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“A winning series.”—The Paperback Forum

 

“It’s murder most English all the way!”

—The Literary Times

INSPECTOR WITHERSPOON ALWAYS TRIUMPHS . . . HOW DOES HE DO IT?

Even the Inspector himself doesn’t know—because his secret weapon is as ladylike as she is clever. She’s Mrs. Jeffries—the determined, delightful detective who stars in this unique Victorian mystery series. Be sure to read 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 late on a foggy night? And more importantly, who killed her while she was doing it? Mrs. Jeffries must sniff out the clues.

Mrs. Jeffries Plays the Cook

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

Mrs. Jeffries and the Missing Alibi

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

Mrs. Jeffries Stands Corrected

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

 

Mrs. Jeffries Takes the Stage

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

Mrs. Jeffries Questions the 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 dish up some 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. Was 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 investigate.

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.

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

Also available from Prime Crime:  
The first three Mrs. Jeffries Mysteries in one volume  
Mrs. Jeffries Learns the Trade
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For Nanette Caldararo, with love and appreciation  
for all the years of inspiration and support.  
Thanks, Nanny; you helped me to live my dream.




CHAPTER 1

“I don’t think we’ll ever get this wedding planned.” Betsy sighed and closed the cookbook. “Worrying about all the details has me so muddled that I can’t even think of what to serve at the reception.”

Mrs. Jeffries, the housekeeper for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon, smiled sympathetically at the pretty blonde-haired maid. “You’re doing fine, Betsy. We’ve still almost a month before the big day. That’s plenty of time to decide on the menu.”

“It feels like it’s happening tomorrow and I’m not near ready. I can’t even decide on what kind of dress I want.”

“You’ll get it all done,” said Mrs. Jeffries, glancing at the maid. Betsy was staring morosely at the closed cookbook. The poor girl was going to make herself ill over a few simple wedding plans. This wasn’t at all like her. Betsy was normally a strong, rather decisive young woman who could make the hardest decisions, some of them involving life and death, with the greatest of ease. Yet planning her own wedding had turned her into a nervous Nellie of the worst sort. There was nothing that the housekeeper could say that would allay her fears, either. The girl had to fight these demons on her own.

Betsy was afraid she was going to fail, that she was going to embarrass herself or even worse, her fiancé, Smythe, by doing something wrong on the most important day of their lives. She’d come from a poverty stricken family in the East End of London and she’d ended up as a maid here at Upper Edmonton Gardens by collapsing on their doorstep. She was having a proper wedding and an elegant reception. Unfortunately, she had little confidence in her own social skills, and she was terrified that something would go wrong.

“But I don’t want to inconvenience Luty, and it’s her staff that’s doing all the work,” Betsy cried. “I’m going to make up my mind. Gracious, it’s only a little reception.”

“Take your time, child,” Mrs. Jeffries said kindly. “Luty won’t mind in the least.” Luty Belle Crookshank was an American friend of the household. She had insisted on hosting Betsy’s wedding reception at her elegant home in Knightsbridge. To anyone outside their immediate circle, it might seem an odd state of affairs for a wealthy woman to host a reception for a poor housemaid. But the bonds between the household of Upper Edmonton Garden and Luty Belle Crookshank were special enough to overcome the rigid class structure of socially conscious London.

“I know she won’t mind, but I want to get it done. It’s important that everything is planned properly, you know what I mean?” Betsy flipped open the cover of the huge red book. “Mind you, I wish Smythe would tell me what he’s got up his sleeve for us. I don’t even know where we’re going to live.”

“Have a little faith, girl,” Mrs. Goodge said as she came in from the hallway. The cook had been in the dry larder and she carried a tin of baking powder in one hand and a bag of currants in the other. She was a plump, elderly woman with wire-framed spectacles, white hair tucked under her floppy cooks cap, and a pristine white apron over her pale blue work dress. A big, yellow tabby cat followed at her heels. “Smythe will do right by you. He’s got everything arranged.”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt him to tell me a few bits and pieces, would it,” Betsy declared. “Don’t get me wrong; I’m happy to be getting married and I love him with all my heart, but it’s  going to change things. It’s going to change everything, and that scares me a bit. I don’t think I’m ready to give it up yet.”

“Who says you have to?” Mrs. Jeffries understood exactly what “it” was. “Our investigations are just as important to Smythe as they are to you. I’m sure he’s thought of a way for you to live together as man and wife and still work with us. He’s not ready to give it all up yet, either.”

Hepzibah Jeffries was the widow of a Yorkshire policeman. After her husband’s death, she’d sold her property and come to London. She’d intended to spend her days doing charity work, going to museums, and perhaps traveling on the Continent as a companion to a gentlewoman. Instead, she’d seen an advertisement offering a position as a housekeeper for a policeman. She soon found herself working for Inspector Gerald Witherspoon of the Metropolitan Police Force.

Witherspoon had been in charge of the records room, but soon after her arrival in his life, his world had changed when she and the rest of the household had begun investigating the horrible Kensington High Street murders. Naturally, he was unaware of their involvement. By the time the case was solved and he’d caught the killer, he was no longer in charge of the records room. By now, their inspector had solved over twenty homicides and was by far the most famous detective in the city.

“I suppose not.” Betsy sighed again. “I just wish he’d tell me. But all he says is that it’s a secret and I’ll love it.”

“Then take him at his word.” Mrs. Goodge took off her apron, draped it over the back of the chair, and then sat down. She pushed back from the table and patted her lap. The cat, Samson, jumped up and curled into a ball. After giving the other two women a good glare, he settled down and began to purr. “And quit worryin’ so much. It’ll all come out in the wash. It’s only a simple reception. What could possibly go wrong?”

“What if I serve the wrong thing?” Betsy asked worriedly. “Wedding breakfasts have very strict etiquette.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ve cooked in some of the finest houses in this land. Do you think I’d sit idly by and let you serve anything  that isn’t right?” Mrs. Goodge had had enough of the girl’s foolishness. She wasn’t going to allow her to ruin the best day of her life by fretting over every little detail.

“Yes, I know,” Betsy protested. “But it’s not just the food. What if I do something or say something—”

“You’ll be just fine,” the cook said firmly. “You’re an intelligent young woman who knows what’s what. Now, take a good gander at that cookbook and decide what you’d like served at the reception. We want to have all the details of your wedding planned just in case we get us another investigation.”

“Another murder,” Betsy wailed. “Oh dear, I’d not even thought of that.” This was an out-and-out lie. She’d thought of nothing else. She’d love to have a good investigation to think about; anything would be better than planning this wedding. Dashing about London talking to shopkeepers and tradespeople would be so much easier than trying to figure out whether to have the reception at eleven or eleven thirty or whether to serve roast beef or chicken cutlets or whether to have pink roses or yellow ones. Or maybe she shouldn’t use roses at all; perhaps using flowers as the centerpieces at a wedding reception was completely inappropriate.

She loved Smythe so much, and her dearest wish was for him to be proud of her on that special day. She was so scared she wasn’t up to this task. Why couldn’t they have just gone off to Gretna Green and gotten married? “For once, I hope that doesn’t happen. I couldn’t do both.”

“’Course you could,” the cook said stoutly. “You’re young and spry. You can do anything you set your mind to do.” Mrs. Goodge had worked for some of the wealthiest families in England, but there was no household she’d rather be in than this one. When her last employer had let her go, she’d accepted this position thinking she’d taken a step down in the world. She, who had worked for England’s oldest, most aristocratic families, had been forced to take a position with a common policeman. But it was the only position she could find. After a lifetime of keeping everyone in their proper place and staying firmly in her own, once she’d come here, the bounds she’d set between herself and others withered and died. These people had become  her family. Mrs. Goodge wasn’t sure exactly how that had happened. Certainly the murder investigations had helped strengthen the bonds between them all, but it had been more than that. They’d come together because they were each of them alone in the world, and everyday, Mrs. Goodge thanked God he’d guided her here and not to the home of some dissolute baron or count.

Since she’d first walked in the back door of Upper Edmonton Gardens, she’d changed a great deal. Who said you couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks? She smiled and stroked Samson’s back. She’d certainly learned a few tricks these past years. She’d discovered she could loosen every tongue that passed through this kitchen by plying them with tea and treats.

Mrs. Goodge did all her investigating without ever leaving the comfort of this cozy room. She had a huge network of tradespeople, gas men, delivery boys, street vendors, and old colleagues that she called upon when they had a case. Gossip was her stock and trade, and she’d gotten very good at gleaning every morsel of information there was to be had about a victim or a suspect in one of their murders. But interesting as their investigations might be, she was most proud of the fact that in the twilight of her life, she’d had, through God’s grace, the chance to contribute to the cause of justice. Their investigations had brought vicious killers to their just rewards and, more important, had kept the innocent from hanging.

“Mrs. Goodge, are you all right?” Betsy stared at her anxiously.

“Oh, yes, sorry. I was woolgathering. Did you say something?” She shifted in her chair and the movement caused the cat to let out a tiny meow of displeasure. “There, lovey, it’s fine,” she soothed.

“I asked if you think we ought to have roast chicken or the rolled beef,” the maid replied. “What do you think?”

“Have both,” the cook replied. “It might be called a wedding breakfast, but it’s really more of a luncheon. Your guests will expect a nice feed.”

“But I don’t want to put Luty’s staff to too much trouble,” Betsy said. “I don’t want to overstep my bounds.”

“Don’t be silly,” the cook replied. “Luty’s your friend. She wants to do this for you. You’re not taking advantage of her in the least.”

“Of course you’re not,” Mrs. Jeffries added. “Luty and Hatchet are absolutely thrilled to host this for you.” Hatchet had also insisted on being a part of the festivities. He was Luty Belle’s butler, but from the way the two of them related to one another, he was far more than just a servant. He was Luty’s most trusted friend.

The two households had met during the second of the inspector’s murder investigations. Luty had been a witness. But though she was elderly, she’d figured out soon enough what they were about, and after that case was solved, she’d then come to them with a problem of her own. She and Hatchet had helped in that investigation, and ever since, they’d insisted on helping with all of them. Their connections had proved very useful as Luty was no stranger to homes of the rich and the powerful. Though Hatchet was a bit reticent about his past, his circle of acquaintances had proved helpful on more than one occasion.

“All right then, we’ll have both the roast chicken and the beef. What do you think about the soup?”

“Leek and potato soup is always good,” the cook replied. “It’s hearty without being overpowering.”

“I like leek and potato soup,” Wiggins, the footman, declared as he strolled into the room. He was a cheerful lad in his early twenties with a ready smile, rosy round cheeks, and brown hair that had a tendency to curl when he went too long between trips to the barber. He carried a tin of brass polish in his hand. Fred, the household’s black-and-brown mongrel dog, trotted at his heels.

Samson took one look at Fred, hissed in his direction, and then leapt off the cook’s lap and charged for the sanctuary of Mrs. Goodge’s room. Wiggins laughed. “I’m glad Fred finally learned how to handle your cat, Mrs. Goodge,” he said. He knelt down and pulled open the cupboard under the sink and shoved the tin inside.

“It took him long enough,” Mrs. Jeffries murmured. Poor  Fred had skulked about in fear of Samson for weeks after Wiggins had brought him home. He’d rescued the animal from certain starvation. Samson had been the pet of a murder victim, but he’d such a miserable disposition that he’d have been destroyed if Wiggins hadn’t taken pity on him. Samson repaid this kindness by biting and scratching his benefactor and everyone else in the household, especially if they went too near his food dish. Yet the cat had taken one look at the cook, and it had been love at first sight.

“I don’t know why everyone thinks Samson is so mean,” Mrs. Goodge complained. “He’s a sweet old boy if you treat him right.”

No one had the heart to argue with her. They all just kept their fingers away from Samson’s food dish.

“The brass polish is almost gone,” Wiggins said to Mrs. Jeffries. “And I saw Smythe coming down the road. What are we havin’ with mornin’ tea? Are we ’avin’ them little sweet buns you was bakin’ yesterday?”

“Those are for supper,” Mrs. Goodge replied. “I’ve got a nice loaf of bread and a plain seed cake for tea. If Smythe is almost here, we can sit down on time for once.”

“I’ll put the kettle on the boil.” Betsy closed the cookbook and got up.

“It’s startin’ to rain out there,” Smythe announced a moment later as he walked into the kitchen. He was a tall, muscular man in his late thirties. He had a headful of black hair, thick eyebrows, and harsh, heavy features. He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the coat tree.

“It’s been a very wet spring,” Mrs. Jeffries commented as she laid a stack of plates in the center of the table.

“I hope it won’t rain on our wedding day.” Betsy pulled the big brown teapot down off the shelf and reached for the tea tin. “That would really be awful.”

Smythe walked over and put his hands on her shoulders. “Now, love, I’ve told ya a dozen times. Stop frettin’ about the wedding. It’s all goin’ to come right. Even if it rains, the church roof doesn’t leak.”

“Yes, but I don’t want it to rain. It’s our wedding, Smythe,  and I want everything to be perfect.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “Where have you been this morning?”

He laughed and dropped into his chair. “Now that would be tellin’, wouldn’t it? You’ll know soon enough.”

Betsy gave him a good glare and then went back to making the tea.

Years ago, Smythe had worked as a coachman for the Inspector’s late aunt, Euphemia Witherspoon. Then he’d gone to Australia to seek his fortune. He found the fortune and came home to England. As a courtesy, he stopped in to say hello to his former employer. He discovered her dying and surrounded by a houseful of servants, all of whom were taking terrible advantage of the poor woman. Wiggins, who was really just a lad at the time, was the only one tending to the poor lady’s illness.

Smythe had sent the servants packing, called in a decent solicitor to handle the woman’s affairs, and then prepared to take his leave. But Euphemia knew she wasn’t long for this earth, and she’d begged him to stay on in the house and see her nephew, Gerald Witherspoon, settled in properly. She didn’t want people taking advantage of him the way she’d been used. Smythe had come back from Australia as rich as sin, but he did as Euphemia asked and stayed on in the household, telling himself he was simply making sure the newest servants, Mrs. Jeffries and Mrs. Goodge, were both decent people. Then Betsy had collapsed on their doorstep, so he’d stayed a bit longer, and before you could say “Blast a Spaniard,” they were investigating murders and becoming a family. By then, of course, he was madly in love with Betsy.

The problem then became how could he tell them he was rich? People didn’t like to think you’d been deliberately trying to fool them, and after so much time had passed, he was afraid that was how they might feel. But Mrs. Jeffries had figured it out on her own, and when he and Betsy had gotten serious, he’d told her. But the others still didn’t know his true wealth.

“I wish we ’ad us another murder,” Wiggins said as he took his place at the table. “All this wedding plannin’ is enough to drive a fellow mad.”

“It’s got nothing to do with you, lad,” Mrs. Goodge chided. “It’s us women that are doin’ all the work. But that’s always the way of the world, isn’t it? A woman’s work is never done.”

“I’m doin’ my part.” Smythe slipped into his chair. “I went to see the vicar today about the banns.”

“That’s not exactly hard work,” Betsy said.

“It is too ’ard work,” the coachman argued. “Fellow likes the sound of his own voice. I spent an hour and a half listening to him go on and on about the need for Portuguese prayer books for the mission in Brazil. I ’ad to given him a couple of shillings to escape when I did.”

 

Lawrence Boyd stepped back from the easel and studied his work critically. The light streaming in from the large windows let him see every imperfect detail of the painting. He frowned, not liking the look of the cat. He’d taken a bit of artistic license here with the color, but so what. That was his right; he was an artist. The color was fine, but there was something about the shape of the head that didn’t look right. He could fix that. He laughed to himself as he reached for the tin of turpentine on the little table next to the easel. This was going to be a wonderful day. He reminded himself to periodically check his pocket watch. He wanted to allow plenty of time to get ready for luncheon. But he had a few minutes left before he had to stop.

There was a soft knock on the studio door.

“Come in,” he called. He put the turpentine back on the table, leaving it open so he could clean his brushes.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir.” James Glover, his chief clerk, hovered in the doorway of the small studio. “I’ve brought you the files you asked for, sir.”

“Bring them in man. Don’t just stand there. I expected you twenty minutes ago.”

“The traffic was dreadful, sir.” Glover, a fat man of forty with thinning blond hair and a handlebar mustache, stepped into the studio. He wore a dark blue suit, white shirt, and old-fashioned maroon tie. Sweat darkened the hair around his temples, and his face was flushed, as though he’d been running. In  his arms, he carried a stack of folders. “There was a terrible accident on the Uxbridge Road. I finally got out of my hansom and walked the half mile.”

“Yee Gods, man, you can walk the entire distance in twenty minutes.” Boyd waved off his excuses. “Did you bring the Pressley file?”

“Yes, sir.” Glover swallowed nervously. “It’s right here.”

“Put them on the table by the door,” he said, staring at Glover. “Good Lord, Glover, you’re sweating like a pig. What on earth is wrong with you?”

“I’m fine, sir.” Glover smiled weakly. “The rain has made everything a bit sticky. If it’s all the same to you, sir, I’ll go tidy myself up a bit.”

“There’s a bathroom off the hall you can use,” Boyd replied. “Then I’d like you to peek into the study and check that Miss Clarke is working. Don’t let her see you. She seems to know what she’s about, but it never hurts to keep an eye on people. Even the most trustworthy staff can disappoint you.” He stared hard at Glover as he spoke and was rewarded by seeing the man’s cheeks turn deathly pale.

“Yes, sir.” Glover’s voice was barely audible. He looked as if he were going to be ill. “I’ll see you at the luncheon, sir. Thank you very much for inviting me.”

“I want to speak to you afterward.” Boyd smiled, “Come into my study after the others have left.”

“You want to speak to me?” Glover’s voice was now a high-pitched squeak. “Really? About what sir?”

“We’ll discuss it then,” Boyd replied. “Go along, now. I want to work for a little longer”

“Yes, sir.” Glover backed up toward the door as he spoke, then whirled about and hurried out.

Boyd watched him through the small window that overlooked the back garden. Glover’s head was bowed and his shoulders slumped as he trudged across the wet lawn to the main house.

“You’ve reason to look worried,” Boyd muttered. But he was determined not to let the ugliness of what was coming ruin his  perfect day. He could deal with Glover after the luncheon, after Gibbons made everything nice and official. He picked up his cigar from the ashtray on the small table, struck a match, and lit the end. He turned back to the painting and studied it as he smoked. It was very good, but there was a detail or two that he still thought could use a bit more work.

He put the cigar down and picked up his brush. He had enough time to correct the shape of the cat’s head. For the next twenty minutes, he concentrated on making the delicate brush strokes that would perfect the painting. He heard the door open again, but he didn’t bother looking away from his work. “I told you I’d see you after luncheon, Glover. Now take yourself out of here and leave me in peace. I’ve got another ten minutes more work to do.”

But there was no reply, merely the sound of footsteps crossing the hard wood floor. Alarmed now, Boyd tore his gaze away from the painting and whirled around. His eyes widened in surprise and his mouth gaped open in shock. But before he could speak, something hard and heavy crashed into the side of his head. Moaning, he slumped to his knees. The assailant raised his hands and hit him again, this time harder, landing the blow smack in the back of his victim’s skull.

Boyd swayed to one side, but his attacker grabbed him by the back of his smock just as he toppled to the floor and maneuvered him toward the settee. Working swiftly, the killer managed to shove, push, and pull Boyd until he was lying on the settee with his feet hanging over the end and his head at the other end, battered side down.

Working quickly, the assailant checked for a heartbeat, but there was nothing. Lawrence Boyd was well and truly dead.

The murderer stood up and grabbed the tin of turpentine off the table, pausing for a brief moment to look at the painting before continuing on with the grim task of pouring the paint remover on the dead man. It was important to make sure it soaked Boyd’s smock and the settee. The tin was almost full, so the liquid splashed everywhere as it dispersed, dousing the muslin table runner, the floor, and the bottom of the easel.

Then the assailant picked up the cigar and tucked it neatly between Boyd’s now lifeless fingers, reached for the matches, struck one, and tossed it at the muslin runner.

The killer tossed the remainder of the turpentine about the room, soaking the old carpet remnant by the side table and splattering the limp curtains on the little window by the door. The killer struck another match, and within moments, the curtains were blazing and the carpet smoking.

The killer moved to the doorway, took one last look around, and smiled in satisfaction before opening the door and stepping outside. By the time help arrived, it would be too late; the entire studio would be up in flames and with it, the evidence that murder had been done. This would simply be an unfortunate accident.

That was exactly the way the murderer had planned it.

 

“Oh dear, the guests should be arriving any moment now. I suppose the luncheon will have to be cancelled.” Leeson, the butler to Lawrence Boyd, looked anxiously toward the main house. He was standing on the gravel pathway leading to the studio. A fireman stood at the front door and another two were on the roof of the small building, checking that the fire hadn’t spread to the rafters. Tendrils of smoke drifted on the wind and the air smelled like burning wood, but the fire itself had been put out before it could do too much damage.

Leeson sighed and wished he didn’t have to deal with this mess. It simply wasn’t fair. He was a butler, for goodness sake. Now he was going to have to go and tell the guests that Mr. Boyd was dead and the luncheon cancelled. He wondered if he ought to invite them to eat before they left. What did etiquette dictate in these circumstances? They had been invited and there was plenty of food. Perhaps Mrs. Rothwell would know what they ought to do. After all, she wasn’t just the housekeeper; she was a distant relation to Mr. Boyd. Yes, that’s what he’d do. He’d let her make the decision.

He breathed easier and turned his attention to the clump of people standing on the small terrace by the back door of the main house. Miss Clarke, the typewriter girl, was speaking to  one of the maids, and Mrs. Rothwell was standing next to the cook. Leeson moved toward the fireman standing by the studio door.

“We’re almost finished here,” the fireman said as he approached.

“Poor Mr. Boyd. What a terrible thing to have happened, but I suppose if Miss Clarke hadn’t seen the smoke and raised the alarm, it might have been much worse. We were all gone.”

“If she’d not raised the alarm, the building would have been completely burned.” The fireman adjusted the chin strap to his helmet. He glanced through the open door of the studio to the body lying on the settee. “But before you do anything else, you’d best get a policeman here and be quick about it.”

“A policeman?” Leeson was dreadfully confused. “But you said the fire was out. Why do we need a policeman?”

“Because your Mr. Boyd is dead, but it wasn’t the fire that killed him.”

 

“At least this one is in your district, sir,” Constable Barnes said to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon as their hansom cab headed for Bayswater. Barnes was a smart old copper with steely gray hair, a ruddy complexion, and weak knees. He’d been on the force for more years than he cared to recall but now found himself in the enviable position of working almost exclusively with Inspector Gerald Witherspoon. “That’s a bit of a relief.”

Witherspoon had a pale, bony face, thinning brown hair, and deep-set blue eyes. He pushed his spectacles up his long nose and looked at Barnes. “Why is it a relief? Is there something about this case that I ought to be concerned about?”

Barnes tried to think of a diplomatic way of putting the situation. “Well, sir, I only meant that Inspector Nivens can’t grouse that you’ve stolen this one from him. It’s in your division, sir, so by rights you should be the one to take it.”

“He’ll still complain.” Witherspoon shrugged philosophically. “But there’s nothing I can do about that.”

Barnes grabbed the handhold as the cab lurched forward. “You can get there first, sir. I know you don’t like running to the chief inspector and telling tales, but you could let him know that  Nivens has threatened to ruin you. If you get that established right away and make sure a formal complaint is lodged in his record, it might make Nivens think twice before he tries making any mischief.”

Witherspoon waved his hand impatiently. “We mustn’t blow it out of proportion, Constable. He was very upset about the Odell matter and if you look at it from his point of view, we did interfere in the case.”

“We kept an innocent man from hanging,” Barnes protested.

“Of course we did and we acted properly in doing so, but our proving Odell innocent meant that Inspector Nivens lost his only homicide conviction.”

Barnes realized that being diplomatic wasn’t going to be very useful. “He’s out for blood, sir. Take my word for it; Nivens is going to do everything he can to ruin you and your reputation. You must take care.”

The inspector said nothing for a moment. “I appreciate your concern, Constable, but I won’t complain against the man. Not until he actually does something to me.”

“By then it might be too late, sir,” Barnes said earnestly. He had to get Witherspoon to understand how much damage Nivens could and would do.

“We’ve no time to worry about Inspector Nivens at the moment. Tell me what you know about this murder.” The inspector was tired of both his constable and even his household constantly warning him about Nivens. Why just this morning his housekeeper had mentioned watching out for the fellow. Honestly, they were all making far too much of a few idle threats made in the heat of the moment.

Barnes knew when to shut up. He whipped out his little brown notebook and flipped it open. “The name of the victim is Lawrence Boyd. He’s a banker.”

“How was he killed?”

“The report didn’t say. It only gave his name and address: 14 Laurel Road, Bayswater.” Barnes looked out the window. “This is a posh neighborhood, so I expect he’s someone with either money or connections, probably both. Oh good, we’re almost there. We’ve turned onto his street.”

Lawrence Boyd lived in a large four-story house made of white stone and red brick. There was no fencing between the house and the road, merely a strip of lawn with newly dug flower beds at each corner. On each side of the black doorway, there was a large brass lamp. A police constable stood guard by the front door. He hurried toward them as they climbed out of the hansom.

“I can see why they called us in so quickly,” Barnes muttered. “Rich people hate murder. It’s so very inconvenient for them.”

“Yes, I daresay, you’re right,” Witherspoon murmured. Murder amongst the wealthy was always very tiresome. It had been his experience that the more money people had, the less inclined they were to cooperate with the police.

“Good day, sir.” The constable directed his remark to the inspector and then nodded respectfully at Constable Barnes. “I’m Constable Tucker. We’re very glad you’ve arrived. If you’ll come this way, I’ll take you around to the body.” He started toward the side of the house.

“I’m Inspector Witherspoon and this is Constable Barnes,” the inspector said as they trailed after the constable.

“I know who you are, sir, and in keeping with your methods, Constable Maxton and I have made sure that nothing has been touched,” Tucker said eagerly. “Once we got here and saw the body, we didn’t even let the fire brigade muck about any more than was necessary to insure the fire was out. But actually, they had the fire already out, so it wasn’t so much a matter of them mucking about as it was picking up their equipment and leaving. But we made sure they were careful not to move things about any more than they had to, sir.” Tucker smiled proudly at the inspector.

“Er, yes, that was very good thinking on your part,” Witherspoon murmured. By now, they had rounded the building and come to the back garden. By London standards, it was huge. The lawn was ringed by flowers beds and thick bushes, behind which was a wood fence that stood at least eight feet high. At the far end of the garden was a small wooden structure that was larger than a shed but smaller than a conservatory. Two policemen were  standing by the open door. Tendrils of smoke drifted up from the small open window. Witherspoon wrinkled his nose as an ugly, burning scent assaulted his nostrils.

“Ugh, that’s not very pleasant.” Barnes made a face. “It smells like burning carpet mixed with roasted pig.”

“It could have been a lot worse, sir,” said Constable Tucker as they continued across the garden. “If the body had been burnt, it would really stink the place up to high heaven. That’s what the fire captain told us.”

“You were called here by the fire brigade?” Witherspoon asked.

“Yes, sir. As soon as they saw the body, they sent for us straightaway.”

They reached the structure, and Witherspoon nodded at the two constables.

“The body is just in here, sir,” one of the lads said helpfully. “We’ve not touched anything.”

Witherspoon hesitated. There was still smoke rising from the roof, and now that he was this close, he could see scorch marks on the door and window. “Is it safe?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Constable Tucker said eagerly. “The fire brigade assured us the fire is completely out. It’ll smoke for awhile, but it’s quite safe to go inside.”

Witherspoon nodded dully. “Uh, is the body badly burnt?” He swallowed heavily, telling himself he must do his duty. He mustn’t be so squeamish. Looking at corpses was part and parcel of his position.

“No, sir. It’s hardly been touched. Which is a bit of a luck if you ask me,” Tucker replied. “See for yourself, sir.”

Barnes stepped through the door. Witherspoon steeled himself and followed.

Once inside, they stopped and gaped in amazement. On the right side of the room, most of the wall had been removed and the wood replaced with three very large windows. At the far end of the room behind the settee, there was a row of built-in cupboards. The body was on the settee, looking for all the world like a man asleep.

Witherspoon crossed over to the table on the far end of the settee and looked at the painting on the easel. It was singed a bit about the edges, but otherwise it appeared intact. Near the door, there was an old faded carpet remnant, now badly burnt and soaked with water, and beyond the rug, another smaller table with what looked like files piled atop it. He was surprised at how nothing appeared to be badly damaged. If it wasn’t for the water soaking everything, one would not even notice there’d been a fire.

Witherspoon stiffened his spine and turned to the body. He stood looking at for a long moment. “The body’s hardly been touched.”

Barnes eased in on the other side of the settee, directly across from the inspector. He reached down and grasped Boyd’s chin, gently turning the head to afford a better view of the back of the skull. “I can see why they called us so quickly, sir. His head’s been bashed in. That’s probably what killed him.”

Witherspoon swallowed the bile that rose in his throat. He took a deep breath and then wished he hadn’t as his nostrils filled with air smelling of harsh chemicals, smoke, and now, blood. He knew he was being fanciful; it was far too soon for the corpse to begin to smell, but nonetheless, he was certain he could sense it. He sniffed again, this time concentrating and trying separate out the different scents. “Do you smell that, Barnes?”

“Smell what?” Barnes sucked up air through his nose and then shook his head, his expression rueful. “I can’t smell much of anything, sir. I never could. The missus claims I couldn’t smell a dead skunk if it was lying two feet from my big toe.”

“It’s a chemical smell.” The inspector frowned. “You know, like creosote or lime water.”

Barnes noticed the tin of turpentine lying on the floor beneath the small window. “It’s turpentine.” He pointed at the tin as he came out from behind the settee. “The cap is off, sir.”

Witherspoon glanced around the room and spotted the cap on the table. “Someone deliberately took the lid off and spilled it about the room,” he concluded. “That tin didn’t fly from the  table to the floor on its own. I expect the killer used the turpentine to try and spread the fire. Perhaps even cover up that the poor fellow had been murdered.”

“Surely no one could think this would be thought of as an accident?” Barnes said. “The poor man’s head has been bashed all to bits.”

Witherspoon thought for a moment. “Yet why bash his head in and then try to make it look like an accident? Why start a fire at all? No, the killer either started a fire to draw attention to the body, which I highly doubt as most people tend to want to avoid drawing attention to people they’ve just murdered, or the murderer wanted to cover up the fact that it was murder. If the fire had spread and the walls had collapsed, then the entire ceiling would have caved in. In which case, there wouldn’t have been enough of the victim left to give us any indication of how he’d really died.”

Barnes wasn’t so sure, but he said nothing. He didn’t have any better ideas himself.

Witherspoon moved over to the small window and turned to survey the room. He noted the position of the corpse, and on the floor, just below where the man’s fingers rested, he saw the burnt remains of a cigar. “And in case the roof didn’t cave in and only the interior of the room and the body were burned, the murderer tried to make it appear as if Mr. Boyd had fallen asleep while he was smoking,” he said, speculating. “That’s what the killer wanted us to think.”

“If the killer was trying to make it look like an accident, he botched it badly.” Barnes pointed at the burnt cigar stub. “The first thing that would burn in a fire is that bit there. There’d have been nothing there but ash.”

“True.” Witherspoon turned his head and glanced out the small window. Constable Tucker was trudging across the lawn. He carried a pair of scissors and a ball of twine and had a roll of brown paper tucked under his arm. “What’s more, people are afraid of fire. When they see smoke, they call the fire brigade. Surely the murderer must have known someone would get help and the ruse would be discovered.”

Constable Tucker popped his head into the studio. “May I  come in, sir? I’d like to wrap up the evidence and take it down to the station.” He waved the roll of brown paper and grinned triumphantly. “I know all about your methods, sir, so I said to myself, ‘Tucker, what would the inspector do?’ So I marched right into the kitchen and asked the cook if I could borrow a few things. She was quite happy to oblige, sir.”

Witherspoon wasn’t sure what Constable Tucker wanted to do, but he didn’t wish to discourage the young man. “Certainly, Constable, come right on in. We’re almost through here.”

Tucker dashed across the wet floor, almost slipped, and then righted himself.

“Take care, Constable,” Witherspoon warned. His gaze shifted to the floor. Most of the water had seeped through the floorboards, leaving bright puddles and splashes of color, especially under the easel. “We don’t want you breaking a leg.” He turned back to Barnes and left Tucker to his evidence gathering, which looked to consist mostly of wrapping up Boyd’s painting. Witherspoon didn’t particularly see that as any sort of evidence. It wasn’t as if the man had written the name of the killer on the painting, but he didn’t wish to make Tucker feel like his efforts were unappreciated.

“Er, excuse me, Inspector, may I have a word with you?” The voice came from the open window.

Witherspoon turned and peered out between the remnants of the burnt curtains. A tall, gaunt-faced man dressed in an old-fashioned butler’s uniform stared back at him. “I take it you’re the butler,” he said.

“Yes, sir, I’m Leeson. I’m sorry to bother you, but the guests were wondering if they might leave. They’ve been here for several hours now and they want to go home.” Leeson struggled to keep his gaze on the Inspector and not the body lying on the settee.

“Guests? Mr. Boyd was having guests today?”

“Yes, sir, I tried to get word to all of them that the luncheon was cancelled, but they all arrived just as the fire brigade was leaving and then insisted on staying until they heard what had happened. But now they’d like to leave. Especially Mr. Glover. He’d like to go back to the office and let the others know about Mr. Boyd’s death.”

“No, I’m afraid the guests can’t leave,” Witherspoon said quickly. “Tell them we’ll be up directly to have a word with them.”

“But they weren’t even here when the fire started,” the butler protested. He knew that none of the guests were going to take kindly to being trapped here any longer. Besides, if they stayed much longer, they’d want tea and cook was already in a horrid mood. “No one was here but Miss Clarke and Mr. Glover.”

“What about the servants?” Barnes walked over to stand beside the inspector. “Weren’t they here when the fire started?”

“We were all at a funeral,” Leeson explained. “One of the housemaids died of pneumonia. Everyone except Mr. Boyd went to the funeral. The fire brigade was here when we got back.”

“But you were having guests for luncheon today?” Barnes pressed. “Who was doing the cooking?”

“It was already prepared,” Leeson explained. He looked nervously over his shoulder at the house, as though he were expecting a horde of angry guests to come streaming out the back door, demanding to be either fed or let go. “Mr. Boyd knew the staff wanted to go to Helen’s service, so he told cook to prepare a cold luncheon. Everything else was done; the table was set and the serving trolleys at the ready, so all we had to do was serve.”

“What about this Miss Clarke and Mr. Grover?” Witherspoon interjected. “Why didn’t they go to the funeral?”

“They’re not part of the household. Miss Clarke is a typist. She’s from one of those agencies. She came along to help Mr. Boyd catch up on his work. Mr. Glover brought some files over from Mr. Boyd’s office. Please, sir, can I go back to the house and tell the guests that they’ve got to stay for awhile longer? I do believe that some of them are going to leave with or without your permission.”

Witherspoon glanced at Barnes. “Constable, can you go along with Leeson and insure that no one leaves just yet. I’ll be in as soon as I’ve given the police constables their instructions.”

Barnes grinned broadly. “Certainly, sir. Come along, Leeson. Let’s go and take care of your guests.”

As soon as the two men had gone, Witherspoon forced himself to go back to the body. Tucker was putting another sheet of brown paper around the painting, but he stopped what he was doing and watched the inspector.

Witherspoon went behind the settee and gazed down at the back of the skull. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he knew it was important to absorb as much detail as possible. Unfortunately, the ugly mangle of matted hair, blood, and bone told him only that the poor fellow had been hit with something very hard.

“Excuse me, sir, but what are you looking for?” Tucker asked.

“Anything that may help us solve the crime,” he explained. “I think our victim was hit with something very hard, something that killed him very quickly and that might become important evidence.”

Tucker reached for the ball of twine. “I don’t see anything in here that could be a murder weapon.”

“Let’s have a good look at the place before we make any assertions, Constable.” He surveyed the small room again. “The weapon would have to be something heavy, something that could be easily lifted by the killer and used to hit hard enough to break through hair and bone.”

“Right, sir.” Tucker wound the ball of twine around the painting. “There’s no metal doorstops or big brass candlesticks.”

“Let’s have a look at what’s in the cupboards.” Witherspoon opened the one nearest him and looked inside. The cupboard was wide and deep with two shelves. On the top shelf there were two fat sketchbooks and a box of charcoal. On the bottom shelf were three canvases stored sideways. Witherspoon pulled one out and saw that it was simply a painting of the sea.

“Did you find anything, sir?” Tucker asked eagerly.

“No, just art supplies and more paintings.” He shoved the last one back into the cupboard and continued his search. In the other cupboards, he found more paints and another tin of turpentine. But he found nothing that could be used as a weapon. “I’m afraid, Constable, that the murder weapon isn’t here. That’s going to make finding the killer much more difficult.”

“Not to worry, sir. You’ll catch the murderer.” Tucker lifted the painting off the easel. “You always do.”

Witherspoon wasn’t so sure. He was beginning to think that living up to his own reputation was becoming harder with each and every case.
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