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THE MRS. JEFFRIES MYSTERIES ARE …

“Full of humor, suspense, adventure, 
and touches of romance … Delightful.”

—Rendezvous

WHAT WOULD SCOTLAND YARD DO 
WITHOUT DEAR MRS. JEFFRIES?

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

The Inspector and Mrs. Jeffries

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

Mrs. Jeffries Dusts for Clues

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

The Ghost and Mrs. Jeffries

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

Mrs. Jeffries Takes Stock

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

Mrs. Jeffries on the Ball

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

Mrs. Jeffries on the Trail

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

Mrs. Jeffries Plays the Cook

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

Mrs. Jeffries and the Missing Alibi

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

Mrs. Jeffries Stands Corrected

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

Mrs. Jeffries Takes the Stage

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

Mrs. Jeffries Questions the Answer

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

Mrs. Jeffries Reveals Her Art

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

Mrs. Jeffries Takes the Cake

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

Mrs. Jeffries Rocks the Boat

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

Mrs. Jeffries Weeds the Plot

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

Mrs. Jeffries Pinches the Post

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

Mrs. Jeffries Pleads Her Case

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

Mrs. Jeffries Sweeps the Chimney

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

Mrs. Jeffries Stalks the Hunter

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

Mrs. Jeffries and the Silent Knight

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

Mrs. Jeffries Appeals the Verdict

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

Mrs. Jeffries and the Best Laid Plans

Banker 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 Whitfield is murdered during his holiday dinner party. It’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to solve the case in time for Christmas.

Mrs. Jeffries Holds the Trump

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

Mrs. Jeffries in the Nick of Time

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

Mrs. Jeffries and the Yuletide Weddings

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

Mrs. Jeffries Speaks Her Mind

When an eccentric old woman suspects she’s going to be murdered, everyone thinks she’s just being peculiar—until the prediction comes true.

Mrs. Jeffries Forges Ahead

A free-spirited bride is poisoned at a society ball, and it’s up to Mrs. Jeffries to discover who wanted to make the modern young woman into a post-mortem.

Mrs. Jeffries and the Mistletoe Mix-Up

There’s murder going on under the mistletoe as Mrs. Jeffries and Inspector Witherspoon hurry to solve the case before the eggnog is ladled out on Christmas Eve.
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CHAPTER 1
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“Your excuses are getting tiresome, Jones.” Ronald Dearman fixed his disapproving glare upon the hapless clerk standing on the far side of the wide mahogany desk. “If it happens again, you’ll get the sack. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir,” Daniel Jones said quickly. “I understand, and I’m grateful you’re giving me another chance. But my mum was so ill I had to take her to the doctor. She’s better now, so it shouldn’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t,” Dearman snapped. He glanced at the clock on the wall next to the door. “Are you the last one here?”

“Yes, sir,” Jones stuttered. “It’s past six o’clock, sir, and everyone else has gone.”

“Go ahead and leave, then. Just make sure the windows are closed and locked.”

“They are, sir.” Jones edged toward the door. “Mr. Anson ordered them closed before he left for the factory, and I locked them then.” He broke off, wincing as he realized he’d said just the wrong thing.

Dearman’s eyes widened. “Mr. Anson ordered,” he repeated. “Mr. Anson isn’t in a position to be ordering anything around here. I’m in charge of the office, not Henry Anson. Do you hear me, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir, of course, sir.” Jones stumbled backward, desperate to get out of the office before Dearman decided to sack him. “I only meant—”

“I know what you meant,” Dearman shouted. “And I’m not having it. Neither you nor anyone else in this office is to take any notice of what that upstart says. Now get out of here before I change my mind and you find yourself unemployed.”

“Yes, sir, yes, sir.” He lunged for the handle, yanked the door open, and flew into the outer office. “Good night, sir,” he called over his shoulder.

Dearman didn’t bother to reply. He sat up, his body stiffening as an image of Anson’s face flashed into his mind. He wished he could sack that one. Anson strutted around like the cock of the walk, safe and secure as the favored one. At that thought, Dearman’s heart pounded and his chest tightened. He took a long, deep breath and expelled it slowly. His doctor had warned him about getting upset, said it wasn’t good for his blood pressure. Dearman shifted slightly, trying to ease the pressure in his chest; he could hear a faint buzzing in his ears as well. He took another breath and deliberately relaxed the muscles in his shoulders and arms. He was determined to stay calm.

He’d not let Anson win by conveniently dropping dead of a stroke or heart failure; he intended to be here for a good number of years yet. The little sod was going to have to wait a long time before he got this office. Dearman turned his head and focused his gaze on the lamp on his desk. As it was a cold, miserable gray day in March, it had been lighted since the middle of the afternoon. He smiled slightly. His heart had stopped pounding, and the buzzing in his ears was gone. He laughed softly as a gust of rain slammed against the window. Oh yes, he intended to be at Sutcliffe Manufacturing for a long, long time.

His good humor restored, he leaned back in his chair, satisfied that he had his world under control. Even better, he had Daniel Jones, the junior accounting assistant, completely cowed. The man had made the mistake of taking one too many days off. It didn’t matter to him that Jones was taking care of his ailing mother; he simply needed to ensure that Jones was completely intimidated. He was a bright lad, perhaps too bright, and that wouldn’t do at all. Junior accountants needed to know not to ask too many questions about matters that didn’t concern them.

Dearman yawned and stretched his arms toward the ceiling, enjoying the solitude of the quiet, empty office. Other than his annoyance at hearing Henry Anson’s name, it had been a good day, especially for a Monday. He’d successfully quelled a minor rebellion amongst the clerks over the time allowed for the midday meal break, bullied Jones into submission, and arranged for a new and less expensive reconciliation accounts clerk.

He frowned suddenly as he heard footsteps in the outer office. “Jones, is that you? I thought you’d left for the day,” he called. The footsteps paused and then continued on toward his door.

Dearman straightened his spine and stared at his closed office door. “Who’s there? Jones, is that you? Answer me. Who is there?”

But no one replied. Instead, he saw the knob turn, and a second later, the door eased open.

He slumped in relief. “Goodness, it’s you. Why didn’t you reply when I called out? What’s that you’re holding?” His voice trailed off as his visitor stepped farther into the room and aimed the gun directly at his forehead.

“No, no, you can’t do that.” Dearman shoved backward with all his might and tried to throw himself to one side. But he couldn’t move faster than a bullet.

The visitor squeezed the trigger, and as planned, the sound of the shot was drowned out by the blast of the horn from the six-fifteen ferry as it passed under the Southwark Bridge.

Ronald Dearman stared in stunned surprise for a brief moment and then flopped forward onto his desk. The murderer moved quickly across the small space, stopping by the body and checking to make sure that Dearman was truly dead before pulling a set of keys out of the deceased’s coat pocket. Satisfied that the victim wouldn’t live to tell any tales, the assailant blew out the lamp and left the premises, double-checking that both Dearman’s office door and the main door were locked tight.

Inspector Nigel Nivens struggled to keep from smiling as he stood over the corpse of Ronald Dearman, deputy manager of Sutcliffe Manufacturing. The inspector wasn’t happy the man had been killed, of course, but he was delighted that for once, he’d been assigned the murder.

“It’s about time you got one, sir,” Constable Morehead said to Nivens.

“Why wouldn’t I get it?” Nivens replied as he studied the position of the body. “It’s in my district, and apparently, a mere deputy manager wasn’t important enough for the Home Office to insist the case be given to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon.”

He spoke freely in front of Morehead; they’d worked together on a number of cases, and Nivens knew that the young constable was ambitious and very much in awe of Nivens’ social and political connections. Besides, Morehead was the only constable who liked him enough to have a drink with him. When he stepped into any of the local policeman’s pubs near the station, he might as well have been invisible. None of the off-duty constables or detectives would so much as look in his direction. He wasn’t well liked and he knew it. He tried not to let it bother him, and for the most part, it didn’t. Power was far more useful to him than popularity.

“Well, it’s only right that you get it, sir,” Morehead agreed. “You’ve plenty of good collars on your record, and it isn’t fair that every important case be given to Inspector Witherspoon. The rest of us need a chance to prove ourselves.”

“And prove ourselves we will.” Nivens smiled briefly. “I intend to solve this case quickly, and that will lead to others.”

“You like solving murders?” Morehead asked.

“Of course not, but you’ve been around long enough to know that is the way to the top. Catching killers gets one’s name in the papers, and that, Constable Morehead, makes the brass sit up and take notice. One of these days, I intend to have Bradford’s spot.”

“You want to be the commissioner?”

“Naturally, and once I’ve successfully concluded this investigation, I fully expect to be promoted. I’ve several reporters who owe me favors, and they’ll see to it that my name is prominently mentioned in all the newspaper accounts.”

“Inspector Witherspoon has solved dozens of murders and gets his name in the paper all the time, but he’s not been promoted.” Morehead moved to the far side of the desk so he could get a better look at the body.

“That’s because he’s a fool.” Nivens’ good humor vanished at the mention of Witherspoon’s name.

“I heard he’s been offered promotion many times, but he always turns it down,” Morehead continued. His attention was on the corpse, and he was oblivious to the fact that he was annoying his superior. “Supposedly, he doesn’t need the money and he’s happy with his current position. I know the lads all speak well of him.”

“I wonder if the lads would think so highly of him if they all knew he had more help than any of us get when he’s on a case.” Nivens lifted the victim’s head to take a closer look at the bullet hole in his forehead. “He’d not have such a high solve rate if it wasn’t for his servants. They help him, you know, especially that housekeeper of his, Mrs. Jeffries. She’s the sharp one behind his success. You wouldn’t think a woman would be able to put two and two together and come up with the correct answer, but she does. Witherspoon’s solution rate wouldn’t be any better than anyone else’s if he didn’t have her and the rest of them snooping about on his behalf.” Nivens let go of the victim’s head and it thumped hard against the desk.

Morehead glanced at the office door and winced as he noticed it was slightly ajar. “Mrs. Sutcliffe is just outside, sir,” he whispered in an attempt to remind his superior to be a bit gentler when handling the victim.

Outside the dead man’s office, Fiona Sutcliffe stood frozen in shock. She couldn’t believe her ears. For a moment, she panicked, but then she brought herself under control. Stumbling just a bit, she moved to the nearest desk, yanked out a chair, and sat down. She had to think, she had to decide what to do. Just how capable was this Inspector Nivens? From what she’d overheard, he was more concerned with his own ambition than anything else, and that could cause her great difficulties. It wouldn’t take long before he found out. There had been too many witnesses, and she was under no illusions that her servants would hold their tongues. But which was the more dangerous course of action? Letting this investigation take its course or going to her for help?

She sat there thinking, going over every possible outcome, while all around her, constables searched the premises of Sutcliffe Manufacturing looking for evidence. She ignored the muffled voices and the shuffling feet as she concentrated on the problem at hand. She wasn’t superstitious, but on the other hand, she wasn’t one to ignore the hand of providence. Hearing that name after so many years surely meant something.

The door opened and the plainclothes officer stood on the threshold. He was a portly man with dull blond hair, bulbous blue eyes, and a large mustache. He stared at her for a moment, then turned back to the office and said to the constable, “When the police surgeon has the body moved, do a thorough search of this office. I’ll start the interviews.”

She stared at him cooly as he came toward her, noting with surprise that his blue suit was exactly like one her husband owned, his shirt was pristine white, and his black shoes were shined to perfection. She didn’t think policemen earned the sort of money it took to get their clothes tailor made.

“Mrs. Sutcliffe.” He stopped in front of her chair and gave a small bow of his head. “I’m Inspector Nigel Nivens. I understand that you found the body.”

“You’ve been misinformed, Inspector,” she replied. “It was Mr. Dearman’s wife who found him.”

“But the first constable on the scene reported that you were here when he arrived,” he insisted.

“Of course I was. I accompanied Mrs. Dearman here this morning. We arrived before the office opened for business, and I used my position as the wife of the owner to have the porter unlock the doors. But it was Mrs. Dearman who found him.”

“It’s been a right miserable day out,” the cook, Mrs. Goodge, complained as she picked up the last of the lunch plates and handed them to the maid. “Even Fred hasn’t been pesterin’ anyone to take him walkies.”

Fred, the household’s mongrel dog, raised up from his spot by the cooker, gave a desultory wag of his long tail, and then curled back down to sleep. Outside, a chilly spring rain fell steadily against the windowpanes over the sink, but the household of Inspector Gerald Witherspoon was warm and cozy.

“I don’t know, it’s not that bad,” Wiggins, the footman, commented. “It’s wet, but the streets aren’t floodin’.”

“Thank goodness for that,” the cook exclaimed. “It wouldn’t do for Betsy and Smythe’s train to be delayed, not if they want to get to their ship on time.”

“I wish they weren’t going. I’m going to miss them so much,” Phyllis muttered as she took the dishes to the sink. “Oh dear, I can’t believe I just said that. You’re all going to think I’m selfish.”

“We’d not think that,” Mrs. Jeffries, the housekeeper, said. “We’re all going to miss them.”

Phyllis smiled broadly. She’d been here less than a year, but it was already home to her. Her face as round as a pie plate, she had dark blonde hair worn in a bun at the nape of her neck and lovely, porcelain skin. She was nineteen and plump as one of Mrs. Goodge’s roast chickens. “Don’t take any notice of me; I want them to go and have a wonderful time.”

“We all do,” Mrs. Goodge said. “But I do think takin’ a baby all the way to Canada is risky. I don’t see why they couldn’t have waited until Amanda Belle was a bit older before goin’.”

Mrs. Jeffries ducked her head to hide a smile. Amanda Belle wasn’t just Smythe and Betsy’s infant daughter, she was also the cook’s goddaughter. Mrs. Goodge hadn’t expected to find a family so late in her life, and she hated that she was going to be away from her “lambkins” for over two months.

“They’ll both be right annoyed if we get us a murder while they’re gone,” Wiggins declared. “Mind you, with the inspector bein’ assigned to that special fraud investigation, the victim would need to be important before they’d pull ’im off that.”

Inspector Gerald Witherspoon was the most successful homicide detective in the history of the Metropolitan Police Force. He was also rich. He’d been working in the Records Room and living in modest lodgings when he’d inherited a huge house as well as a large fortune from his late aunt, Euphemia Witherspoon. He’d also inherited Wiggins, the brown-haired, apple-cheeked footman, and Smythe, the coachman. He’d hired Mrs. Jeffries, the widow of a Yorkshire policeman, to run the household. She’d arrived a few weeks before the first of the horrible Kensington High Street murders, and before anyone had realized what she was doing, she had encouraged the inspector to ask a few questions on his own and had the rest of them out gathering information as well. Witherspoon had solved the case. Ever since then, the inspector had been given one case after another … especially if the victim was rich, famous, or well connected.

“Let’s hope we don’t get a case,” the housekeeper said. “With Betsy and Smythe gone, we’d be spread very thin on the ground.”

“Oh, but I think we could manage.” Phyllis began pumping the water into the sink. “I mean, there’s the four of us, as well as the others. That would be enough.”

The housekeeper hid her smile behind her teacup. Phyllis had been very reluctant to take on the task of assisting the inspector with his cases—for the simple reason that their dear inspector had no idea he was getting help. The housemaid had been terrified that if Witherspoon found out they’d been asking questions, she’d lose her position. Mrs. Jeffries had realized the girl had gone through some very tough times before coming to the inspector’s household and hadn’t insisted the maid do anything that made her uncomfortable. But Phyllis had watched the satisfaction that working for the cause of justice had given the rest of the staff, and on her own had decided she wanted to help. She’d surprised them all by displaying some rather useful skills. Phyllis was an excellent forger.

“Of course we could manage if we had to,” the cook complained. “But I agree with Mrs. Jeffries, we’d be spread thin. It takes a lot of effort on all our parts to find what bits and pieces we need to get a case solved.”

From upstairs, they heard a knock on the front door.

Phyllis leapt up and started for the back staircase. “Are you expecting anyone?” she called over her shoulder as she reached the bottom step.

“No, and the inspector didn’t mention anyone coming by today, either,” Mrs. Jeffries replied. “I’ve no idea who it could be.”

“Perhaps it’s a message from Betsy and Smythe sayin’ they are comin’ home,” Mrs. Goodge said hopefully.

Mrs. Jeffries laughed. “They’ve hardly had time to get to Liverpool to board the ship. Besides, I know that deep down you want Betsy to see her sister.”

Betsy’s family had been torn apart over the years. But Smythe had located her sister and paid for the woman and her husband to come to England from Canada for Betsy’s wedding to Smythe. Unlike most coachmen, Smythe was very, very wealthy. He’d made a fortune in Australia.

The cook sighed. “Of course I want her to see her relatives. But when you get to be my age, you’re never sure of how many days you have left.”

“Don’t say things like that, Mrs. Goodge.” Wiggins frowned at her. “You’ve got plenty of years left.”

Wiggins and the cook had grown very close in the years they’d worked together. “That’s nice of you to say, lad, but the truth is I’m old. Luckily, my health is good, so I’ll probably last until they get home.”

Upstairs, Phyllis opened the door to find a tall, slender woman of late middle age standing on the stoop. She wore an elegant forest green mantle with stylish brass buttons down the front and held a black umbrella over her head. She had brown hair seamed with substantial amounts of gray, done up in a elegant coiffure topped with a hat decorated with pheasant feathers and bands of veiling the same shade as her mantle.

“May I help you, ma’am?” Phyllis asked.

“I’d like to see Mrs. Jeffries,” the woman replied. “As it’s raining, I’d also like to step inside.”

Reacting to the authoritative tone, Phyllis opened the door wider but then stopped. She’d been warned on several occasions not to let strangers in, regardless of how well dressed they were. Their inspector was a well-known policeman who’d sent dozens of criminals to the dock. Phyllis took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am, you’ll have to wait on the stoop. I’ll go get Mrs. Jeffries.” With that, she slammed the door shut and rushed back down to the kitchen. “There’s a strange woman at the front door,” she exclaimed. “She’s wanting Mrs. Jeffries, but I remembered what you told me and I didn’t let her inside. I think she’s going to be annoyed—she didn’t look happy when I told her to wait on the stoop.”

Mrs. Jeffries was already on her feet, and Wiggins was right on her heels. They hurried up the stairs. When they reached the hallway, the footman sprinted past her. “Let me open the door,” he said. “If you know the woman, we can let her in.”

Mrs. Jeffries started to argue and then clamped her mouth shut. He was only doing what she’d instructed him to do. “Yes, that’ll be fine.”

Both of them stopped to catch their breath when they reached the door. Wiggins looked at her and she nodded. He opened the door.

“I’d like to see Mrs. Jeffries,” the woman snapped. “I’m not accustomed to being kept standing in the rain.”

Mrs. Jeffries recognized the voice.

“May I have your name, ma’am?” he asked politely.

“It’s alright, Wiggins, I know her.” Mrs. Jeffries smiled at the footman. “Can you please go downstairs and ask Mrs. Goodge to send up a pot of tea? She was just brewing one when we came up, so it should be ready by now. We’ll be in the drawing room.”

She turned back to her unexpected guest and held the door wide open. “Do come in, Fiona. I’m sorry you were kept waiting.”

“I’d sack my servants if they behaved in such a manner.” She collapsed her umbrella and stomped over the threshold into the foyer.

“Then you’d be foolish. Inspector Witherspoon has arrested over thirty murderers, and the staff has standing instructions never to let a stranger into the house,” she replied. “A good number of those killers were upper-class, well-dressed women such as yourself. Now, before this goes any further, what do you want?”

Fiona Jeffries Sutcliffe stared at her for a long moment, and then her lean, still-lovely face crumpled in fear. “I want your help.”

Mrs. Jeffries wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “My help,” she repeated. “What on earth could I do to help you?”

“Forgive me, Hepzibah, I’ve no right to comment on how you run this household. But please, don’t turn me away. I’m desperate, and I know I’ve not been much of a sister-in-law, but for David’s sake, please don’t turn me away.”

Mrs. Jeffries stiffened at the mention of her late husband’s name. In the blink of an eye, a jumble of thoughts, images, feelings flew through her mind, and one part of her wanted to grab this woman by the elbow, march her out the front door, and tell her to never set foot here again. The two women stood in silence. Mrs. Jeffries stared at the pool of water dripping off the end of Fiona’s umbrella onto the floor as her conscience did battle with old resentments and remembered anger. Conscience won. “Of course I won’t turn you away,” she said softly. “Come along, let’s go into the drawing room.”

Fiona hesitated. “I know you’re the housekeeper here, Hepzibah. I don’t want to get you into trouble with your employer. I’m quite prepared to go to your rooms or even the kitchen. We don’t have to use the drawing room.”

Mrs. Jeffries stared at her sister-in-law for a moment and then laughed at the absurdity of the situation. “That won’t be necessary, Fiona. My employer won’t mind in the least. Come along, it’s this way.” She led her down the hall and through the double doors. She took a moment’s satisfaction as Fiona stopped and blinked, no doubt surprised by the beautifully decorated drawing room. Waving at the settee, she said, “Please sit down. Tea will be here in a moment. You look like you could use something hot.”

“I could use something a bit stronger than tea,” Fiona muttered. “But I’ll take anything you offer.”

“Would you like a sherry?” Mrs. Jeffries stared at her curiously. She’d been so stunned by her sister-in-law’s appearance on her doorstep that she’d not really taken a good look at her. Now she saw that Fiona’s hazel eyes were wide with fear, her expression haunted, and there was a pale, white ring about her lips, as though she’d suffered a terrible shock.

“Yes I would,” Fiona admitted. “I know it’s terrible to do such a thing at this time of day, but I’d love a good sherry.”

“Then that’s what we’ll have. From the expression on your face, I imagine I’ll need one as well.” Mrs. Jeffries hurried to the liquor cupboard, pulled out a bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream, and grabbed two glasses. She poured both of them a drink.

Just then, the doors opened and Phyllis came in with the tea tray. “Thank you, Phyllis, but you can take that back down to the kitchen. Mrs. Sutcliffe and I are going to have a sherry instead. Tell Mrs. Goodge and Wiggins that I’m sorry to have put them to any trouble.”

“Yes, Mrs. Jeffries.” Phyllis nodded respectfully and retreated the way she’d come.

As soon as the door had closed, Mrs. Jeffries handed her guest her glass and took a seat across from her. “Now, what’s this all about?”

Fiona didn’t answer immediately; she took a sip of her sherry and stared off into the distance. “I’m not really sure how to begin,” she finally murmured.

Mrs. Jeffries said nothing, she merely waited. She was curious but she was also patient. After all these years, her sister-in-law had suddenly shown up on her doorstep. But knowing Fiona as she did, she was certain there was a reason. She raised her glass to her lips.

“There’s been a murder,” Fiona began.

Mrs. Jeffries paused for a brief moment and then took a drink. She said nothing, again waiting for her guest to continue. It was a policeman’s trick she’d learned from David. Say nothing and let the suspect rush to fill in the quiet space. Not that Fiona was a suspect, but nonetheless, Mrs. Jeffries had found this to be an excellent device in getting additional information out of people.

“Ronald Dearman, the deputy manager of Sutcliffe’s, was found shot to death this morning. He was in his office. You should remember him, you’ve met him before. He was at our wedding.”

As Fiona had done her best to ignore her relatives on that particular day, Mrs. Jeffries had barely been introduced to anyone. “That was thirty years ago, Fiona,” she reminded her. “I’ve a good memory, but I can’t recall this particular person. Are the police certain it was murder and not suicide?”

“It was definitely not suicide.” She gave a short, harsh bark of a laugh. “Ronald Dearman was the last person in this world who’d take his own life. He is—or was,” she corrected, “married to John’s sister, Lucretia.”

“Weren’t you her paid companion when you met John?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.

Fiona stiffened slightly. “I was, but that was a long time ago and has nothing to do with the matter at hand.”

“Are you still close with her?” she pressed.

“No, not for many years, but that has nothing to do with why I’m here now.”

“I presume you’re here because you need the assistance of my employer, Inspector Witherspoon, in this matter?” Mrs. Jeffries guessed.

Fiona shook her head, raised her glass, drained it, and laid it on the end table by the settee. “No, that’s not why I’m here. Oh Lord, this is so hard. I can’t believe I’m in this predicament.” She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and then looked at Mrs. Jeffries. “I know that Inspector Witherspoon is brilliant, but it’s your help I need, not his.”

Mrs. Jeffries finished off her sherry in one huge gulp. She hadn’t expected to hear that. To give herself a moment to think, she grabbed both their glasses, got up, and went to the cabinet. “I think we can both use another one of these,” she muttered.

Her mind worked furiously as she poured two more glasses. What on earth should she do? The Fiona she remembered from years ago wasn’t the sort of person to avidly follow murders in the press; she’d have died before she did something so common. So how did she know about the inspector’s homicide record, and more important, how could she possibly guess that it was Witherspoon’s household who could be of help to her? There was only one way to find out.

“I’ll be glad to render any assistance possible.” She handed Fiona her glass and took her own seat. “But I’m mystified as to what you think I could possibly do.”

Fiona gave her a thin smile. “Do you believe in fate? I didn’t, not until this morning. Up until then I would have said that intelligent, superior people weave their own destinies by the decisions they make, but Ronald’s murder showed me how very wrong I was. Fate or destiny or whatever one likes to name it can come along and turn a life upside down in the blink of an eye. That’s what happened to me today.”

“You’ve obviously had a very upsetting experience, one that I’m sure will stay with you for a long time. But that’s quite common—murder has a terrible effect on the people around the victim,” Mrs. Jeffries said. “That’s one of the reasons it is so important that society catches and punishes those that decide to play God and take a human life. But you haven’t answered my question. Why did you come to me?”

“Because I overheard the policeman investigating Ronald’s murder mention something very interesting. I was standing just outside the door, and the man has a voice that carries quite easily. I’d not been listening all that closely, but then I heard Inspector Witherspoon’s name mentioned, and as I knew he was your employer, that caught my attention. Imagine my surprise when I heard him say that Inspector Witherspoon wouldn’t have solved any of those murders if it hadn’t been for you and the rest of his household servants.”

“That’s nonsense,” Mrs. Jeffries replied. She felt a tremor of apprehension race up her spine. “What’s the name of this policeman?”

“It’s Nivens, Inspector Nigel Nivens,” Fiona replied.

Mrs. Jeffries heart sank as her worst fears were realized. Nivens had been trying to prove that Witherspoon was essentially a fraud since those horrible Kensington High Street murders. He’d only ceased his nasty snooping into the household’s activities because he’d found himself beholden to Witherspoon over a little matter of withholding evidence a few years back. But she’d always known it was too good to last, that one day, he’d reappear in their midst and show his true colors. He was an incompetent bully who’d only made it up the chain of command because of his family’s social status and political connections.

For a brief moment, she was tempted to tell her sister-in-law that it was all a silly mistake and that Nivens was a jealous fool who couldn’t accept that another policeman was better at solving crimes. She owed Fiona nothing.

She looked up and studied her guest’s face. Fiona was staring at her with an expression of mingled hope and fear. “Fiona, perhaps it would be better if—”

Fiona interrupted. “I know that you’ve no reason to help me, Hepzibah.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I know I’ve treated you shamefully, and I’m deeply sorry for it.”

“It wasn’t me you treated shamefully, it was your brother,” Mrs. Jeffries snapped. A wave of anger washed over her. “He loved you, but once you ‘married up’ as the locals in Yorkshire called it, you didn’t have much time for him, did you? You knew how much he loved you, you knew how much he cared about you, but you were so hell-bent on moving up in life that you pretended he didn’t even exist. You were his baby sister, and he worshipped the very ground you walked on, but did that matter to you? Not in the least.”

“Please, Hepzibah, stop.”

“No, I won’t stop. I’ve held this inside for years, and now you’ve the nerve to come here and ask for my help? When I think of all the times David made me send you notes inviting you and your new husband to dinner, I get sick to my stomach. If you could have seen the disappointment in his eyes when you never came. You never once set foot in our house after you married, and that cut him to the quick. For goodness’ sake, we weren’t half-wits that you needed to be ashamed about. We were both perfectly respectable people. We just didn’t happen to be rich.”

Fiona was out and out crying now. “Dear God, have pity. Ever since his funeral I’ve been haunted by how badly I behaved. I didn’t mean to push the two of you aside. It simply happened that way, and then when John moved the company to London, I thought I’d have plenty of time to go back to Yorkshire on visits and make it up to him. I thought the two of you would live there forever. I didn’t expect him to die so young.”

“Fifty-two isn’t so young,” Mrs. Jeffries said archly. She took another sip from her glass, and then a great sense of weariness came over her. She closed her eyes and an image of David’s face flashed into her mind. Her beloved husband had been gone for years now, and in that instant she realized that no matter how hurt he’d been by his sister’s behavior, he’d have wanted her to help. Mrs. Jeffries opened her eyes.

Fiona’s sobs had subsided into a sniffle. She’d pulled a handkerchief out of her mantle pocket and was dabbing at her eyes. She took a deep breath and got up. “Apparently, my coming here wasn’t a good idea. I’m sorry to have bothered you …”

“Sit down, Fiona,” Mrs. Jeffries ordered. “And while you’re at it, take off your wrap. I apologize for not taking it earlier and for losing my temper.”

“You have a right to be angry.” Fiona sat back in her seat.

“I know I do, but the past is the past and David would want me to do whatever I could to help you. Now, tell me what happened and why you’re so very frightened about this man’s death.”

Fiona began to unbutton her mantle. “Thank you, Hepzibah. I’ll never forget this.”

“I’m not making any promises, and I’m certainly not admitting that Inspector Nivens was right. Inspector Witherspoon is a very talented detective, and his success isn’t necessarily because of me or anyone else in his household. Now, how was Ronald Dearman killed and when? I need details, and don’t leave anything out, no matter how insignificant.”

“He was shot.” She slipped the garment off her shoulder and tossed it over the back of the settee, waving Mrs. Jeffries back to her chair when she started to reach for it.

“I know, you’ve already told me that. But do you know how many times?”

“How many times?” Fiona looked confused by the question. “Oh, you must mean how many times was he shot. I don’t know. I didn’t look closely when Lucretia started screaming. It was obvious he was dead, so I pulled her away and sent the porter for the police.”

“I’m getting ahead of myself. Tell me in your own words what happened. Start at the beginning, please.”

“It began this morning. I’d just finished breakfast and was going downstairs to speak to Cook when I heard this awful banging on the front door. As none of the servants were anywhere in sight, I went to the door myself.”

“That’s not like you,” Mrs. Jeffries said.

“I know, but John is away in Birmingham on business, and for some reason, I suppose because they were making such a racket, I was alarmed. So instead of waiting for the butler, I opened the door myself. Lucretia was standing there. She was upset. She said that Ronald hadn’t come home the night before and she wanted John to take her along to the company offices to see if he was there.”

“What time was this?”

“About seven fifteen,” Fiona smile faintly. “When John’s gone, I breakfast very early.”

“Why didn’t she just wait until the office had opened and go along herself?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.

“The office doesn’t open until half past eight, and she claimed she was too worried to wait. Frankly, I think she wanted to get there before the office opened because she was frightened of what she would find. She didn’t want to be humiliated in front of the staff. There have been rumors that Ronald drinks more than he should.” Fiona couldn’t keep the note of contempt out of her voice.

Mrs. Jeffries glanced at the glass in her hand. “I take it Mr. Dearman had been working late the prior evening?”

Fiona nodded. “That’s what Lucretia told me. I told her that John was out of town and I’d no idea where his keys were. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what to say. We’re not the best of friends, and there’s been gossip about their marriage, so I thought it perfectly possible that he’d decided not to come home for reasons of his own. But I could hardly say that. She insisted that we get into the building, so I told her I’d go with her and have the porter let us. She was satisfied with that, and we took a hansom cab to the office.”

“Where exactly is the office?” Mrs. Jeffries asked.

“On Queen Street Place by the Southwark Bridge. Lucretia seemed to get more and more nervous as we made our way there—she kept yelling at the driver to hurry. We went into the building, and I told the porter that I needed to get into our suite of offices on the second floor.”

“Had the porter let you in on other occasions?” she asked. Their previous cases had taught her to question people carefully about the details.

“He knew who I was. Last week, John had left his spectacles at home and as I was going to be shopping close by, I came in to give them to him. He can see without them, but it does cause a great strain on his eyes.”

“So the porter took you right up,” Mrs. Jeffries pressed. She wanted to understand the exact sequence of events.

“We had to wait for a few moments,” she replied. “It’s a large, modern building, and several of the other businesses were already open for the day. When we arrived, the porter was busy helping another gentleman. When it was our turn, I explained what we needed, and then we waited while he went to his kiosk in the back to get the spare keys.”

“Did he give you the keys, or did he accompany you?” she asked.

“He accompanied us and unlocked both the outer door and the door to Ronald’s office.” Fiona closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I was certain he’d be in the room asleep or drunk, and not wanting to witness a scene, I hung back a bit so that Lucretia could have some privacy. The porter opened the door and stepped back to let her enter. She went in and then I heard her screaming. Both the porter and I raced into the office. That’s when we found him. I knew right away that he was dead.”

Mrs. Jeffries regarded her curiously. “How did you know?”

“There was blood all over the top of his desk.” She swallowed convulsively. “And Lucretia was standing there, holding his head up and … I … I could see the hole in his forehead. Oh God, it was awful. I wasn’t fond of Ronald, but I’ll never forget that sight as long as I live.”

“What did you do then?”

She grimaced. “I forced Lucretia to let go of him, and then I eased his head back down as gently as I could.” She shuddered. “Then I pulled her out of the room and yelled for the porter to fetch the police. After that, everything is a blur. Suddenly there were policemen everywhere. I overheard one of the constables say that it wasn’t a suicide as there was no gun near the body so it had to be a murder. Unfortunately, Lucretia heard him as well and started having hysterics.”

“What did you do?”

“I took her into John’s office and poured her a drink. He keeps a bottle of whiskey in his desk. Then I told her to lie down. I was going to stay with her, but the constable came and said the inspector wished to speak with her. As she was in no condition to speak to anyone, I went and told him that she was incoherent and wouldn’t be much use until she calmed down.”

“So she was alone in John’s office when you went to speak to Nivens?”

Fiona nodded. “Yes, why? Is that important?”

She ignored the question. “Did you go right back to Lucretia?”

She shook her head. “No, I stayed in the outer office. I could see John’s office door from where I stood, and I wanted to make sure they left her alone. I’m not fond of Lucretia, but she was in a state. It was when I was standing there that I heard your name so prominently mentioned.”

“Do you want my help because you’re going to be a suspect?” Mrs. Jeffries watched her carefully as she asked the question.

Fiona smiled briefly. “You always did get right to the point. Yes, that’s precisely why I need your help. I imagine it won’t take that policeman long to find out the worst.”

Downstairs, Phyllis drummed her fingertips on the tabletop as she waited for Mrs. Goodge and Wiggins. She’d brought the tea tray down to find the kitchen empty. She was about to get up to go look for them when she heard Mrs. Goodge’s door squeak open just as Wiggins came in from the communal gardens.

“Mrs. Jeffries didn’t want tea,” she said, keeping her voice low. “She said she and her visitor would have a drink instead.”

Mrs. Goodge’s eyes narrowed behind the frames of her wire-rimmed glasses. “Are you certain? I’ve never known Mrs. Jeffries to drink at this time of day. It’s barely past lunchtime.”

Phyllis nodded eagerly. “She told me herself and bid me bring the tea back downstairs. I’ve put the pot over there in case anyone wants another cup and put the rest of the things away. But she and her visitor were going to have sherry.”

“I wonder if there is something wrong,” Mrs. Goodge murmured.

“Maybe she just wants a sherry.” Wiggins sat down next to the maid. “The rain ’as let up a bit, but it’s still a right miserable day out there and maybe she wanted a quick drink to warm up her guest. I got cold just takin’ them bread crumbs out the birds.”

“Did she mention the woman’s name?” the cook asked him as she sat down.

Wiggins thought for a second. “I think I ’eard her call her Fiona. That’s right, she said, ‘Come right in, Fiona.’”

“Fiona,” Mrs. Goodge repeated. “I’ve never heard her mention anyone by that name. I wonder who she is.”

“Well, whoever she is, she’s upset Mrs. Jeffries,” Phyllis declared.

“Upset her? What on earth do you mean?” Mrs. Goodge was beginning to get a bad feeling about this visitor.

“Because of the way her voice sounded,” she explained. “There was a funny note in it when she told me to bring the tea things back. You know what I mean, she was pretending to be cheerful and all like that, but I heard that she didn’t sound right, and she’d gone a bit pale as well.”

Back upstairs, Mrs. Jeffries stared at her guest. “That’s a very odd statement to make, Fiona. What are you talking about? What is the worst that it won’t take him long to uncover?”

Fiona smiled bitterly. “I meant that it won’t take him long to find out that a few days before he was murdered, I had a dreadful argument with Ronald Dearman. As a matter of fact, I threatened to kill him.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/star.png





OPS/images/ch.png





OPS/images/295-1.png
FrOM NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

VICTORIA THOMPSON

MURDER ON

Firre AVENUE
W A Gaslight Mystery %

Sarah Brand's family is one of the oldest in New York
City, and her father, Felix Decker, takes his position in
society very scriously. He still refuses o resign himself
to his daughter being involved with an Irish Catholic
police detective. Bur when a member of his private
club—the very exclusive Knickerbocker—is murdered,
Decker forms an uncasy alliance with Detective Ser-
geant Frank Malloy to solve the crime as discreetly as
possible. The stakes are higher than ever, because solv-
ing this crime could bring not only closure to the case,
but Malloy the approval he sceks . . .

facebook com/TheCrimeScencBooks
facebook com/Victoria Thompson. Author
penguin.com





OPS/images/296-1.png
From national bestselling author

VICTORIA
THOMPSON

THE GASLIGHT MYSTERIES

As amidwife in turh-of-the-century New York,

Sarah Brandt has seen pain and joy. Now she will work for

something more—a search for justice—in cases of murder
andmystery that only she can put 10 est

MURDER ON ASTOR PLACE
MURDER ON ST. MARK’S PLACE
MURDER ON GRAMERCY PARK

MURDER ON WASHINGTON SQUARE
MURDER ON MULBERRY BEND
MURDER ON MARBLE ROW
MURDER ON LENOX HILL
MURDER IN LITTLE ITALY
MURDER IN CHINATOWN
MURDER ON BANK STREET
MURDER ON WAVERLY PLACE
MURDER ON LEXINGTON AVENUE
MURDER ON SISTERS’ ROW

“Tantalizing”
—Catherine Coulter

penguin.com





OPS/images/cover.jpg
MRS. JEFFRIES

DEFENDS HER OWN

EMILY BRIGHTWELL

&

BERKLEY PRIME CRIME, NEW YORK





OPS/images/logo.png





