with tea and treats, she’d drop the names of suspects and victims into the conversation as easily as she dropped ripe cherries into an empty pastry shell. By the time her guests were ready to go, she’d have dug out every kernel of gossip there was to be had. If that method didn’t work and she couldn’t get enough information for her liking, she also had a large network of former colleagues she could call upon for help.
Mrs. Goodge had worked in some of the grandest houses in all of En gland and knew the names of every important aristocratic or rich family in the kingdom. Luckily, many of their cases involved the upper classes. But even if it wasn’t an “upper-crust” murder, as she liked to put it, she still found a way to do her part.
The cook was glad that her efforts helped bring killers to justice, but more important, she’d discovered that even this late in her life, she was capable of making fundamental shifts in her point of view. Murder affected everyone, even the people who investigated. For most of her life, she’d been sure the current social order was right and proper, and that everyone should know his or her place and stay in it. But fighting for justice had changed her in the most basic of ways. The world wasn’t as black and white as she’d once thought. Sometimes there were shades of gray. Sometimes justice had nothing to do with the established order and everything to do with what was right.
Betsy, who’d come to the house hold by collapsing on the doorstep and then stayed on as a maid, had become skilled at getting shopkeepers to talk. She’d trot along to a suspect’s or a victim’s neighborhood, step into a greengrocer’s or a butcher’s shop, flash a wide smile at the clerk, and start dropping names.
She was also good at following people, a skill she didn’t mention too often in front of her fiancé. Smythe tended to be ridiculously protective, and she was certain he’d lecture her on the dangers of trailing murder suspects.
Smythe had originally been the coachman for Inspector Witherspoon’s aunt, Euphemia Witherspoon. Then he’d gone to Australia and made a fortune. When he’d returned, he’d stopped in for a quick hello and found Euphemia dying.
He’d also found her home full of greedy servants taking advantage of the sick woman. Only the very young Wiggins had been trying to nurse the poor lady properly. Smythe had tossed the other servants out the front door and sent Wiggins to find a decent doctor, and between the two of them they had nursed her in her last days. But even the best physician couldn’t stop nature from taking its course, and Euphemia Witherspoon’s time upon this earth had been nearing the end.
As she lay dying, she’d made Smythe promise he’d stay on and see that her nephew, Gerald Witherspoon, was settled in properly and, crucially, wasn’t taken advantage of the way she had been. Smythe had agreed.
By the time the house hold was arranged to Smythe’s satisfaction and he could have left, it was too late. He’d gotten involved. He’d liked Mrs. Jeffries’ insight and intelligent conversation from the first time she’d presided over the supper table. Add to that Mrs. Goodge’s wonderful meals and the way Betsy had made him feel from the first time he’d laid eyes on her, and it was no wonder he couldn’t leave.
Then the group had started solving murders, and Smythe had realized that Betsy, despite the difference in their ages, had feelings for him as well. But he’d made a big mistake in not telling the others how much money he had. Now the time never seemed right. It would be awkward.
Betsy knew about his wealth, of course, and Mrs. Jeffries had figured it out, but Mrs. Goodge and Wiggins had no idea that Smythe was as rich as a robber baron. He couldn’t for the life of him figure out exactly how to let them know the truth. He hated the idea that they’d think he’d deliberately kept it a secret from them, when it hadn’t really been that way at all.
But his money had proved useful. When it came to investigating murder and getting people to talk, greasing their informants’ palms with silver came in right handy.
Mrs. Jeffries chuckled as she recalled their first case. “I wasn’t all that certain about what I was doing myself,” she admitted. She’d come to London after the death of her husband. He’d been a policeman in York. She’d a bit of money—his pension—and as they’d had no children, she’d decided to move south, do a bit of traveling, and enjoy the life of the city. But within days she’d been bored silly.
The shops on Regent Street were crowded, the theater was interesting but one couldn’t sit through a play every evening, and several day trips to the South Coast had convinced her that travel often left one with a headache and a nasty case of indigestion. Then she’d heard of an available position as house keeper for a policeman. That had piqued her interest.
She’d come along, chatted with the inspector, and been offered the position. She’d been the one to insist he check her references. She’d soon seen past his hesitant manner and noted that he was no fool. He was capable of so much more than simply being in charge of the Records Room at Scotland Yard.
She smiled softly as she remembered those early first days in the house hold and their very first case together. “Considering that we were more or less dashing about in the dark, I think we did rather well.”
“We solved the case,” Mrs. Goodge reminded her. “Or, rather, you solved it. The rest of us hadn’t a clue about what was going on till it was almost over.”
That was Mrs. Jeffries’ special talent. She could put together the pieces, take all the seemingly unrelated facts and gossip, and come up with the right solution. Most of the time.
“That’s not quite true.” The house keeper chuckled. “I think you were all on to me a lot earlier than you cared to admit. You were simply afraid if you said anything, I might get worried about the inspector finding out and call off the hunt. Remember, we didn’t know each other very well back then.”
“I think it’s the best thing that ever happened to me,” Wiggins declared. “It’s given us something right important to do with our lives, and not everyone gets a chance at that—” He broke off, interrupted by a loud knock from the back door. “Who’s that? You expectin’ any deliveries, Mrs. Goodge?” He got up and crossed the kitchen.
“Deliveries come of a mornin’,” the cook replied.
The room went completely quiet save for Wiggins’ footsteps as he hurried down the long hallway to the back door. Fred, the house hold’s black and brown mongrel dog, woke from his warm spot on the rug in front of the cooker and leapt up. He raced after the footman.
A moment later, they heard the door open. “Well, ’ello. I wasn’t expectin’ to see you,” Wiggins exclaimed eagerly.
“I wonder who it is,” Betsy whispered.
“Come on in, then,” Wiggins continued. “You’ve arrived at a good time. We’ve just sat down to tea, and Mrs. Goodge has made shortbread.”
Seconds later, Wiggins reappeared. He was followed by a tall red-haired man with a long, bony face and deep-set hazel eyes. “It’s Dr. Bosworth come to see us.” The footman grinned broadly. “I’ve invited ’im for tea.”
“But of course he must have tea with us.” Mrs. Jeffries rose to welcome the doctor. Betsy got up and went to the cupboard for another tea setting.
“I’m sorry to just barge in like this, but I needed to see you.” Bosworth smiled apologetically. “And I wouldn’t say no to a cup of tea or to some of Mrs. Goodge’s delicious shortbread. I could smell it as soon as Wiggins opened the door.”
“Then you sit down and help yourself.” The cook pointed to an empty chair.
Bosworth sat down next to Wiggins and nodded his thanks as Betsy put a plate in front of him, then handed Mrs. Jeffries his teacup.
Even though they were all curious as to why he’d come, they waited politely until after he’d had a sip of his tea and taken a bite of shortbread. As soon as he swallowed, he said, “You must excuse my manners, but I’m very hungry. I’ve spent the day trying to convince the Metropolitan Police that a man has been murdered.”
“Have you had any luck?” Mrs. Jeffries asked. She was fairly certain she already knew the answer; otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.
“No, unfortunately. The killer very cleverly made it look like an accident. The police are of the opinion that the man had too much to drink and tumbled into the Thames, where he drowned.”
“And you’re convinced it wasn’t an accident?” Mrs. Jeffries said.
“One doesn’t accidentally hold oneself underwater with enough force to leave handprints on one’s arms and shoulders,” Bosworth said bitterly. “I’ve spent the last two hours arguing with some half-witted inspector that Michael Provost didn’t drink to excess and that he wasn’t stupid enough to have accidentally tumbled into the river on a cold winter’s night. I tried to show the fool the handprints on the corpse’s arms, but he wouldn’t even bother to come have a look. He kept insisting it was an accident or, even more ridiculous, that the death was a suicide. I’m at my wit’s end. I even called at the Ladbroke Grove station to find your inspector, but he was out on another case. As I was close by, I thought I’d come and tell all of you what I’ve learned. Oh dear, I am babbling, aren’t I? Forgive me, please, but I’ve been up since early this morning and I’ve had very little to eat. I’m quite light-headed.” He took another quick sip of tea and shoved the rest of his shortbread into his mouth.
“Then you’ll need more to eat than just this little bit of food,” the cook said. Without waiting for a reply, she got up and hurried to the dry larder. Betsy rose as well and went to the sideboard.
“Tell us what’s happened,” Mrs. Jeffries said. “Start from the beginning and take your time. You can eat as you talk.”
Mrs. Goodge reappeared with a loaf of bread in one hand and a plate of sliced beef in the other. Betsy had already pulled a clean plate off the top rack and set it on the counter next to the butter pot.
“We’ll fix you a nice roast-beef sandwich,” the cook said. “You just do as Mrs. Jeffries says and tell us everything. We’ll take care of the rest.”
Bosworth smiled ruefully. “I shouldn’t put you to so much trouble, Mrs. Goodge, but I’ll not pass up a chance to eat something you’ve cooked. I’ll try to be brief in the telling, as it’s getting late and I know you’ve chores. I got called in early this morning because a dead man had been pulled out of the Thames. It was the body of a healthy middle-aged man named Michael Provost.”
“Where was he pulled from?” Smythe asked.
“The old Chelsea Vestry Wharf. It’s just below where the new embankment ends.” He tried not to watch Mrs. Goodge as she slathered butter on two thick slices of bread, but he was so hungry that his stomach growled.
“And was he fully clothed?” Mrs. Jeffries asked. She wasn’t sure why that question popped into her head, but the moment the words were out of her mouth, she knew it was important.
“Indeed he was.” Bosworth licked his lips as Mrs. Goodge forked a slice of beef onto the buttered bread. “Which is one of the reasons I knew immediately it wasn’t a suicide, even though that fool tried to suggest it might be. But would he listen to me? No, he most certainly did not. I tried to tell him I’ve handled over half a dozen suicides both here and in San Francisco. Most of them had taken their shoes off. That stupid fool of an inspector tried to tell me that the fellow might have kept his shoes on so his feet wouldn’t get cold. Absurd idea. People intent on taking their own life by jumping into the Thames in the middle of winter aren’t overly concerned with whether or not they get chilled!”
Mrs. Jeffries nodded in understanding. “My late husband once pulled a suicide out of the river, and she too had taken off her shoes. Nothing else, only her shoes. I don’t know what prompts people to remove just that item of clothing. Do you have any idea how long your victim had been in the water? Is it possible to determine such a thing?”
Bosworth almost wept in gratitude as Mrs. Goodge put his freshly made sandwich down in front of him. He glanced at Mrs. Jeffries, gave her a polite nod, and then tucked in to his food.
“I like to see a body enjoyin’ their food,” the cook murmured as she slipped back into her chair.
Bosworth held up his hand. “Sorry,” he muttered, “but I didn’t realize how hungry I really was until you started making my sandwich. It’s delicious, by the way.”
They waited patiently until he’d eaten the whole thing, washed it down with tea, and then leaned back in his chair. “That was wonderful,” he said. “Now, in answer to Mrs. Jeffries’ question about determining how long a body has been in the water, the answer is both yes and no.”
“What does that mean?” Wiggins asked.
“I can’t tell you exactly when the poor man was put in the water, but I can tell you he’d not been there long enough for the gases to form in his internal organs and float him to the surface. That process takes several days. When someone drowns himself, the body generally sinks.”
“Then how did he get spotted if he didn’t float up?” Smythe asked.
“He never sank,” Bosworth replied. “His coat caught on a nail or a piling, and that kept him from going to the bottom.”
“Who called in the alarm?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.
“A policeman spotted him in the wee hours last night. He was brought into St. Thomas’ mortuary room at six.”
“Are you sure the marks on his body were really handprints? Maybe he was just bashed up against the pilings,” Smythe said.
Bosworth shook his head. “The marks were bruises, and they were most definitely handprints. He was held under the water until he drowned. I’m certain of it.”
“The death was caused by drowning?” Mrs. Jeffries clarified. Dr. Bosworth had helped them on a number of their other cases, and he had some rather unusual ideas about what one could learn by a serious study of a victim’s body. Bosworth had, among other things, spent some time in San Francisco, where he’d worked and studied with an American doctor and had become quite an expert in gunshot wounds. He was of the opinion that a careful examination of bullet wounds could actually give one a clue as to the kind of gun that had been used in the shooting. Thus far, he’d proved to be an invaluable help to them in their work.
But this victim hadn’t died by gunshot. Mrs. Jeffries trusted the good doctor’s opinion, but she needed to make sure he wasn’t seeing murders everywhere.
“Definitely. There was water in the lungs. Not only that, but there was a wound on the left side of his head that indicated he’d been struck with something hard enough to stun him; then he was forced into the river and held under.” Bosworth frowned heavily. “I told all this to the officer in charge of the case, but he’d already decided it was an accident or a suicide. He refused to listen to me.”
“Who did you speak with?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.
“A fool by the name of Inspector Nivens.” Bosworth snorted faintly. “He was in such a hurry to be off, he barely listened to what I had to say. Goodness, the man wouldn’t even come and look at the body. I couldn’t believe his behavior. It was outrageous—outrageous, I tell you. That’s why I tried to see Inspector Witherspoon. He’d understand; he’d listen…” His voice trailed off as he saw the expressions on their faces. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“We know all about Inspector Nivens,” Mrs. Jeffries replied. “And you’re right: he is a fool.”
Nivens had been a thorn in their sides almost from Witherspoon’s first case. He’d made it perfectly clear that he thought Witherspoon was an incompetent who had lots of help on all his cases. That was true, of course, but just because the house hold helped a bit didn’t mean Gerald Witherspoon wasn’t up to the task at hand.
But Nivens could be dangerous, so they had to tread carefully. He had powerful political connections in the Home Office. He was always running to the chief inspector with one tale or another and trying his best to prove that Inspector Witherspoon wasn’t doing his job properly. Nivens thought he’d been very hard done by because Witherspoon now got most of the homicides, even the ones outside his own district.
“But Nivens is so eager to prove himself as a homicide detective, I’m surprised he didn’t take you seriously. He’d like nothing better than to have a murder drop into his lap,” Mrs. Jeffries said thoughtfully.
“He wasn’t very interested today,” Bosworth replied. “Apparently his lunch engagement was more important than his duty. Honestly, Mrs. Jeffries, the man seemed afraid to even look at the body. But it’s my duty to ensure that a proper investigation is done, and I know this was murder, not an accident or a suicide.”
“Can’t you just tell ’em that at the inquest?” Wiggins suggested helpfully.
Bosworth shook his head. “I don’t want to go before a magistrate with the police saying one thing and me saying another.”
“You’re afraid that a coroner’s magistrate won’t take your methods seriously and they’ll come back with the wrong verdict, aren’t you?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.
“That’s correct. If that happens, then whoever killed Michael Provost will have got away with the crime. Once the verdict is set, it’s very difficult to convince the police to investigate.”
“I shouldn’t worry about that, Dr. Bosworth,” Mrs. Goodge said easily. “No matter how the magistrate rules, if it’s murder, we’ll suss it out and catch the killer.” She pushed the plate of shortbread closer to him. “Now, do you know anything else about our victim?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” Bosworth replied. “I was acquainted with him. I had an appointment to meet with him next Friday at St. Thomas’.”
Surprised, Mrs. Jeffries stared at Bosworth. “You knew him?”
He looked down at the tabletop and then lifted his eyes, meeting her gaze squarely. “I know I should have mentioned it straightaway, but I was afraid you might react the way Inspector Nivens did when I told him I knew the victim. He seemed to think that meant I couldn’t be objective, that I couldn’t do my job properly, and that’s simply not true.”
Mrs. Jeffries glanced at the others and saw confusion and consternation, the very emotions she felt, reflected on their faces. “I assure you, Dr. Bosworth, that no one here is at all like Nigel Nivens. However, this is a very pertinent bit of information.”
“I know, and I should have mentioned the fact immediately,” he replied.
“Was he a close friend?” Betsy asked softly.
“No, not really. Provost was more of a business acquaintance than anything else, but I had known him for years. When I mentioned that to Inspector Nivens, he seemed to feel that was evidence that I couldn’t be objective about the matter.”
“How, exactly, did you make the victim’s acquaintance?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.
“Through my father,” Bosworth admitted. “Provost owned a medical supply company. It’s a very successful enterprise. I met him years ago when he used to come around to my father’s surgery to sell him equipment.”
“Why were you going to meet him?” Smythe asked.
“He’d asked me to introduce him to the procurement manager at St. Thomas’ Hospital. Provost’s company manufactures excellent instruments, so I was quite willing. He’d always treated me well, and my father had a great deal of respect for him.”
“When was the last time you saw Mr. Provost?” Mrs. Goodge asked.
“Two weeks ago. He dropped by my office and asked if I could arrange the introduction. He’d done business with the hospital on previous occasions, but our current manager recently took over the procurement position and Provost thought it easier to be introduced to him through a staff member such as myself rather than just sending the fellow a letter.” He shook his head, his expression rueful. “He was in my office for less than ten minutes, and it wasn’t an overly important issue to either of us; it was simply the most convenient way to do a bit of business. I can’t recall the last time I saw him prior to that. So, as you can tell, he wasn’t such a close friend that seeing him on a mortuary slab would render me incapable of performing my duty properly, nor would I be inclined to see murder where one doesn’t exist.”
“But, still, seeing someone you’ve known for years lying there must have been very difficult for you,” Mrs. Jeffries said gently.
“When the porter pulled the sheet back, I was very shocked,” Bosworth admitted. “It made me realize how terribly upsetting murder must be for the family and friends of the victim.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But my personal relationship with the man has nothing to do with my conviction that he didn’t accidentally fall into the river or commit suicide. Provost was murdered. There are bruises shaped exactly like handprints on his arms and shoulders.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Mrs. Goodge said briskly. “So there’s no time to waste. What sort of person was your Mr. Provost? Was he married? Did he have many friends? In other words, have you any idea who might have wanted him dead?”
Bosworth smiled faintly. “He was a widower and he had no children. His wife died of cholera less than six months after they married. He never remarried. Oh, and before I forget, he was a qualified doctor. He studied in Edinburgh but never practiced.”
“Do you have any idea why?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.
Bosworth thought for a moment. “I’m not certain of this, but I think I recall hearing my father say that Provost never got used to the sight of blood. But in his case, he made the right decision. He made far more money from his business than he would ever have made as a doctor. As I said, he owns a very successful manufacturing enterprise, and before you ask, I’ve no idea who might inherit it. I do know that he lived in a rather large house and that he had a goodly number of servants. I remember going there once years ago to pick up a set of syringes he wanted my father to test for him.”
“And where is this ’ouse of his?” Wiggins helped himself to another piece of shortbread.
“He lived at number eight, Maude Grove Road in Chelsea. That’s why I’m certain his death wasn’t an accident: He walked along the river all the time,” Bosworth insisted.
“Where is his business located?” Mrs. Jeffries asked. “Here in London?”
“Yes, it’s on Gray’s Inn Road, just down from the Royal Free Hospital,” Bosworth replied. “The workshop, ware-house, and offices are there. But my main concern now is getting the police to admit that the poor fellow was murdered. Honestly, if I can’t get them to accept that those marks on his arms and shoulders are handprints, then I don’t know what to do.”
“What about the fact that he was coshed on the head?” Smythe asked. “Wouldn’t that be evidence of a sort?”
“Inspector Nivens claimed he probably received the injury when he fell and hit his head on the wharf.” Bosworth snorted. “That’s nonsense, of course. The wound was caused by Provost being smacked with a heavy object just above his left ear. But as my methods aren’t universally accepted by the medical or legal profession, I’ve no way of proving it was murder.”
Mrs. Jeffries was also very apprehensive about this. Nivens wouldn’t like to admit he was wrong, but for him to ignore evidence that pointed to murder, a murder that would go to him as the senior officer on duty, meant that something was wrong.
However, before she could express her qualms and suggest they proceed with caution, Wiggins spoke up. “Oh, don’t worry, Dr. Bosworth. Mrs. Jeffries is right good at that sort of thing. She’ll come up with something to make them all see it was murder.” He glanced proudly at the house keeper. “Won’t you, Mrs. Jeffries?”
“You can’t expect her to come up with an answer this quickly,” Betsy interjected. “Give her a few moments to think it through.”
“Well, let’s see,” Mrs. Jeffries murmured. Really, she was flattered by their faith in her abilities, but rather at a loss as to the best way to proceed. “Uh.”
“You could always contact his solicitor with your evidence,” Smythe said to Bosworth. “You know where Provost lived. Finding out who his lawyer is shouldn’t be too hard.”
“I thought of that,” Bosworth admitted. “But I wasn’t sure if that approach would be very effective. I’m not certain that I can get his solicitor to take my evidence seriously if I can’t even convince the police.”
“But you must try,” Mrs. Jeffries argued. “If you can convince his solicitor to press the police, even Inspector Nivens couldn’t stop an investigation.”
“I just don’t understand why Nivens wouldn’t want it to be a murder,” Betsy muttered. “He’s always complaining that our inspector hogs all the murders.”
“Yes,” Mrs. Jeffries agreed. “That is puzzling, and I expect we’ll find out the answer one way or another. But in the meantime we can start having a good look at our poor Mr. Provost.” In her experience, the best way to find out who committed a murder was by learning as much as possible about the victim.
“Good, that will be very helpful.” Bosworth rose to his feet. “I’m glad I stopped in to see you. Tomorrow I’ll see about talking to Provost’s solicitor, and if I can’t convince him to help me, I’ll go along and see the chief inspector myself. Providing I can get the police to listen to me, it would help if Inspector Witherspoon takes this case.”
“But didn’t you say that Inspector Nivens would be in charge?” Mrs. Goodge asked, her expression confused.
“Had he acted properly, he would have been,” Bosworth said. “But as I shall make it clear to both the chief inspector and Provost’s legal representative that Nivens was derelict in his duty, I don’t see how they can give the case to him.”
“But that won’t mean that Inspector Witherspoon will get it,” Mrs. Jeffries warned.
“I understand that, Mrs. Jeffries.” Bosworth smiled wanly. “But we can hope for the best, can’t we?”

As it turned out, Dr. Bosworth didn’t need to convince Provost’s solicitor of anything. When the police went to the dead man’s home to inform his house hold of the tragedy, his house keeper, a sensible woman who knew her employer very well indeed, immediately sent for his solicitor, Anthony Tipton.
Tipton went straight to New Scotland Yard and was in the chief inspector’s office at the very moment that Dr. Bosworth was at Inspector Witherspoon’s house in Upper Edmonton Gardens.
“The very idea that Mr. Provost would accidentally fall into the Thames is absurd. For the past thirty years, he’s taken a walk along that river every single night, and he knew the neighborhood like the back of his hand,” Tipton proclaimed.
“But you just stated that he was deeply concerned about some problem,” Chief Inspector Barrows said. “Perhaps he was distracted and slipped on a wet patch.”
“Rubbish,” Tipton interrupted him. “He was fleet of foot and sound of mind. He might have been concerned about some matter, but that’s how he did his thinking, by walking along the river.” Tipton rose to leave the chief’s office. “I expect a full investigation of this matter. I knew Michael Provost. He was a meticulous, careful man who did not have accidents.”
“I assure you, sir, we’ll investigate Mr. Provost’s death as thoroughly as possible.” Relieved that Tipton was leaving, Barrows leapt to his feet as well. “I’ll put our best man on it.”
“And who would that be?” Tipton stopped, his hand on the doorknob.
“Inspector Gerald Witherspoon.”
Tipton nodded and pulled the door open. “Good. Keep me informed. Provost wasn’t just a client; he was my friend.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. Tipton. Inspector Witherspoon will get to the bottom of this straightaway.”
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