
        
            
                
            
        

    

The truth could not be buried …

“I do trust, sir, that you have a valid reason to disturb the funeral of such a respected member of our community?” Cecily asked.

The constable looked at her, and she was shocked at the expression in his eyes. “Believe me, ma’am, I would not have behaved with such disrespect without good reason.”

“And what, pray,” Phoebe demanded from behind her, “could that reason be? You have upset the Reverend Carter-Holmes most desperately, sir. I demand an explanation.”

Very slowly the constable stretched out his hand and began to lift the lid of the coffin. Madeline cried out as the flowers slid off and landed on the floor. No one took any notice of her. They were all staring at the corpse lying in the casket.

It wasn’t the body of Dr. McDuff that lay there at all. It was the body of a younger man. A stranger. And he had been stabbed cleanly through the heart.
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CHAPTER
1

The sudden snowstorm that blanketed the southeast coast of England in February of 1907 took the villagers of Badgers End by surprise. Most of them had already banished winter from their minds and were eagerly looking forward to the spring. The children were perhaps the only ones to appreciate the thick frosting that covered Putney Downs overnight.

By morning the thatched roofs of the cottages had turned completely white, and the North Sea lapped a frozen beach. On the way to school the most adventurous among the rowdy group of boys, having discovered a sheet of ice coating the murky surface of Deep Willow Pond, found the temptation irresistible.

One by one they inched their way onto the slippery playground, then joyfully, with flapping arms and shrieks of excitement, flung themselves into a series of ungraceful sidelong skids. Feet braced, each of them shot across the pond at breakneck speed, to collapse in a heap into the soft snow on the other side. All of them except one, that is.

Not only was Bernie bigger and heavier than the rest, but he also had the disadvantage of bringing up the rear. The newly formed ice, having taken all the stress it could stand, collapsed under the weight of Bernie’s hobnailed boots, and with a howl of fear the boy disappeared through the rapidly widening hole.

After initial confusion, the rest of the boys quickly formed a human chain and began to edge onto the shifting ice. That’s when Joe Salter saw them.

The burly farmer reined in his huge cart horse and clambered down from his perch on the wagon. As he waded through the snow, heart thumping with anxiety, he could just see the boy’s head bobbing in the water above the ice. The sight of the line of young boys snaking precariously across the unstable surface was enough to give him a heart attack.

Yelling at the top of his lungs, he ordered them to get off the ice, then turned back to unhitch Bessie from the cart. He grabbed the hank of rope hanging from the rear flap and tied it to Bessie’s halter. The other end he looped around his waist.

After coaxing Bessie across the ditch, he plowed through the snow toward the pond, where a half dozen children stood shivering at the water’s edge. Joe’s heart stopped when he saw nothing but a black hole about twenty feet away. His heart began pumping again as a wet head emerged once more and emitted an earsplitting scream.

“Hang on, me boy, I’ll be with you in two shakes,” Joe roared. Quickly he shouted instructions to a couple of the boys who, much to his relief, jumped to obey. Then, sending up a silent prayer, he ventured onto the ice.

It crackled ominously, and jagged lines squiggled away from him in all directions, but it held. “Keep splashing!” Joe yelled, terrified he’d lose sight of the boy before he could reach him. Inch by inch he crept forward, his eyes on the thrashing arms of the frantic boy who tried in vain for a hold on the slippery, cold surface.

No one had ever measured the depth of Deep Willow Pond. Some said that it had no bottom, but went right through to the other side of the earth. Joe tried not to think about that as the ice shifted and creaked beneath his feet.

He tried not to think about the thick weeds floating beneath the surface like slimy green eels just waiting to curl around an unsuspecting ankle and drag its owner down to a bottomless hell. He thought instead about the thirty-five years he’d already lived, and how much he wanted the next thirty-five.

The boy was screaming in terror, which meant he had to pull air in every two or three seconds. Joe hoped it would be enough to keep him afloat until he could reach him. Before the cold froze the boy’s limbs and he could no longer tread water.

Almost there. Joe stretched out his hands and moved forward. As he did so, he felt the groaning ice slowly give way beneath his feet. Again he yelled. “Hie, Bessie. Hie! Get her moving, lads!”

As his legs descended into the chilling bite of the icy water, he made a frantic grab and caught hold of a sopping wet jacket. “Hold still!” he howled at the struggling boy, and grimly held on as he felt the pull of the rope beneath his arms. With a superhuman effort he wrapped one muscular arm around the boy’s shoulders, then held his breath as they both descended into the blackness of the freezing water.

The cold filled his lungs with pain, and he kicked fiercely with his feet. The boy had gone limp and was a dead weight, dragged down by the heavy boots and winter clothes. For a terrible moment Joe thought he’d had it, and then he felt the rope tug again. Once more he pumped his legs, and his head broke through the shattered ice and out into the blessed gift of frosty air.

He dragged oxygen into his lungs and heaved the boy’s lolling head onto his shoulder, keeping his face free of the greedy water. Through misted eyes he had a blurred vision of the boys on the bank dragging at Bessie’s halter, and with his last ounce of strength he yelled again. “Hie, Bessie. Hie!”

The rope tightened as the sturdy bay whinnied and started forward. The boys took up the cry, urging the horse on, and Joe was sucked out of the hole, still hanging onto his cumbersome burden.

Together they slithered across the ice, then crashed into the edge of the bank with a jolt that rattled Joe’s teeth. Exhausted, he feebly shoved the boy into the snow, where eager hands were waiting to drag them both to safety.

“’Strewth, is he dead?” one wavering voice asked, while a thin, wailing cry came from one of his companions.

“God, I hope not,” Joe muttered, clenching his chattering teeth as he rolled onto his side for a better look.

A shout came from the lane, where two stout farmers, summoned by a quick-witted youngster, clambered across the ditch. Joe barely gave them a glance as he stretched out a numb hand and touched the dead-white face of the boy. For a moment he thought the worst; then he heard a soft moan from the blue lips.

A moment later the boy was violently sick, and Joe lay back with a shuddering sigh of relief. He was colder than he’d ever been in his life. So cold, he wondered if he’d ever have feeling in his body again. But deep inside him he felt a glow that made him forget the chill. He had saved the boy. And that was all that mattered.

Within seconds he felt warm blankets covering him and some fiery liquid forced between his lips. It burned with a wonderful heat down his throat and into his stomach, and he opened his eyes.

“Thank God,” a gruff voice muttered. “For a while there we thought you were a stiff’ un.”

“Not yet,” Joe managed to rasp, and gratefully accepted another mouthful of searing brandy. Coughing, he struggled to sit up, and as he did so, Bernie began keening in a high-pitched wail that chilled Joe’s bones even more than the icy water.

One of the farmers patted the boy’s shoulder, while the rest of the children stood staring white-faced at this new horror. Finally the words became clear as Bernie repeated them over and over.

“There’s a dead body in there. I saw him. There’s a dead body. I saw him.”


“Nay, son, you imagined it, that’s all,” one of the farmers said kindly. “You’ve had a terrible shock, that’s what. Does funny things to the mind.”

Bernie stopped wailing and fixed his terrified eyes on the farmer’s face. Though his voice was hushed, his words were clear on that cold, crisp morning. With utter conviction, he said distinctly, “I did see him, I tell you. He was dead. I saw his eyes staring at me. And I know him. I know who it is.”

“I can’t believe I’m getting bloody married on Saturday,” Gertie said, holding up the brandy glass she was polishing to inspect it in the light from the Pennyfoot Hotel’s kitchen window. “Flipping ’eck, I never thought I’d ever do it. On me life, I didn’t.”

Ethel, who like Gertie, had been a housemaid at the hotel seemingly forever, swallowed her envy and said graciously, “Ian’s a good man, Gertie. You’re a lucky woman.”

“Yeah,” Gertie murmured, sounding uncertain of that. “I s’pose I am. I was beginning to think I’d be an old maid. I’ll be eighteen this year. Cor blimey, that’s bleeding ancient.”

“That was very nice of madam to give you a wedding reception for a present.” Ethel sneezed and searched in the pocket of her apron for a handkerchief. She was older than Gertie by a good year, and didn’t care to be reminded of her diminishing chances of finding a suitable husband.

“Gawd bless you. It was, wasn’t it? I’m looking forward to that, I am.” Gertie spread out her arms and whirled around in a clumsy spin, dipping so that her long, dark blue skirt swept the spotless floor. “Just think. Me, Gertie Brown, belle of the bleeding ball. I can’t hardly believe it’s all happening.”

Ethel blew her nose loudly. “Well, you’re lucky, really, that you and Ian are getting married on the same day as the ball. If they’d had it on the Thursday, which is Valentine’s Day, instead of Saturday, you would’ve missed all that.”

Gertie stopped whirling and held onto the table to steady herself. “Gawd, I get dizzy just thinking about it. A wedding reception, and then the Valentine’s Ball right after. All me guests invited to that, too. Not that I’ll have that many.”


“What about your family in London, then? Aren’t they coming down?”

“Not bleeding likely. That’s the reason I got out of the Smoke in the first place, to get away from all of them. Besides, the only one I’d want is me mum, and she’s dead.”

“What about your dad, then?”

For a moment Gertie’s face creased in pain. “Nah, he would hate all this hoity-toity stuff. Got no time for the posh people, he don’t. He’d feel like a pimple on a baby’s bum in that lot. Anyhow, I ain’t seen him in five years. Nor don’t I want to. He was always walloping me for something or other.” She shuddered, as if shaking off an invisible threat.

Ethel felt sorry for her. Coming from a loving, gentle family, it was hard for her to imagine the kind of childhood Gertie must have endured. “Well, anyway, luv,” she said, standing the polished glasses on a huge silver tray, “you’ll enjoy the ball, I’m sure.”

“Don’t s’pose I’ll see much of it. I’ll be too bleeding nervous thinking about what comes next.”

Ethel blinked. “What comes next what?”

“You know. It. I never done it. I thought I had, me and Ian had … well, you know … but after I had that long talk with that doctor woman who was here, I found out there’s a bloody lot more to it than I thought.”

Ethel licked her lips. “Go on, tell me.”

She was disappointed when Gertie shook her head. “Nah, I’d feel funny talking about it. But I got this book I can lend you, what the doctor gave me. It will tell you everything.” She gave the last word plenty of emphasis, drawing it out in a mysterious manner that made Ethel’s skin tingle.

“Everything?”

Gertie nodded. “By the time you’ve read this book, Ethel, me girl, you’ll know more than Fanny Hill.”

“Oo, ’eck,” Ethel whispered.

Gertie grinned and looked out the window. “I just hope this bleeding snow melts before Saturday. I don’t want to have to stand outside the church knee-deep in that blinking stuff.”

“I wonder how they’ll go on at the funeral this afternoon,” Ethel said soberly. “They’ll have to clean the snow around the grave to get the coffin in.”

“Yeah, shame that were. Poor old Dr. McDuff. Can’t believe he’s gorn, I can’t. All them years he took care of everyone, then he goes and catches a bleeding cold, and it kills him. Now who’s going to take care of everyone?”

“There’s going to be a new doctor,” Ethel said, pleased to be first with information for a change. “I heard Mrs. Chubb and Mrs. Carter-Holmes talking about it.”

Gertie picked up another glass, looked at it, and put it down again. “Well, all I can say is, it’s going to take a blinking long time to get used to someone new. You know how they are in Badgers End, bleeding don’t trust no one, they don’t.”

A sudden thought struck Ethel, a thought so fascinating, so exciting, it made her go all woozy. Pressing her hands to her beating heart, she whispered, “Ooh, Gertie. What if he’s young and handsome and falls madly in love with me, and sweeps me off me feet?”

Gertie’s shout of amusement destroyed the dream, like a snuffer on a candle flame. “Cor blimey, Ethel, whatcha want, a bleeding miracle? You ain’t going to get no handsome bugger burying himself down here in this blinking dump. It’ll be someone like old Dr. McDuff, you mark my words. Someone old and crabby, most likely.”

Ethel sighed. “I ain’t never going to meet my true love at this rate.”

“Too blinking right, you’re not. You need to go up to the smoke and nab one of those rich city blokes. Then you can prance around in all them fancy clothes and jewelry, like the rest of the bleeding nobs.”

Ethel smiled, carried away by the new dream. “Yeah, I’d like to wear lots of sparkly jewelry. Always fancied meself in a tiara.”

“Get one of them things on your head, you’d never take it off again. Bet you’d even wear it to bed.”

“What, even when I’m doing it?”

The two of them exploded into raucous laughter, which was quickly stifled as a stern voice erupted from the doorway. Mrs. Chubb, the short, stout housekeeper, had her arms crossed and the no-nonsense look on her round face that both girls knew well. They wisely decided to shut up and get back to work.

“I just hope,” Phoebe Carter-Holmes said, peering at Cecily Sinclair from under the massive brim of her hat, “that the young lady appreciates what you are doing for her. It isn’t every day a simple housemaid has such lavish preparations for her wedding bestowed upon her by her employer.”

Cecily smiled. “Gertie is more than just a simple housemaid to me, Phoebe, as are all my staff. Without their hard work and loyalty, the Pennyfoot would not enjoy the fine reputation that makes it the most sought-after hotel on the southeast coast.”

Phoebe sniffed. “Nevertheless, they are still employees. I’m not sure it is such a good idea to treat them like members of one’s own family.”

The third person seated at the long Jacobean table in the library lifted her face to stare at Phoebe. “As you sow, so shall you reap,” Madeline Pengrath murmured, narrowing her beautiful dark brown eyes.

Phoebe turned her head so smartly, a tiny wisp of bright pink feather broke free from the plumes on her hat and floated gently down to the polished surface of the table. “What is that supposed to mean?” she demanded sharply.

Cecily broke in hastily. “I trust you have the floral arrangements all taken care of, Madeline?”

“I have indeed. Since it’s a Valentine wedding, I’ve arranged for red roses and white carnations to be sent down from London, and my supplier in Devon is sending white mimosa for the bride’s bouquet, which I shall assemble myself that morning.”

Cecily ignored Phoebe’s slight click of the tongue. “Now, Phoebe, I believe you mentioned something about a fencing display for the entertainment at the ball after the reception?”

“Ah, yes.” Phoebe sat up straighter and preened herself. Although in her early fifties, she still paid a great deal of attention to her appearance. She was once the wife of an aristocrat, and although his family had disowned her and her son after “dear Sedgely’s” death, Phoebe maintained as best she could the style to which she had become accustomed.

Due to the fact that she had to rely on her son’s meager salary as the local vicar to sustain her, she had her work cut out for her. But Phoebe did a remarkable job with the little she had, and Cecily never failed to admire the woman’s determination to hold onto her status, whether official or not. Though at least ten years younger, there were times when Cecily felt as though she were the older woman.

Looking at Phoebe now, seated at the end of the table beneath James’s portrait, Cecily eyed the pale gray suit she wore. It was somewhat out of date, with its pink pearl buttons on the jacket and the slight bustle draping the folds of the floor-length skirt. Her waist, however, was ridiculously tiny, and the pink ruffled blouse framing her delicate chin added a certain flair that couldn’t be ignored.

As far as style went, Phoebe’s trademark was her hats. Bright pink and white feathers curled lovingly around a pair of lovebirds on this one, which nested on a cloud of pink tulle. If anyone was ready for Valentine’s Day, it was most definitely Phoebe.

Cecily tore her attention away from the hat and concentrated on what the woman was saying.

“… naturally, if it wasn’t for the fact that we were acquainted when dear Sedgely was alive, I’m quite sure he would not have agreed.”

Out of the corner of her eye Cecily saw Madeline’s eyeballs roll up toward the ceiling in an expression of intense boredom. Cecily cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right. So who is it who has agreed to what?”

Phoebe tutted in irritation. “Really, Cecily, were you not listening to me? I’m speaking of Lord Chickering, your guest here in the hotel. Surely you know who is staying at your hotel this week? I’m quite certain if I owned a hotel I’d know who my guests were.”

Cecily hastened to make amends. “I’m terribly sorry, Phoebe. I quite lost track of what you were saying.”

“Yes, well, I was speaking about a matter of some importance to this committee, and that’s what we are here for, are we not? To discuss arrangements for this Saturday’s big event?”

“Absolutely,” Cecily assured her. “You say Lord Chickering has agreed to offer his services?”

“I remembered that Reginald has acquired an impressive reputation as a swordsman. He has most kindly agreed to give us a display of fencing at the Valentine’s Ball on Saturday.” She sat back with the air of someone who has achieved something remarkable.

Cecily tried to look suitably impressed. She was, in fact, rather taken aback by this news. She knew Lord Chickering well. He had been a regular and frequent guest at the hotel for several years. Her general opinion of him was that he was an overweight, self-indulgent bore whose sole reason for living appeared to be the intention of stuffing himself with as much rich food and spirits as he could consume. To discover that he was an expert at something as energetic as fencing took her by surprise.

“Chickering?” Madeline said, in a disgusted tone that echoed Cecily’s thoughts. “The man’s a superstitious old fool. He acts as if he’s afraid of me. I met him in the hallway once, and he crossed his fingers at me.” She made a cross with her two forefingers and held them protectively in front of her face.

Phoebe inhaled sharply. “I should have thought, Madeline, that you would be the last person in the world to condemn someone for being superstitious.”

Madeline’s eyes glittered with warning. “The powers that I possess can in no way be compared to the silly notions held by that simpleton. In any case, the man is vulgar. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he isn’t a lord at all. He wouldn’t be the first one to tag a title onto his name without entitlement.”

Knowing that Madeline’s comments were intended to provoke Phoebe, Cecily interrupted. “Will that be the entire entertainment, Phoebe, or do you have anything else planned?”


Phoebe glared at Madeline and straightened her hat, giving it a sharp tug with both hands. “As a matter of fact, I do. A dancing monkey. His owner assures me that the monkey is most talented and will intrigue the guests.”

“I seem to remember a very large python intriguing the guests not too long ago,” Madeline murmured.

“Perhaps I should have hired a dancing bear,” Phoebe said acidly.

Cecily sent Madeline an imploring glance. “The monkey sounds wonderful, Phoebe. I’m sure we can leave everything in your capable hands.”

Phoebe nodded. “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be getting home. The doctor’s funeral this afternoon has Algie in a state of nerves. I have to do my best to soothe him before he takes the service.”

She rose, smoothing down the folds of her skirt. “I’ll see you both in church this afternoon, then.” She allowed her gaze to skim over the top of Madeline’s bowed head, then swept from the room, leaving a fragrance of lavender in her wake.

Cecily looked up at her late husband’s portrait. She wasn’t looking forward to the service that afternoon. The last funeral service she had attended had been for her husband, James, at the same church, just a little over a year ago. It would be painful to be reminded so vividly of her own loss.

“I can’t believe that Dr. McDuff has gone,” she said quietly. “James would have been so sorry to hear it. This is a sad day for everyone in Badgers End. The good doctor will be sorely missed. I’m so thankful that he left no wife behind to mourn him.”

Realizing that Madeline had made no response to her comments, she looked at her friend. The dark head was bowed, the long silky hair hiding her face.

Cecily felt a pang of apprehension. “Madeline?” For a moment she wondered if Madeline had been more fond of the doctor than anyone realized, then chided herself for considering even for a second the nonsense in the village about Madeline’s dubious reputation.


Then the other woman lifted her chin, and the chill in her eyes touched Cecily’s spine.

“What is it, Madeline?” she whispered.

Madeline stared back at her, with eyes as cold as the frozen wastes of Siberia. “Death,” she said, her voice a low growl. “Violent death. And it’s not over yet.”





CHAPTER
2

“It was the strangest thing,” Cecily told Baxter as the trap bore them along the Esplanade that afternoon. “Even for Madeline, it was very strange. I have never seen her quite so … distant. I know she has her peculiar ways, but this was something quite different. It brought out goose pimples over my entire body.”

Baxter coughed in a way that told Cecily she had managed to embarrass her hotel manager as usual. Deciding to ignore it, as usual, she added, “I just hope she feels better by now. I really don’t think I can sit through the entire service with her if she’s hovering somewhere in the spirit world.”

Seated opposite her, Baxter gave her a swift look. “Will you be all right, madam?”

Cecily managed a smile for him. As always, his concern comforted her as nothing else could. It would not only be difficult for her to endure the service that afternoon, but Baxter, too, would no doubt feel the pain of loss. Although James had been Baxter’s employer, the two men had shared an uncommon friendship.

Which was why, Cecily reflected wryly, Baxter had given that ridiculous promise to James on his deathbed. It was bad enough that Baxter had promised his friend to take care of his wife, but occasionally the zealousness with which Baxter maintained that promise could be more than a trifle irritating.

Cecily subscribed to the new way of thinking—that women were not only capable of running their own lives, but also had a right to do so. Baxter, on the other hand, was of the old school. Women were delicate creatures, to be protected at all costs.

“I’ll be perfectly fine, thank you, Baxter,” she told him. “I hope you will be, also.”

“Thank you, madam. I’m quite sure I shall.” His words were almost lost beneath the loud clop of the chestnut’s hooves.

Cecily turned her head to look out across the cove. Little white flecks danced on the gray water, and the cliffs looked bleak with their blanket of snow. The dull, leaden sky seemed to promise another cold night ahead, and even the sea gulls sounded more mournful than usual as they hunted for food along the empty beach. It was a fitting day for a funeral.

“Will you be needing me at the hotel on Saturday, madam?”

Cecily looked back at her manager with a guilty start. “Oh, heavens, I’m sorry, Baxter. I should have mentioned it before. All this business with Madeline and the funeral put it right out of my mind.”

Baxter’s dark eyebrows lifted in guarded query. At a little past his fortieth birthday, he was still an attractive man. He had the solid, dependable, square-cut look of a man who was comfortable with who he was and where he was going. His dark hair, though heavily silvered at the temples, was still thick at his forehead, and his gray eyes spoke more than he would ever allow himself to say.

Cecily often wondered why he had never married, or if indeed he had. James, no doubt, had been privy to that information, but then James would not consider it her business to know. Maybe it wasn’t, but one day she was bound to ask him.

Resisting the temptation to do so now, she said brightly, “If you don’t mind giving up your half day, I would be so obliged if you could be there. What with Gertie’s wedding, and the ball on the same day, there will be so much to take care of at the last minute.”

“I don’t mind at all. As a matter of fact, I am quite looking forward to it.”

She looked at him in surprise. “Truly? A wedding and a Valentine’s ball? I had no idea you had such an interest in romance.”

A tinge of pink touched his cheeks. “I was referring to the preparations, madam. I prefer to be busy, and this time of year doesn’t afford much opportunity to do so.”

Smiling, Cecily dug her hands deeper into her muff. She enjoyed penetrating the stuffy sense of propriety that Baxter took such pains to hide behind. He would be so much more entertaining if it weren’t for his strict adherence to what he considered correct behavior.

A few minutes later they rounded the corner of the churchyard. The trap jerked to a creaking stop, and at the sight of the freshly dug grave, Cecily felt a sudden pang of distress. She lifted her chin and held her breath until the moment passed.

“Madam?”

She looked into Baxter’s anxious eyes and gave a brief nod. “I’m fine, Baxter. I’m all right.”

For once she allowed him to help her down from the trap, and then marched steadily into the small church, where several pairs of eyes watched her progress to her pew.

Not wanting to be alone, she had asked both Phoebe and Madeline to share the pew with her. Phoebe was already there, fussing surreptitiously with the black lace collar at her throat. Her head was dwarfed by the wide flat brim of her hat, which was loaded down with black taffeta ribbons and tiny violets.


Cecily knelt for a moment, then sat down next to Phoebe.

“Madeline’s not here yet,” Phoebe whispered fiercely. “It would be just like that woman to enter late and disrupt the service. Poor Algie is nervous enough. I don’t know how he’d handle a disturbance.”

“Don’t worry,” Cecily murmured. “Madeline will be here.” The words were hardly out of her mouth when Madeline materialized at the end of the pew. She wore her one good coat, a charcoal-gray that had seen better days, and a lighter gray hat pulled carelessly on her head.

Phoebe would no doubt bemoan the fact that Madeline was not in black. Not that Madeline would care. Cecily rather envied her rebellion. She had just spent the last year in mourning for James, and hated having to don yet another black coat and hat for the service this afternoon.

Lydia Willoughby began to play the organ, too loudly and with several missed notes that made Cecily wince. Then, after much shuffling and coughing from the congregation, the Reverend Algernon Carter-Holmes appeared from a side door and stood silently waiting.

The black curtains in front of the altar parted, drawn by invisible hands, presenting a dramatic moment that produced a few murmured “ah’s” among the assembly as the coffin was revealed.

The closed casket bore a magnificent display of color in contrast to the somber shades of the mourners. Huge sprays of freesia mingled with gladiolus in purple and white, pale green ferns mixed with bright yellow tulips, and pink and white carnations joined with masses of delicately hued lilies to adorn the wreaths piled high on top of the oak coffin.

The gathering rose as members of the doctor’s family walked slowly down the aisle to the front pew, then remained standing as the vicar moved in his peculiar mincing walk toward the pulpit.

Once more a sharp pain of loss invaded Cecily’s thoughts, and she shifted her gaze to Algie. He wore a solemn expression on his round face. His spectacles reflected the light from the candles, hiding his eyes as he stepped up to the lectern and cleared his throat.


In spite of the deathly hush from the pews, Algie’s voice barely carried past the first three rows. Even Cecily, seated in the second row, had to strain to understand him. Algie’s voice was high-pitched, and whether due to nerves, or, as some of the congregation asserted, a certain lack of masculinity, it had a soft timbre that made it somewhat ineffective.

In fact, a large proportion of Algie’s sermons were lost to those in the rear pews, especially when the vicar was forced to compete with the loud snores echoing in the vaulted ceiling.

Cecily glanced at the three men standing in the front pew, and wondered who they were. Dr. McDuff had never mentioned his family. She wondered if the men had traveled down from Scotland for the funeral.

Algie paused as someone near the back of the crowded pews began to cough. Phoebe muttered something under her breath, and Madeline heaved a huge sigh that was clearly audible.

Cecily could feel the cold seeping through the soles of her boots on the stone floor. The musty smell of ancient wood and damp hassocks overwhelmed any fragrance of the flowers at the altar. Algie’s voice droned on, and she began to wish the whole thing over so that she could get back to the warmth and comfort of the Pennyfoot. Her sense of guilt sharpened her attention, and she concentrated once more on the vicar’s words.

It was at that moment that a disturbance broke out in the rear of the church. Just the sound of the door opening and then closing could be heard at first, but then murmurs and whisperings rippled through the congregation, like wind on the still surface of a pond.

Madeline turned her head to look behind her, while Phoebe tutted with the fretful sound of an anxious mother. Then Cecily saw the stout figure of Police Constable Northcott striding toward the pulpit, his helmet tucked under his arm.

Beside her, Madeline muttered softly to herself, but Cecily’s attention was on the constable, who spoke quickly and urgently to Algie.

The vicar nodded so hard his spectacles slipped down his nose, and he snatched at them, somehow catching them before they fell to the ground. Turning to the assembly, he spoke in his feeble voice. “Ladies and … ah … gentlemen. If you … ah … would remain seated for … ah … just a moment … ah … thank you.”

Stumbling down the steps, he scuttled for the vestry, with P.C. Northcott hot on his heels.

“Oh, my,” Phoebe said softly, clutching her throat. “Whatever can the matter be? Do you think I should … ?”

She half rose, and Cecily laid a hand on her arm. “Just wait for one moment, Phoebe,” she said quietly. “I’m sure Algie will be back presently to explain.”

Lydia squeaked, left the organ, and disappeared down the aisle. There followed a tense few minutes while Phoebe fidgeted, Madeline muttered, and the rest of the congregation whispered and murmured among themselves.

Cecily thought of Baxter seated somewhere behind her, and wondered if he had the same sense of foreboding as she was feeling now.

Algie reappeared, shuffling forward as if he had trouble controlling his legs, his face chalk-white. As he began to speak, P.C. Northcott walked slowly over to the coffin and stood looking down at it. The policeman rocked back and forth on his heels, his fingers stroking one side of his bushy mustache.

“I … ah … have to postpone the service until tomorrow morning….” Algie said weakly. “Eleven A.M. Please … ah … return then.”

The three men in the front pew, obviously agitated, surged forward to where the constable stood, all demanding to know what was going on.

Algie clutched the side of the pulpit, looking most distressed. With a little cry, Phoebe scrambled out of the pew and rushed to his side.

P.C. Northcott, apparently realizing that the vicar needed help, moved to the front steps and in a quiet voice of authority asked that everyone leave the church immediately. There was a moment’s silence; then the people obediently began filing out.


Cecily looked over her shoulder, but could see no sign of Baxter. When she turned back, she saw the constable talking to the McDuff family members, who were shaking their heads and muttering to each other.

Phoebe stood close to Algie, looking as if she were about to cry. Unable to stand it a moment longer, Cecily hurried over to them. “What’s wrong?” she asked Algie, who had a dazed look on his face.

“He won’t tell me,” Phoebe said, glancing over at the constable. “Whatever it was, it has quite devastated him. Just look at him.”

“Sacrilege, that’s what it is,” Algie muttered, shaking his head. “We shall all be condemned for this. Every last one of us.”

“Now, now, Algie,” Phoebe said nervously, “I’m sure the good Lord will know that it wasn’t your fault. It’s all on the shoulders of the constable.” She sent a scathing glance over to where P.C. Constable was still talking to the three men. “Should know better, that he should. Whatever was he thinking about?”

“I’m sure it has to be important,” Cecily said, trying to imagine what could possibly be urgent enough to disrupt a funeral service.

Madeline’s strange moaning voice came from behind her. “I knew this would happen. I could feel it. I almost suffocated with it.”

“Oh, do be quiet, Madeline,” Phoebe said crossly. “We have enough to worry about without you muttering all that mumbo-jumbo nonsense.”

Algie groaned. “And in the house of the Lord, too. Heaven preserve us.”

Cecily saw the three men turn to leave, and seized her chance. She walked over to P.C. Northcott and said quietly, “I do trust, sir, that you have a valid reason to disturb the funeral of such a respected member of our community?”

The constable looked at her, and she was shocked at the expression in his eyes. “Believe me, ma’am, I would not have behaved with such disrespect without good reason.”

“And what, pray,” Phoebe demanded from behind her, “could that reason be? You have upset the Reverend Carter-Holmes most desperately, sir. I demand an explanation.”

Any other time, Cecily would have been impressed by Phoebe’s uncharacteristic assertiveness in defense of her son. But right then, she, too, was anxious to hear the constable’s reply.

For the space of a few seconds P.C. Northcott looked from one face to another. Algie and Madeline had joined Cecily and Phoebe, and the four of them stood waiting in tense expectation.

Very slowly the constable stretched out his hand and began to lift the lid of the coffin. Madeline cried out as the flowers slid off and landed on the floor. No one took any notice of her. They were all staring at the corpse lying in the casket.

It wasn’t the body of Dr. McDuff that lay there at all. It was the body of a younger man. A stranger. He was naked and had been stabbed cleanly through the heart.





CHAPTER
3

Stunned, Cecily could only stare at the unfamiliar face in the coffin. For a moment she had the wild idea that perhaps Dr. Gordon McDuff wasn’t dead at all, and this was all part of some elaborate joke on his part.

Then common sense took over. Although Cecily had enjoyed the good doctor’s dry wit, she was as certain as the ribbons on Phoebe’s hat that he would never stoop to such vulgar chicanery in the name of humor. Besides, the young man lying in the coffin was most certainly real, and most certainly deceased.

A quiet moan at her side brought Cecily out of her stupor, as Phoebe gently and elegantly slipped to the floor in a dead faint. Algie’s yelp of distress seemed to stir everyone back to life.

Cecily glanced at him as she fell to her knees at Phoebe’s side. He was deathly pale, his eyes wide and staring behind the lens of his spectacles. One hand clutched his stomach as he looked from the dead body to his mother in a distracted way, as if everything was happening far too fast for him to comprehend.

P.C. Northcott touched his arm, and the vicar swayed, saying in a choked voice, “It cannot be. It cannot be.”

The constable gripped Algie’s arm and said briskly, “Come, man, pull yourself together. It’s only a dead body.”

Algie whimpered. “But it’s … ah … the wrong dead body.”

That raised the question of the whereabouts of the right body, Cecily thought, as she turned her attention to Phoebe.

Madeline settled on the other side of the unconscious woman. “Leave her to me,” she said softly, and slid her fingers to the back of Phoebe’s neck. Almost immediately, Phoebe opened her eyes.

She stared at each of them for a full second or two, then said sharply, “Don’t sit there staring at me! Help me get up.”

Thankful that her friend seemed to have regained her full senses, Cecily helped the still trembling woman to her feet. “I think it wise to retire to the vestry until you feel better,” she suggested, frowning at Algie, who seemed unable to do anything except hover and mutter, his hands feverishly tugging at his cassock. “Perhaps the vicar can assist you.”

The constable, after one look at Algie, stepped in and offered his elbow. Phoebe took it with a flutter of her lashes. “Thank you,” she murmured. “Most kind, I’m sure.”

“Would you ask Baxter to wait for me outside, please?” Cecily asked Madeline. “And perhaps it would be better if you say nothing about this to anyone. At least for the time being.”

Madeline, after a last glance at the body in the coffin, gave a swift nod and glided away.

With the constable on one side and Cecily on the other, Phoebe was escorted to the vestry, followed jerkily by Algie, who was still muttering under his breath.

Once inside the quiet, somber-looking room, the vicar’s mother was settled onto the only chair, with her son hovering at her side.

“I don’t understand it, I simply do not understand it,” Algie muttered, looking aghast as P.C. Northcott took out his notebook and pencil.

“Well, now,” the constable said in his officious voice, “perhaps you can tell me where you were when Dr. McDuff’s coffin was delivered.”

“Right here. Right here,” Algie squeaked, his finger stabbing at the floor. “It was right … ah … after choir practice. I was talking to young Jamie when the hearse arrived. I had them bring the … ah … coffin in here as I always do.” He nodded at the long, narrow table lining one wall. “That’s where they have their last … ah … long rest on this earth. On that table. It’s been in the family for centuries….”

“Centuries,” Phoebe echoed mournfully.

“Quite, quite,” the constable interrupted. He stuck out his tongue and slowly licked the end of his pencil with a relish usually reserved for something a little more edible. “H’and may I presume that you confirmed that the doctor’s body was in that there coffin when it arrived?”

Algie gave a vigorous nod of his head, once more dislodging his glasses. He snatched at them with his hand, missed, and was forced to bend to the floor to retrieve them. He came up with his face flushed from the unaccustomed exertion.

“I did indeed. I always give the … ah … dear departed a final blessing before closing the coffin for the … ah … last time. I can assure you, Constable, when that coffin arrived here in my … ah … church last night, Dr. Gordon McDuff’s earthly remains were inside it.”

Phoebe moaned and began fanning herself with a lace handkerchief. Cecily absently patted her on the shoulder, her attention fastened on the two men. She didn’t want to miss one word of the conversation.

“You saw him yourself?” P.C. Northcott asked, moving his pencil painstakingly over the page.

“Yes, yes, of course I did.” Algie mopped his moist forehead with the back of his sleeve. “I told you, I … ah … gave him his last blessing.”

P.C. Stanley Northcott said in his ponderous voice, “H’and may I also presume that the coffin was right here the entire night?”

“As far as I can tell, Constable. I do know it’s the same coffin, since it has the doctor’s initials carved on it.” Algie nodded appreciatively. “A very nice touch, I thought.”

“It would seem,” Cecily put in, “that someone switched the bodies during the night.”

“That would be my assumption,” the policeman agreed, “though why anyone should do that, I cannot for the life of me imagine.”

Cecily often wondered how long it took Northcott to write out a full report. He wrote like a child first learning the skill. At times, when he really had to concentrate, his tongue protruded from the corner of his mouth, as if seeking inspiration on its own.

Again the pencil scratched across the page. Then the constable snapped the book shut, lifted the flap of his pocket, and tucked it away. “I think that will be all for now … though I daresay I shall return in order to ask some more questions in the near future.”

Unable to curb her impatience any longer, Cecily took advantage of the small pause. “Tell me, P.C. Northcott,” she said, giving him her best smile, “how did you learn that it was not Dr. McDuff’s body in the coffin?”

“H’ah, well, that one was simple enough.” The constable puffed out his chest, putting even further strain on the brass buttons of his uniform jacket. “As it happens, some of the village lads were sliding on Deep Willow Pond this morning. And as you might suppose, one of them fell in. If it hadn’t been for Joe Salter passing by, right at the opportune moment, young Bernie Briggett would not be alive to tell the tale.”

“Oh, my,” Algie said, clutching his throat. “How perfectly dreadful. I trust the poor boy is unharmed?”

“Quite unharmed, thank you, Vicar,” P.C. Northcott assured him.

“But what has that to do with Dr. McDuff?” Cecily persisted, determined not to let the conversation stray off course.

“H’ah well, yes. It appears that whilst the boy was under the water, he spied a dead body. At first no one believed him, but then Joe and a couple of his mates had a look. And lo and behold”—he paused for effect—“blowed if it weren’t the good doctor hisself. Dead as a blinking doornail, of course—” He coughed. “Begging your lady’s pardon that is, ma’am.”

He’d addressed Cecily with his apology, but Phoebe automatically murmured, “Quite all right, Constable.”

“Yes, well, he would be dead, wouldn’t he,” Cecily said, a trifle impatiently. “After all, Dr. McDuff died several days ago.”

The constable cleared his throat. “Er … yes, well, anyhow, if it hadn’t been for the fact that the doctor’s body had been weighted down with a branch from that old oak tree, we might never have found him. Rotten right through, that limb were. Snapped like a chicken’s neck as soon as it hit the water, and up floats the body.”

“Oh, my heavenly father,” Phoebe moaned, fanning herself even faster.

Algie shot a nervous glance at his mother, but his attention remained on the constable.

“H’oh, yes, like I said,” P.C. Northcott went on, oblivious to Phoebe’s distress, “if it hadn’t been for that, Dr. McDuff could have laid on the bottom of that there pond forever and ever.”

“And ever,” Algie added solemnly, folding his hands together.

“I really do not feel at all well,” Phoebe said faintly. “I do think I shall have to go home and lie down.”

Concerned, Cecily noted the woman’s greenish complexion. “I do think that would be a good idea. Shall I come with you?”

Phoebe shook her head. “It’s only a few steps. I shall be quite all right. I think I would prefer to be alone.”

Guessing that her home was not as immaculate as Phoebe would prefer it for visitors, Cecily nodded. The kind of domestic help that Phoebe could afford left much to be desired. Luckily, the vicarage was right next door to the church.

“I’ll see you to the door, Mrs. Carter-Holmes,” P.C. Northcott said. “If you will permit me? I’ll be passing by that way.”

Phoebe brightened considerably. “Oh, would you? How kind.”

A little belatedly, Algie patted his mother’s arm. “Will you be all right, Mother?”

“Perfectly, thank you, Algie.” As if to prove it, Phoebe rose magnificently to her feet. “You get on with your duties, my dear. I shall have a quiet lie-down.”

Algie gave a relieved nod.

“The body of Dr. McDuff will be brought here this evening, Vicar,” the constable said, moving to the door to open it. “Whereupon we will take into custody the body in the coffin.”

“Have you any idea who he is?” Cecily asked as Phoebe began fanning herself again.

Northcott shook his head. “Not at the moment, no, ma’am. We’ll have to wait until the new doctor arrives probably, before we can h’ascertain the identity. I don’t think the inspector would want me to cart the corpse all the way into Wellercombe.”

There were some disadvantages, Cecily thought, in living in a village like Badgers End. The entire constabulary consisted of P.C. Northcott, alone and practically unaided, except for urgent matters which were occasional and reluctantly taken care of by Inspector William Cranshaw.

The inspector’s jurisdiction covered the much larger and undoubtedly more interesting town of Wellercombe, seventeen miles to the south.

Since Cecily and the inspector often failed to see eye to eye on certain matters, however, she considered the situation a mixed blessing. Cranshaw could be quite caustic when irritated.

“Have you met the new doctor?” Phoebe asked, looking more animated by the second.


“No, ma’am. But I hear tell he’s a good one.”

“Is he a young man?”

“Middle-aged, so I’m told. Sent him in from Wellercombe, until they get a permanent replacement for Dr. McDuff.”

“Oh,” Phoebe murmured, obviously disappointed. “Then we shall have to wait a while before we know who our permanent new doctor will be.”

“I reckon as how you will,” the constable agreed, stepping back to allow Phoebe to pass through the door.

“Just fancy that,” Algie said after they’d left. “If that poor boy hadn’t fallen through the … ah … ice, I would have buried the wrong man.”

He shook his head in a fussy way that vividly reminded Cecily of his mother. “Oh, my, how dreadful. How utterly, perfectly dreadful. What a ghastly predicament. Can you imagine if the doctor’s body had never been found? Everyone would have been mourning at the gravesite of the wrong man, and the poor doctor would have been denied his proper burial.”

“Not to mention the young man,” Cecily said thoughtfully. “I wonder how many people would have spent the rest of their lives wondering what had happened to him?”

“Oh, dear heavens, yes. I hadn’t thought of that.” Algie picked up a hymn book from the whatnot in the corner and began fanning himself with it.

“Well, hopefully we shall find out once the body has been identified.” Cecily frowned. “Though that might prove to be somewhat difficult, in view of the absence of clothes. They won’t have many clues to work with.”

“Clues? Oh, my!”

Cecily stared at Algie’s stricken expression. “What is it? Have you thought of something? Is it something the constable should know?”

The vicar smoothed a distracted hand over his smooth, shiny pink pate. “Ah … no … at least I don’t think so … oh, I do hope not, I really didn’t think it was … ah … important. …”

Her interest thoroughly aroused now, Cecily tried to curb her impatience. “Perhaps if you tell me what it is?”


“Yes … no … I’m sure it’s not … it was just a piece of paper.” He looked hopefully at Cecily for reassurance. “I thought perhaps one of the choirboys might have … ah … dropped it last night … there was really nothing on it except …”

The hymn book flapped back and forth in his hand, without having much effect on his perspiring forehead.

“Except … what?”

“Well, it was just a list, really.”

“What kind of list?” She hoped he hadn’t noticed the fact that she gritted her teeth.

“A list of food. Different … ah … meals for different days. It looked rather appetizing, from what I can remember.” He let out a nervous giggle. “I’m not accustomed to eating … ah … exotic food, and it all sounded marvelous. Anyway, I threw it in the fire. I didn’t think anyone would want it.”

He peered anxiously at Cecily over the top of his glasses. “You don’t think anyone would want it, do you? It can’t have anything to do with the … ah … body in the coffin, can it?”

“Probably not,” Cecily told him. She was feeling decidedly deflated. For a moment or two there she thought he might have found something important, something that could lead to the answers to the puzzle.

“Made me feel hungry, if the truth be known,” Algie said, looking a little more relaxed now. “Poached haddock, deviled kidneys, and pork sausage, served with … ah … nectarines and melon. And that was only Sunday’s breakfast.”

He smacked his lips loudly, a most inelegant gesture, but Cecily barely noticed. It had to be coincidence, and yet … “Do you remember anything else on the list?” she asked with an air of indifference that masked her sudden uneasiness.

He lifted his head and stared at the ceiling. “Well, now, let me think. Thursday, I remember. It was ptarmigan pie and … ah … pheasant, with lobster roes and brioche for tea. And Figgy pudding. That’s why I remember. My favorite sweet is Figgy pudding.”

“Oh, dear,” Cecily said, her suspicions realized. Figgy pudding was her cook Michel’s specialty. He was making it especially for the Valentine’s Day dinner on Thursday night. Unless she was mistaken, the list that Algie had thrown into the fire appeared to be that week’s menu from the Pennyfoot Hotel.

That really didn’t make sense. No one outside of the hotel would have a copy of the weekly menu. So whoever had dropped the list must have a connection with the hotel in some way. And whoever it was, he or she would have had to be in the vestry in order to lose it there.

Which raised the ugly possibility that the person responsible for exchanging Dr. McDuff’s body with that of a stranger could somehow be connected to the Pennyfoot.

She was jumping to conclusions, she told herself, forcing a smile for Algie’s benefit. He was staring at her with a puzzled look on his chubby face. “Well,” she said heartily, “I had better be on my way. I’m quite sure Baxter is getting tired of waiting for me.”

“You don’t think I should perhaps mention the list to the constable?”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t give it another thought.” That was the last thing she wanted. Until she’d had a chance to do a little more investigating, she didn’t want anyone else knowing about the menu. Especially P.C. Northcott. If someone from the hotel was connected to this macabre matter in some way, she wanted to be the first one to know it.

To her relief, Algie seemed quite content to put it out of his mind. “Yes, of course you are quite right. What could a list of food possibly have to do with this strange business? It really is … ah … most odd, wouldn’t you say?”

“Extremely.” Cecily headed for the door, anxious now to return to the hotel and begin asking a few questions. “But I daresay we can leave it all in the capable hands of P.C. Northcott.”

Algie pumped his head up and down, losing his glasses again in the process. “Quite so, quite so. Though I must admit to feeling a qualm or two. The person who did this must be most callous and evil. Not many people would violate a dead man that way.”


“Two dead men,” Cecily reminded him. She had to suppress a shiver or two herself. What was it Madeline had said just that morning? Violent death. And it’s not over yet.

If Madeline was right, and she very often was, it was possible there could be more evil yet to visit the tiny village of Badgers End.





CHAPTER
4

Outside in the cold, damp air, Baxter stood talking to Samuel, the driver of the trap. Cecily smiled as she hurried down the gravel path toward him. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she reached him. “I didn’t mean to stay quite that long.”

“Quite all right, madam.” Baxter opened the door of the vehicle with a flourish that barely concealed his impatience. As Cecily lifted her skirts to climb in, the chestnut shifted from side to side, as if he, too, was tired of waiting. Samuel adjusted his grip on the bridle to steady the restless horse.

It had begun to snow again, floating down in large wet flakes that melted on Baxter’s homburg and shoulders.

“You must change your jacket as soon as we get back to the hotel,” Cecily told him as he settled on the seat opposite her.

“Yes, madam.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice so that the driver couldn’t overhear. “If I might ask, what was Northcott doing at the funeral? I can’t imagine what could be so important that the service had to be postponed. Quite a disgrace, if I might say so. You can’t imagine the ugly rumors floating around.”

“What kind of rumors?”

“Ridiculous, I must say. There’s talk that the doctor is missing, that he wasn’t in the coffin at all.” He made a small sound of disgust. “All this must be so distressing for his bereaved family.”

“I’m sure it is,” Cecily murmured. “But I do think we should wait to discuss this until we are back at the hotel.”

Baxter straightened. “Of course.” He said no more, but his keen glance every now and again betrayed his curiosity as they rode briskly back along the Esplanade.

Cecily wondered what his reaction would be when he knew that not only had someone exchanged the doctor’s body for that of a stranger, but apparently that same someone could also have a connection to the Pennyfoot.

Whichever way she looked at it, she thought, watching a small boy attempting unsuccessfully to bowl his hoop along the snow-covered pavement in front of the shuttered shops, it seemed as if trouble could once more be looming for her beloved hotel.

She couldn’t help thinking about James, and how he would have dealt with this. In his usual confident and efficient manner, no doubt. It was times like these when she missed him the most.

Baxter cleared his throat, and she looked at him, smiling at his concerned expression. Apparently reassured, he looked away, pretending to gaze out at the stormy sea. Dear Baxter, she thought with a rush of warmth. What would she do without him now? She could only hope she would never be faced with that dreary prospect.

Settling back in her seat, she gave her mind up to the puzzle at hand. An intriguing puzzle at that. Who was the unfortunate young man in the doctor’s coffin, and why was he put there?

In spite of her concern that someone at the hotel could be involved, she had to admit to a certain feeling of excitement. There was nothing Cecily enjoyed more than a challenge. And this was one puzzle that promised to be all of that, and more.

“I don’t know as how I want a train on me dress,” Gertie declared, standing at the kitchen sink with a half-peeled potato in one hand and a small but wicked-looking knife in the other. “What if I blinking trip over it, then? I wouldn’t ’alf look a bloody fool, now wouldn’t I?”

“Oh, go on with you. You’ve got to have a train, doesn’t she, Mrs. Chubb?” Ethel lifted the iron from its stand on the stove and spat on it. A faint hiss rewarded her effort, and she carried it over to the table where a pile of white linen serviettes waited to be pressed.

The housekeeper grunted and heaved a large tub of boiled tablecloths from the stove. The darn things seemed to get heavier every day, she thought, as the muscles in her back twitched with pain.

“If she wants to be in the height of fashion, she does indeed have to wear a train. Besides, I’ve already got the material all cut out for it. I’ll be starting on the hemming tonight.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re making the wedding gown, and not me,” Gertie said, holding the potato under the trickle of water from the tap. “I’d make a right bloody mess of it, I can tell you. That was a lovely wedding present, Mrs. Chubb, to make my gown for me. Ian said that was very generous of you.”

“Yes, well, someone had to do it. Otherwise you’d have been tripping down the aisle in that dreadful Sunday frock of yours.” Mrs. Chubb staggered over to the sink next to Gertie’s and poured the contents of the tub into it.

Temporarily blinded by the cloud of steam, she added breathlessly, “I tell you, I’ll be happy when the season starts and we can open the laundry again. I’m getting too old to hump all this weight around.”

“That’s what keeps you young,” Gertie said, grinning at the housekeeper. “You’d soon go to pot without all that exercise.”

“Watch your tongue, young lady,” Mrs. Chubb said sharply. “And while we’re on the subject, I do hope you will take care with your language during the ceremony on Saturday. Wouldn’t do for the congregation to hear the bride swearing like a drunken sailor, now would it?”

“Don’t you bleeding worry. I’ll be too blinking nervous to utter a word.” Gertie dug the point of her knife under a black eye in the white flesh of the potato.

Mrs. Chubb winced as a large lump flew off and disappeared somewhere on the tiled floor.

“Well, you’ll have to say something,” Ethel said, thumping the iron down hard on the stiff white fabric. “You got to say your vows, haven’t you?”

“Yeah. Love, honor, and obey.” Gertie stared gloomily at the hole in the potato. “I dunno about the obey part. I’m already having trouble over that one with Ian.”

Mrs. Chubb wisely decided to change the subject. Once Gertie got started on her problems with Ian, she never knew when to shut up. “How are you getting on with your bridesmaid’s frock, Ethel?” she asked, turning the tap full on to send cold water streaming over the hot linens.

“I got most of the embroidery done, but I still got all the lace to sew on. It’s fiddly, trying to get it on right.”

“You’re going to look blooming beautiful,” Gertie said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “All that pink satin and lace. I’ll have to watch out you don’t outdo the bride.”

Ethel laughed. “Not much chance of that.”

Mrs. Chubb privately agreed. Gertie was built like a barn, a little too tall and a little too broad in the shoulder and beam, but with her dark flashing eyes and thick black hair she would make an impressive figure gliding down the aisle in the ivory silk gown.

At least, Mrs. Chubb hoped that Gertie would glide. She was very fond of the girl. Ever since Gertie had first come to the Pennyfoot as a tough, rebellious twelve-year-old, the housekeeper had taken the child under her wing.

In many ways, Gertie had taken the place of the daughter she’d never had. But sometimes she couldn’t help wishing that the housemaid had a little more finesse about her.

Mrs. Chubb had sat many hours working lovingly on the wedding gown, determined to produce the most beautiful dress the village of Badgers End had ever seen. It would spoil the effect if Gertie tromped down the aisle on her flat feet the way she did around the hotel.

“Maybe we should practice gliding,” she murmured, hoping it wasn’t too late. She had only a few days left to work on it.

Gertie wasn’t listening. “Well, I just hope Ian appreciates all the work that’s going into this blinking wedding. I sometimes wonder if I’m doing the right thing by marrying him. All we do lately is bloody argue.”

“Bit late to worry about it now,” Ethel said. She spat on the iron again, producing nothing more than a faint splat. Sighing, she carried the iron back to the stove and exchanged it for the hot one on the stand.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t find out till last week how bleeding stubborn he can be. Wants me to give up work, he does, and stay home to take care of him and the cottage. Now that he’s taken on the job of managing the stables, he’s earning more than he used to as a footman. He reckons we don’t need the money, says I won’t have time to do things properly if I’m working.”

“Ooh, you lucky bugger,” Ethel said, thumping the iron down again on the linen. “What I wouldn’t give to give up working.”

“What makes you think you give up working?” Mrs. Chubb muttered. “Taking care of a man and a home is more work then what you do here in the hotel.”

Ethel sighed and gazed up at the ceiling with a dreamy expression. “Yeah, but it’s different, isn’t it? I mean, if you had a man to take care of, you’d feel different about it.”

Mrs. Chubb bit her tongue. Let the poor girl have her fancy notions. It wasn’t as if she had any bright prospects of having a man of her own anyway. Not as long as she lived in Badgers End. All the young people were moving out of the countryside, looking for excitement in the big cities and towns.

“Well, I don’t want to stay home on me own,” Gertie said defiantly. “Stuck out there on Putney Downs in one of them tiny little cottages? I’d go flipping mad, I would. I don’t want to lose me job here. I like it. And what’s more, I don’t think Ian has any right to make me give it up.”

“If you had a baby you’d have to give it up,” Ethel pointed out.

Gertie’s face grew pink. “Well, that’s different, ain’t it?”

“Isn’t it,” Mrs. Chubb corrected automatically.

“Isn’t it. But right now I ain’t … haven’t got a baby, and if Mr. High-and-Mighty thinks he’s going to order me around, he’s got another blinking thought coming.”

“Wedding nerves, duck, that’s all it is. You’ll feel better once you get it over with,” Mrs. Chubb said briskly. “Now, have you done with those potatoes yet? Michel will be in any minute screaming his head off because we’re not ready for him.”

“Oh, crikey,” Ethel said, banging the iron down faster. “Don’t let him get started, whatever you do.”

To Mrs. Chubb’s relief, the mention of the quick-tempered chef produced the desired results, and both girls set about finishing the chores.

In the library, Cecily sat in her favorite chair at the heavy table, smoke curling over her head from the cigar she’d wheedled out of a very disapproving Baxter. He stood now with his back to the door, his face set in the formidable expression he always wore when he was upset with her.

There were many subjects upon which Cecily and her manager failed to agree, but her fondness for the thin cigars he fancied irritated him the most. Cecily was never quite sure if he abhorred her lack of femininity, or resented her cadging from him. Either way, she had to suffer his black looks when she smoked in his company. Which was why she enjoyed it all the more.

At the moment, however, she was too concerned about the mix-up at the funeral to take satisfaction in taunting Baxter. “I’m afraid the rumors you heard were true,” she said, tapping the ash from the cigar into the silver ashtray. “At least, partly true. The body in the coffin this afternoon was not that of Dr. McDuff.”


A look of astonishment replaced Baxter’s frown. “Then who was it?”

“We don’t know at present. We might never have known if one of the village boys hadn’t fallen through the ice on Deep Willow Pond and discovered the body of Dr. McDuff in the water.”

“In the water?” He stared at her for a moment, as if trying to absorb the startling news. “What was he doing there? How did he get there?”

“All good questions. Unfortunately we have no answers. P.C. Northcott will be collecting the stranger’s body this evening. Perhaps we shall know more by tomorrow.”

Baxter uttered a derisive laugh. “If it’s left up to that fool, you might never learn the truth.”

Cecily studied his face. “Baxter, why is it you have such a low opinion of Stan Northcott? He’s not a brilliant man, I grant you, but he does make an effort to get the job done. And he usually succeeds sooner or later. He seems efficient enough for what we can expect in a small village such as ours.” She watched with interest as Baxter’s face turned pink.

“I … it is a personal matter, madam. And one I would rather not delve into, if you’ll pardon me.”

Hiding her frustration, she merely nodded. She had long speculated on the reason for Baxter’s animosity toward the constable, but since he refused to discuss it, she would have to curb her curiosity.

She drew once more upon the cigar, enjoying the sharp taste in her mouth. If only Baxter would unbend a little in his strict observance of etiquette. She had the distinct impression that if he would sit and relax with her, instead of standing at attention whenever they were alone in the library, she could learn a good deal more about her enigmatic manager.

Thrusting the thought from her mind, she returned to the matter at hand. “It would appear, from the little we do know, that someone went to a great deal of trouble to exchange Dr. McDuff’s body for that of a young man.”

“In God’s name, for whatever purpose?”

“If we knew that,” Cecily said, watching the smoke drift from her mouth, “we would perhaps know more about the unfortunate young man in the coffin. What concerns me the most, at present, is the possibility that someone from the hotel could be involved.”

She explained about the list that Algie had found, her convictions confirmed when Baxter obviously recognized the menu. “There are only four people who normally would know the entire week’s menu,” she said as he digested this latest piece of news. “You and I, Michel, and Mrs. Chubb. Anyone else would have to obtain a copy from one of us.”

Baxter rocked back and forth on his heels, his hands tightly clasped behind him. “So you are saying that if it wasn’t Michel or Mrs. Chubb who performed this ghastly conjuring trick, they must know who did?”

“They must at least know to whom they gave a copy of the menu,” Cecily agreed.

“I cannot, for the life of me, imagine why someone would go to all that trouble. It can’t be some unfortunate macabre prank, can it?”

“If it was, the perpetrator has a strange sense of humor.” Cecily stubbed out the cigar in the ashtray, producing an acrid smell. “No, I’m very much afraid that there was a far more sinister purpose behind the incident. The dead man has been stabbed through the heart. Murdered, I assume.”

“You think the murderer thought of a way of hiding the body, by putting it in the coffin?”

“Perhaps.”

“That was taking a rather large risk, wasn’t it? How would he know the coffin wouldn’t be opened?”

“I assume that’s why he waited until the coffin was in the vestry. There would be no reason to open it after that, unless there was a special request. Dr. McDuff had no immediate family, so it was unlikely anyone would make such a request.”

Baxter rubbed his brow with his thumb and forefinger. “It seems a very odd place to hide a body. Surely the murderer could have just buried it?”

“There’s always the risk of someone discovering it, whereas no one would think to look in a grave that is presumed to contain someone else. After all, if the boy hadn’t fallen through the ice, Dr. McDuff’s body would not have been discovered, and our mysterious body would have received a proper burial, without anyone ever being the wiser.”

“But what about when the ice melted? Wouldn’t the doctor’s body have been discovered then?”

Cecily shook her head. “Our murderer had every reason to suppose it would not. Apparently the doctor’s body was weighted down with a branch. If it hadn’t snapped, Dr. McDuff would even now be lying at the bottom of the pond.”

Raising his eyebrows, Baxter said smoothly, “I must say, madam, you have a remarkable aptitude for working out some exceedingly intricate puzzles. Such a pity you are not a man. You would have made an excellent police constable.”

She stared up at him from under lowered brows, quite sure he was baiting her. No doubt to release his resentment of her smoking his cigar.

“Thank you, Baxter, but had I been a man, I would be in India, serving under Kitchener, and none of this affair would have mattered one wit to me.”

His hurt look suggested she might have misjudged him, and she softened her voice. “But I thank you for the compliment.”

“If I might say so, madam, Kitchener would have been fortunate to have you.”

Peace between them restored, she smiled at him. “Well,” she said, “I have to confess that our theory of the murderer using the doctor’s coffin to hide the body will not hold up to the light of day.”

“Indeed? And why is that?”

“Because the question remains,” Cecily said, brushing specks of ash from the polished surface of the table, “as to why the murderer went to all the trouble of putting his victim’s body in Dr. McDuff’s coffin, then taking the doctor’s body all the way out to Deep Willow Pond, when he could have simply taken his victim to the pond and thrown him in.”

“I must admit that occurred to me, too. It really doesn’t make such sense.”

“None at all.” Cecily rose to her feet. “But what I really want to know is why a copy of our week’s menu was found in the vestry the very night that all this took place. Or indeed, why it was there at all.”

A wary expression crossed Baxter’s face. “What are you proposing to do, if I might ask?”

She managed to keep an innocent smile on her face. “Why, I’m simply going to ask Michel and Mrs. Chubb what they know about this matter of the menu, that’s all.”

“I hope that is all, madam. I might venture to remind you what happens when you get too involved in business that doesn’t concern you.”

“Baxter,” she said gently, “I never get involved in business that doesn’t concern me. But if someone from this hotel is involved in this matter, then I should say it does concern me, am I right?”

He looked more uncomfortable. “It is not my place to dictate your actions, but I have a certain duty to observe and I must ask you to refrain from interfering in police business. Inspector Cranshaw has made it very clear how he feels about the matter.”

“I know how the inspector feels,” Cecily said grimly. She could hardly forget the sting of the man’s tongue. She could also sympathize with Baxter’s concern, considering his promise to her dead husband. “Don’t worry, Baxter, all I’m going to do is talk to Mrs. Chubb and Michel. I am concerned about the menu, that’s all. I’ll be happy to leave the details of the young man’s murder in the capable hands of P.C. Northcott.”

Baxter’s grimace made clear his opinion of the constable’s hands, but he offered no further comment on the subject. Instead he opened the door as Cecily moved toward it, and stood back to let her pass.

“Don’t worry, Bax,” Cecily murmured as she swept by him. “If I decide to go hunting for the murderer, you’ll be the first to know.”





CHAPTER
5

Michel was in the kitchen when Cecily arrived there. She could hear him crashing around long before she reached the door. It was no wonder the pots and pans had dents in them, she thought as she walked into the warm, steam-clouded room. Michel seemed utterly incapable of cooking a meal without dropping something.

The fact that he usually consumed a large amount of brandy in order to “create” his famous dishes probably had a great deal to do with his lack of coordination. Since his reputation as a chef was renowned and envied by a great many hotel proprietors up and down the coast, Cecily was prepared to overlook the imbibing. And, to a certain extent, the noise.

She couldn’t help wincing, though, when an enamel jug flew off the edge of the stove, spraying milk everywhere.


“Sacre bleu!” Michel muttered, casting a scathing glance at the jug as if it had thrown itself to the floor just to annoy him. Catching sight of Cecily, he straightened his tall white hat, more from habit than necessity.

“Bon soir, madame,” he murmured, “I ’ope you are well, yes?”

“Very well, thank you.” Cecily smiled at Gertie, who bobbed a clumsy curtsey as she headed toward the door with a loaded tray of soup tureens. The savory aroma wafting from them gave her hunger pangs.

“Lobster bisque tonight, madame,” Michel declared. He touched his fingers to his lips and flicked them away with a gesture that was pure Italian. The dark-eyed, excitable chef tended to get his nationalities mixed up sometimes. If he over-imbibed on the brandy, his French accent disappeared entirely, lapsing into a strong cockney.

It was Baxter’s contention that Michel’s assumed French guise was to conceal his identity, most likely from a jealous husband. Cecily preferred not to conjecture on the matter. Michel contributed a great deal toward the excellent name of the Pennyfoot.

Ever since the Prince of Wales had inherited the throne from his mother, the aristocracy had followed His Majesty’s lead in the indulgence of good food, and the richer and more exotic the better.

The hotels who catered to the wealthy were hard put to compete, endeavoring to create wild and wonderful dishes in the hopes of luring the members of Society away from their favorite restaurants. A chef of Michel’s caliber was an asset too precious to treat lightly, and by the same token, so also was the menu.

The menus were drawn up each week jointly by Baxter, Mrs. Chubb, and Michel, and they were then approved by Cecily. No one else had access to the list, since it was considered a valuable weapon in the constant battle of competition.

And yet, Cecily thought uneasily, someone must have laid hands on it somehow. It was unimaginable to consider Michel involved in something as serious as murder. And totally out of the question for Mrs. Chubb. Somehow she would have to discover exactly how that menu ended up on the floor of St. Bartholomew’s vestry.

Alone in the kitchen with the volatile chef, Cecily carefully phrased her question. “Michel, I wonder if you’d mind giving me a moment, if you can spare it?”

The chef whirled around, gravy dripping from the wooden spoon in his hand. Another mess for Gertie to clean up, Cecily thought ruefully.

“I always ’ave ze time for Madame, of course,” Michel said, giving her a small bow from the waist. “What can I ’elp you with? I ’ope the food has been satisfactory, yes?” He nodded and smiled while he asked this, supremely confident in his talent.

“Excellent as always, Michel. But I did have a question on the menu, if we could discuss it?”

“Of course, madame. I am at your service, toujours.” He twirled around and reached up to the mantelpiece above the stove, where a row of Staffordshire china dogs sat with bored expressions. Carefully he withdrew a sheet of paper from underneath one of them and peered at it. “Is there something you wanted different?”

“No, everything is just perfect.” She met his puzzled gaze with a smile. “I was merely wondering if you had perhaps discussed the menu with anyone else.”

“I not compris, madame. I discuss this with M. Baxter and Mrs. Chubb—no? With anyone else? Certainly not!” His eyes flashed a warning at her. “I would not dream of such a thing, madame. Surely you would know that?”

She nodded hastily. “Of course, Michel, I’m quite sure you wouldn’t give away your delectable secrets. I just wondered if perhaps someone else might have had a look at the menu.”

“That is impossible.” He tucked the sheet of paper back underneath the dog. “I have it with me at all times, in my pocket. I leave it up there only while I am working. No one would see it except me, Michel himself.”

“And that is the only list we have?”

Michel paused, his dark mustache twitching as he pursed his lips. “Is something not right, madame? We have a problem per’aps, with the menu?”

“I just want to make sure that no one else could copy your ideas,” Cecily said smoothly. “When one has the very best reputation in England for the excellence of the food served in the establishment, one has a strong desire to protect that resource.”

Mollified, Michel gave the end of his mustache a twirl. “I am most ’appy that my work satisfies you, madame. I do my best.”

“And your best is excellent, Michel. Thank you, and keep up the good work.” Leaving him preening, Cecily headed for the door in search of Mrs. Chubb. How she could have thought for a moment that Michel would divulge his most prized recipes was beyond her.

Out in the hallway, she almost collided with Gertie, who had her head down as if battling a sixty-mile-an-hour gale. Looking at the housemaid’s flushed face, Cecily exclaimed, “Is something wrong?”

Gertie pulled up, breathing hard. “I’m sorry, mum, I didn’t see you there. I had something else on me mind.”

“Yes, I can see that. Do you want to tell me about it? Not anything to do with the wedding, I hope?”

“Oh no, mum, everything is going perfect. Mrs. Chubb is nearly finished with the gown, and I found a pair of white satin shoes in the High Street to go with it, and Ethel is going to do me hair in the morning….” Gertie sent a furtive glance over her shoulder. “I would like to ask you a question though, mum.”

“Very well.” Cecily waited, wondering what was coming. One never knew with Gertie if her problems were catastrophic or if she just made them seem that way.

“It’s a question concerning working women, mum,” Gertie said in a hushed voice. “Do you think women can do a good job in the home if they are working, too? Only part-time, mind.”

“Ah,” Cecily said, nodding her head. “You are having some trouble convincing Ian that you can manage a job and your home, is that it?”


Gertie looked sheepish and plucked at her apron. Her cap, as usual, sat at an untidy angle on her dark hair. In all the years she’d worked at the Pennyfoot, the housemaid had never managed to learn how to pin her cap in the proper manner so that it wouldn’t slip.

“He thinks I’ll be too tired to do the housework proper,” Gertie said with a heave of her shoulders. “I told him as how I could do both, but he’s so bloody stubborn. I don’t know as if I want to marry him if he won’t let me do what I want. I mean, it’s not hurting him any, is it? At least he could give me a bleeding chance.”

“Gertie!” Mrs. Chubb’s voice of wrath floated down the hallway.

“Ooh, blimey, here it comes,” Gertie said, hitching up her skirt, ready to flee.

“I don’t want to interfere,” Cecily said quickly, “but you have every right to work if you want to. Just let me know if you decide to leave, as I shall have to replace you.”

Gertie looked stricken. “No, mum, don’t do that. I’ll break it off with Ian first before I leave me job, honest I will.”

“I don’t think you should do anything quite that drastic,” Cecily began, but she was interrupted by Mrs. Chubb’s stout body huffing and puffing down the hallway toward her. Shadowed by the dim light of the gas lamps, her white apron flapping around her ankles, she looked a little like a galleon in full sail.

“Gertie, my girl, what have I told you about bothering madam with your petty little problems? Get in that kitchen this instant! The soup dishes will be coming in any second. Ethel’s collecting them now.”

“I’m going,” Gertie muttered. “Don’t know why I want to stay here, all this nagging all day long—” She disappeared through the door into the kitchen, and it swung to behind her.

“Sorry about that, mum.” The housekeeper smoothed her hands down her apron. “I can talk to that girl till I’m blue in the face …”

“It’s all right, Mrs. Chubb. As a matter of fact, I’d like a word with you, if you have a moment?”

“Of course, mum.”


“It’s about this week’s menu. I was wondering if you talked to anyone about it.”

The blank look on the housekeeper’s face convinced Cecily at once.

“Menu?” Mrs. Chubb shook her head in bewilderment. “I haven’t set eyes on it since Saturday, when we worked it all out. Michel’s got it, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, he has,” Cecily said, feeling decidedly relieved. “Please don’t worry, Mrs. Chubb, I was just wondering, that’s all.”

“I wouldn’t tell no one about the menu, mum. No one ever asks me about it.”

“That’s all right, then. Now I must let you get on—”

“If you don’t mind me asking, mum,” the housekeeper said tentatively, “what was happening up at the church this afternoon? I keep hearing the gossip about a body in the pond and another one in the coffin, but I can’t make head nor tail of it all.”

She might have known it would only be a matter of time, Cecily thought, wondering just how much she should tell the woman. Deciding that everyone would know sooner or later, she related the day’s events to Mrs. Chubb.

After all, knowing how the grapevine worked, it was the quickest way to inform the entire staff, and it would save her answering questions later.

The housekeeper appeared shocked by the news. “Oh, lord luvaduck, the poor doctor. Fancy him being stuck all night under that ice….” She shivered. “Not that he could feel it, mind. What a shock for that poor boy who found him, though.”

“Yes,” Cecily agreed. “It must have been dreadful for him. Perhaps I should call on his parents, just to make sure he’s all right.”

“I think that would be very nice, mum,” Mrs. Chubb said, beaming. “I know they would appreciate it.”

“Yes,” Cecily murmured. “That’s what I’ll do.” And just maybe, she added silently, Bernie Briggett might be able to give her a clue as to how and why Dr. McDuff’s body happened to end up in the dark depths of Deep Willow Pond, while a strange young man rested in the doctor’s coffin.

“I hear they got a doctor from Wellercombe to take poor Dr. McDuff’s place,” Mrs. Chubb said, obviously fishing for more information.

“Just a temporary measure for now, I understand. Until they find a permanent replacement.”

“I suppose we’ll end up with one of those earnest young blokes fresh out of college.” Mrs. Chubb sighed. “We’ll be blooming experiments, that’s what. I hope I don’t take ill. I don’t want no young pup practicing on me.”

Cecily laughed. “Look on the bright side, Mrs. Chubb. We’ll have the benefit of the very latest in modern medicine with a brand new graduate to take care of us.”

The housekeeper refused to be consoled. “Won’t be the same as poor old Dr. McDuff, indeed it won’t. He knew the ailments of every family in this village, from the elderly to the babies. How is a new doctor going to learn all that? That’s what I want to know.”

“The same way Dr. McDuff did, I imagine, by treating them.”

“Yes, well,” Mrs. Chubb muttered darkly, “the villagers won’t take kindly to a newcomer, you mark my words. I wouldn’t want to be in no new doctor’s shoes coming into Badgers End, that I wouldn’t.”

“I’m afraid the villagers will have to learn to live with it,” Cecily said, beginning to feel sorry for the fledgling doctor. “I’m sure they would rather deal with an unfamiliar doctor than no doctor at all.”

Mrs. Chubb sighed heavily. “It was a sad, sad day for all of us when poor old Dr. McDuff passed away. And to have this happen to him, dumped in an icy pond like that … doesn’t bear thinking about, does it?” She lifted her chin, her jaw jutting dangerously. “I’d like to get my hands on who done it, that I would. I’d teach him a lesson or two.”

“I’m sure the police will find out who is responsible,” Cecily said, hoping her faith was justified.

“Well, I should certainly hope so. Wouldn’t want the likes of that one running around free. Must be someone really barmy to mess around with coffins and dead bodies like that. Reminds me of them vampires, it does.”

“Heavens, let us hope not.” Cecily shuddered with a sudden chill.

“Perhaps we should ask Madeline to look into it. She knows about them things.”

“I’m quite sure that whoever is responsible is human, at least in form if not in mind,” Cecily said firmly, anxious to dispel any rumor that could cause panic. Luckily at that moment Ethel appeared, loaded down with a tray of dirty dishes, and Mrs. Chubb’s attention was successfully diverted.

Leaving the two of them to get on with their chores, Cecily headed back to Baxter’s office. She found him sorting through a pile of bills, his forehead creased in a ferocious scowl.

He stood as she entered, reaching for his jacket that hung over the back of his chair. Struggling into it, he said more accusingly than apologetic, “I wasn’t expecting you, madam.”

“That’s all right, Baxter, I wasn’t expecting to be here myself. I hope I’m not interrupting something of importance?”

“Not at all, madam, unless you consider the decision on which of our bills is the most pressing to be of importance.”

“I would imagine they are all pressing,” Cecily said wryly. “I have approached Martin Campbell for a loan, but he has been no help at all.” She shook her head. “He is a most obnoxious man. If he were not the manager of the bank that holds the mortgage on this hotel, I would never speak to him again. His attitude is deplorable. One might think he would actually be pleased to see me lose the Pennyfoot.”

“Oh, surely not. He is most likely concerned that you not acquire more debts that you can handle.”

“I already have more debts than I care to handle.” She turned her back on him and gazed along the row of books stacked on a shelf above the roll-up bureau. “And you may be right about Martin Campbell, but I am certain there is a more pleasant way to do business. I just do not like the man.”

“Yes, madam. I am sorry.”


“I see you have the latest Sherlock Holmes,” she said, changing the subject. She took down the slim volume to examine it.

“Yes, it was delivered from London last week. I haven’t had a chance to read it as yet.”

“I’d like to borrow it when you have finished with it, if I may?”

She twisted her head in time to see him purse his lips. Knowing what was coming, she kept her gaze on him.

“It isn’t the kind of book I’d recommend, madam.”

“I’m well aware of that, Baxter. That’s why I want to read it.”

His eyebrow twitched, but he merely gave a stiff nod of his head. “I will be happy to lend it to you.”

Satisfied, she put the book back on the shelf. “I presume you will be attending Dr. McDuff’s rescheduled funeral in the morning?”

“Yes, madam. I shall be pleased to accompany you, if you wish.”

“That would be very nice, Baxter. Thank you. I will be ready shortly before eleven.” She turned to leave, but he stopped her with a polite cough.

“Excuse me for asking, madam, but I was wondering if you learned anything more about the matter with the menu?”

“No, I’m afraid I didn’t.” It was Cecily’s turn to frown. “I questioned both Michel and Mrs. Chubb. I didn’t tell them why, of course, but neither of them has talked to anyone about the menu. In fact, Michel was quite offended that I should even consider the possibility.”

“If I may say so, madam, Michel gets offended rather easily.”

Cecily smiled. “Yes, he does, I have to agree. But in this case I admit he was justified.”

“What does the constable think about it?”

“I haven’t told him. In the first place, it could have nothing to do with the murder at all. And in the second place, if it does, I want to know the connection before I tell the police anything.”

A gleam appeared in Baxter’s eye, a look that Cecily knew well. “If I’m not mistaken, madam, that could be construed as concealing evidence. A criminal offense, I believe?”

“Not,” Cecily said firmly, “unless it has been established as evidence. And we won’t know unless we establish that fact ourselves, is that not so?”

He stared at her for several moments, appearing to turn over suitable rejoinders in his mind. Having apparently failed, he said in a resigned voice, “I trust you will observe the proper procedures when attempting to establish such a fact?”

Cecily grimaced. “Why, Baxter, you know very well you can trust me to follow proper procedures. How could I not with such a stalwart observer constantly at my side?”

“I am only fulfilling my promise to your late husband, madam. Somewhat unsuccessfully, I’m afraid, which isn’t entirely my fault.”

She studied his hurt expression for a moment, then relented. “You are quite right, Baxter. I’m sorry I’m such a burden to you. I will do my best to be less adventurous, though I can’t promise. Sometimes things happen to me without my provocation.”

“If I might say so, madam, it might help if you allowed events to take their proper course instead of attempting to resolve them yourself.”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “Someone has to take the initiative. People are mistrustful of the police; they will tell them nothing for fear of being involved. Whereas they know me, and will talk to me.”

Baxter smoothed a hand over his thick dark hair, a gesture that always betrayed his tension. “With whom are you proposing to discuss this business of the menu?”

“I haven’t decided yet. If we are to discover more about this bizarre case, however, I do think it might be helpful to talk to Bernie Briggett, the boy who discovered Dr. McDuff’s body.”

Obviously realizing the futility of argument, Baxter sighed. “Would you like me to talk to him, madam?”

Cecily shook her head, pleased with her small victory. “No, thank you, Baxter. I shall pay a visit to the family to inquire about the boy’s health, which will give me an excuse to be there. I would like you to talk to Joe Salter, though. He was at the scene when Dr. McDuff was pulled from the pond. Perhaps we could learn something useful from him.”

“Very well, madam.”

Looking at his unhappy face, Cecily said quietly, “I don’t like the thought that someone from this hotel could be involved in murder, Baxter. But if there is a connection, I want to be forewarned, so that I might know how best to protect the Pennyfoot name. That is my primary concern.”

“Yes, madam, I understand.”

“And as soon as possible. Mrs. Chubb is already muttering about vampires and such. I don’t want rumors like that to start a panic in the village.”

She reached the door and looked back at him. “Don’t worry, Baxter, I have no intention of crossing swords with Inspector Cranshaw again. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

His “Yes, madam,” sounded skeptical, and she climbed the stairs to her suite on the second floor, hoping fervently that she’d be able to keep that promise. She tried not to think about Mrs. Chubb and her vampires. Something told her, however, that this was one time when she would need to be very careful. Very careful indeed.





CHAPTER
6

Tuesday morning turned out to be a much more pleasant day as far as the weather was concerned. The sky looked washed clean, with golden-edged white clouds scudding across the pale blue surface. The crisp cold air formed little clouds of steam in front of Cecily’s mouth when she spoke to Baxter on their way down the front steps.

Although the snow still covered the pavement, the constant pounding of horses’ hooves had churned up the layer on the road, reducing it to a muddy-looking slush. Cecily lifted her skirts above her ankles when she stepped up to the waiting trap. The chestnut snorted, stamping his feet as steam poured from his nostrils.

To her surprise, Ian sat in the driver’s seat, his cap tipped jauntily to one side, his narrow face split into a wide grin. “Morning, mum,” he called out, touching the peak of his cap. “Mr. Baxter.”

Cecily returned the greeting, echoed by Baxter. “Where’s Samuel?” she asked, pausing with one boot on the step. “Is he not well?”

“Took ill in the night by all accounts, mum,” Ian said cheerfully. “Stomach pains. Too much ale and cockles if you ask me. Not to mention the jellied eels. He was stuffing them down his throat when I left him last night at the George.”

Baxter cleared his throat. “We should be getting along, madam.”

“Yes, of course. Are you all prepared for your wedding, Ian?”

“Not getting cold feet yet, mum. I reckon I’ll make it to the altar.”

“I’m very glad to hear it.” Smiling, Cecily allowed Baxter to support her arm as she climbed into the trap.

“That young man has far too familiar a manner when speaking to his betters,” Baxter said, his voice mildly reproving. “He’s allowed to get away with too much.”

“Oh, come now, Baxter, he means no disrespect.” Cecily withdrew a lace-edged handkerchief from her fur muff and dabbed at her nose.

“If you’ll pardon me for saying so,” Baxter said, fixing his gaze on her, “familiarity breeds contempt. Once you begin relaxing the standards, the rot will quickly set in.”

“Piffle! If you ask me, the standards need relaxing. I find some of the rules quite stuffy and pretentious.” She challenged him with her eyes, refusing to back down.

“Rules are necessary, madam, in order for the staff to understand what is expected of them. We cannot have them running willy-nilly all over the place, neglecting their duties and being cheeky to their superiors.”

“Quite,” Cecily agreed quietly. “But I really don’t think it is necessary for the housemaids to drop a curtsey every time I pass by. All that bobbing up and down gets on one’s nerves after a while. Heaven knows how the Queen put up with it all those years. It would have driven me batty.”

“One gets used to the protocol appropriate to one’s station. A curtsey is a mark of respect and serves as a reminder of one’s place. I fail to see anything wrong with that.”

Cecily thought about Gertie and her clumsy attempts which more often than not set the housemaid off balance. A smile twitched at her lips. “Baxter,” she said softly, “the old ways are rapidly disappearing. Some day it will be difficult to tell which of us are the employers and which of us are the staff.”

“I’m afraid you might be correct in that thought,” Baxter sighed. “And more’s the pity. I just hope it doesn’t happen in my time.”

The clip of the chestnut’s hooves slowed, and the trap jerked to a halt, bouncing Cecily on the hard seat. She waited for Baxter to climb down, then followed him, ignoring his outstretched hand. Her point made, she glanced up as she stepped by him. “Thank you, Baxter. I will see you after the service.”

In the sunlight his eyes looked the color of silver. “Very well, madam,” he answered, his voice stiff and formal. Then, very slowly, he gave her an exaggerated deep bow from the waist.

Resisting the urge to give him an equally deep curtsey, she lifted her chin, and for the second time in two days, marched into the church to attend Dr. McDuff’s funeral.

This time the service went off without a hitch. Phoebe arrived promptly, apparently having recovered from the vapors of the day before. Even Madeline was punctual for a change. Algie was his usual dithering self, taking twice as much time as needed to deliver the eulogy, most of which was lost to the greater portion of the congregation.

His request for everyone to stand took several people by surprise, including Madeline, who appeared to have her head somewhere in the clouds. Cecily had to give her a sharp nudge, while Phoebe tutted audibly enough for Algie to hear. His guilty start caused him to lose his place, giving the rest of the mourners time to rise to their feet while he found it again.

By the time he looked up, the shuffling of feet on the cold stone floor had ceased, and he was able to deliver his short sermon in silence, except for a few sniffles from the ladies.

Cecily felt like crying herself as the service came to an end and the coffin was lifted from its large resting place at the altar. She had known Dr. McDuff all her life. He had been more than a doctor; he had been a friend and advisor. For a moment she concurred with Mrs. Chubb’s conviction that the new doctor would be a poor substitute.

Then she scolded herself. That was an outdated attitude, and the poor man deserved better. She, for one, would accept the new doctor with open enthusiasm and hope that his initiation into the village life would be brief and as pleasant as possible.

Out of the corner of her eye she watched the procession bearing the coffin until it was out of sight. She was among the first to file out after them, and as she did so, followed by Madeline and Phoebe, she saw P.C. Northcutt enter from the side door and make his way down to speak to Algie. He carried a bundle under his arm, done up in a crude wrapping of newspaper.

Burning with curiosity, Cecily was forced to keep walking out of the church and into the graveyard behind. For a moment she forgot about the constable as she passed the end of the path that led to James’s grave. She planned on visiting it after the burial, since she hadn’t done so the day before.

Resolutely she kept on walking, determined to save her tears for James’s eyes only. She didn’t really believe Madeline’s assertions that James could see her when she stood by his grave. But the notion gave her a small measure of comfort nevertheless.

The mourners waited for several minutes by the grave, stamping their feet in the snow-covered grass amidst some muttered speculation, before Algie eventually trotted out from the church. Cecily was frustrated to see the constable leave, then forgot about him again as her dear friend was laid to his final rest.

Algie’s voice faltered to a stop, and at last the funeral was all over. Trying to shake the heavy depression that had settled upon her, Cecily made her way to the comer of the graveyard where James lay beneath a gnarled elm. In the summer the leaves had sheltered him from the sun, but now the bare branches allowed the golden rays to slice across the gleaming white headstone.

Even now, she found it difficult to look upon that raised mound of earth, knowing James lay beneath it. Her gaze strayed to the headstone, where the black lettering seemed to jump out at her. James Richard Sinclair, beloved husband and father, taken from us before his time. In death, as in life, we shall be united.

She had wanted death to come to her at first. It hadn’t seemed possible to go on without him. And now? The ache had eased, returning only when she relived those wonderful moments of their life together. As she did now.

The tears felt cold on her face when she finally rose to her feet. With numb fingers she carefully unpinned the sprig of mistletoe from her lapel and laid it gently at the base of the headstone. “A kiss from me, James,” she whispered, and straightened again.

Turning, she squared her shoulders. Most of the mourners had left the graveyard, and only the three men from Dr. McDuff’s family still stood by the grave. Looking across the snow-covered mounds, Cecily saw Baxter standing by the trap, one hand shading his eyes against the sun as he watched her.

She gave him a little wave, then pointed toward the church. There was something she had to do before going back to the hotel. Baxter would just have to wait. Thankful that at least the sun shone today, she trudged across the crisp white snow to the portal.

Inside the church and out of the bright sunlight, the dim shadows clouded her vision, and it took several moments for her eyes to adjust. When she could finally see clearly, she realized that Algie was talking to someone.

The man had his back to her. Even so, his regal bearing made an impression on her. She thought at first he was fair-headed, but as she drew closer she saw it was merely the slant of sunlight through the stained glass windows casting a yellow hue across his dark brown hair.

Catching sight of her, Algie started fluttering his hand in front of his face. “Oh … ah … Mrs. Sinclair. We were just … ah … talking about you—” He broke off, sending a nervous glance at the stranger, as if afraid he might have said the wrong thing.

Before Cecily could speculate on the gentleman’s conversation, the stranger turned.

He was not quite as tall as Baxter, but still tall enough for her to look up at him. He appeared to be about her age, or perhaps a little younger. His mouth, curved in a smile, was partially hidden beneath a luxurious mustache, and his bushy eyebrows gave him a heavy-lidded, almost languorous look.

There was nothing languorous about his eyes, however. They were dark brown, with a warm gleam of interest as he looked down at her, which quite disturbed her, though she wasn’t sure why.

Algie coughed, then managed to stammer, “Mrs … ah … Sinclair. I’d like you to meet Dr. … ah … Postwick … no … Prestwick….” He stopped and mopped his forehead with the folds of his sleeve. “Oh, dear … I am not managing this very well….”

“Dr. Kevin Prestwick,” the stranger said, ignoring Algie’s mumbled apologies. “At your service, madam.” He inclined his head in a slight bow, then shifted his bowler to the crook of his elbow and extended his hand.

More than a little flustered, much to her dismay, Cecily put her hand in his. His firm grasp warmed her as he raised her gloved fingers and touched them to his lips, his eyes never leaving her face.

“How do you do, Dr. Prestwick,” she said, sounding a little breathless. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Yes, yes,” panted Algie. “And so am I. As … ah … I’m sure everyone will be.”

Cecily glanced at the vicar. He seemed even more bumbling than usual this morning. Then her heart gave a little skip when she realized her hand was still in the warm grasp of the doctor’s. Hastily she withdrew it, trying not to be distracted by the smile playing around his mouth.

“Forgive me, Mrs. Sinclair,” he said in his rich, mellow voice, “but I did not catch your Christian name.”

That was because Algie hadn’t managed to get that far. She paused to make sure she had enough breath. “My name is Cecily Sinclair,” she said distinctly.

“Cecily,” he repeated. “A charming name for a most charming lady.”

Annoyed that she was succumbing to such blatant flattery, Cecily ignored the compliment. “You were talking about me?”

The doctor raised an amused eyebrow at her bluntness. “I saw you standing by a grave out there. I was in the act of inquiring of the Reverend Carter-Holmes as to your name, when you appeared on the scene. Much to my very great pleasure.”

“My late husband’s grave,” Cecily informed him, determined not to be put off-guard again.

“Please accept my sincere condolences,” Dr. Prestwick murmured, looking not at all sincere. “Not too recent, I hope?”

She gave him a cool look that failed to dim the gleam in his eye. “Not too. I understand you are taking over for Dr. McDuff?”

“Yes, that is so. On a temporary basis.” His smile deepened. “Regrettably.”

Cecily had the distinct impression she was losing the battle. “I hope you have found suitable accommodation?”

“I have made arrangements to occupy the McDuff house until it is sold. By then I imagine the permanent doctor will be appointed, within the next few weeks at least.”

“I expect your wife will miss you. Unless she will be staying with you?” Not that it was any of her business, Cecily inwardly chided herself.

Dr. Kevin Prestwick bowed his head. “Unhappily I am in the same situation as yourself. My dear wife died more than three years ago.”

“Oh, I’m so very sorry.”

“Thank you.” His gaze rested briefly on her mouth. “I appreciate your sympathy.”

“Ah … if you will excuse me …” Algie sputtered. “I … ah … have to take care of some duties….”


“Please do,” the doctor murmured. “I must be getting along also.”

Pulling herself together, Cecily remembered why she had returned to the church. “If you can spare a moment, vicar,” she said hastily, “I would like a word with you.”

“Oh, yes! Of course.” Algie’s eyes swiveled toward Dr. Prestwick. “That is … ah …”

The doctor looked a little disappointed, but engineered a smile at the bobbing clergyman. “I must be off. So nice to have met you, vicar. I look forward to attending your services while I am here.”

Algie’s pale hands fluttered nervously, then clung together in front of his chest. “I shall … ah … enjoy that also … Dr. … ah … Post—Prestwick … very much. Yes, indeed.”

The doctor turned back to Cecily and gave her another of his snappy bows. “Mrs. Sinclair? It was indeed a great honor to meet you. I trust we shall meet again in the not too distant future?”

“Possibly,” Cecily murmured, deciding not to offer her hand again.

For a moment his gaze warmed her face; then with a nod he left them to stride rapidly down the aisle to the doors.

The church felt cold after he’d gone. Dismissing the absurd notion, Cecily smiled at Algie. “He seems a pleasant man.”

“Oh, yes … most charming, most charming.” Algie stared for a moment at the closed doors, then blinked and shifted his gaze back to Cecily. “There was something you wished to … ah … discuss with me?”

“Oh, yes.” She had to think for a moment. “I happened to see P.C. Northcott just before I left to go out to the graveyard. I was wondering if by chance he had any news about the unfortunate young man found in Dr. McDuff’s coffin.”

Algie’s eyes lit up with excitement behind the round lenses of his glasses. “Well, yes, as a matter of fact, yes, he did. It appears that they found a bundle of … ah … clothing buried near Deep Willow Pond. The police think they must … ah … belong to the dead man.”

“They think? They’re not sure?”


“No … ah … no, there was no identification found on the clothes, but they were covered with blood, so they … assume the young man was wearing them when he was … ah … killed.”

Algie’s face had turned a little pale. “The constable wanted to know if I … ah … recognized the clothes, if I’d seen them before.” He shuddered, rippling the folds of his cassock. “I told them I had not. To be truthful, Mrs. Sinclair, the sight of those ghastly stains made me feel quite ill.”

“Yes, I can well imagine,” Cecily murmured. “It’s really a shame the police couldn’t identify the body, though.”

“Oh, but they did,” Algie said, nodding his head emphatically up and down. “They did that … ah … procedure with the fingers, cover them with ink, you see …”

“Fingerprints,” Cecily said, nodding with him. “And what did they come up with, do you know?”

“Yes, well, Dr. Prestwick told me that. He was there to do the … ah … post-mortem.”

“Oh, he was?” Cecily wished she’d known that earlier. “And so what did he tell you?”

“Not very much, I’m happy to say. I really do not care to dwell on the gory details.”

“Oh, quite,” Cecily said hastily. “I meant the fingerprints. Did the doctor say anything about the young man’s identity?”

“Well, he didn’t tell me his name,” Algie said, looking nervously over his shoulder. “I’m not altogether sure he should have told me … ah … anything. But what he did tell me gave me quite a turn, I can tell you.”

“What did he tell you?” Cecily asked as patiently as she could manage. Really, the man was as difficult as Baxter when it came to getting information out of him.

“He told me that the man was a resident of London. And that he was … ah … a notorious criminal.” Algie’s eyes widened in fear. “Now I ask you, Mrs. Sinclair. It is bad enough that someone should be brutally struck down here in our little village of Badgers End. But … ah … a criminal? What is a man like that doing down here?”

That was, indeed, an interesting question, Cecily thought uneasily. It also led to another disturbing question. What, if anything, did the Pennyfoot Hotel have to do with the murder of a notorious criminal from London?

“I’m sure the police will have the answers soon,” she told the vicar without much conviction. “In the meantime, it might be as well if we keep this to ourselves. We don’t need to start a panic in the village.”

“Oh, I agree … absolutely, oh my, yes …”

And meanwhile, Cecily thought as she bade Algie goodbye, she would have a word with the good Dr. Prestwick. Apparently he was unaware of the power of the grapevine in the village. As for Algie, she could only hope he didn’t relate what he knew to his mother. One word to Phoebe, and the entire southeast coast would know the details.

She hurried up the aisle, anxious to be out in the fresh air again, even if it was bitterly cold. She’d had enough of gloomy shadows for one day.

Her thoughts returned to the attractive, smiling face of the new temporary doctor. It was as well he was there for only a short time, she reflected as she reached the doors. With that kind of magnetism he’d have half the village imagining themselves in love with him. Even she was not entirely immune to his charm.

The acknowledgment disturbed her. Her heart belonged to James, and always would. There could be no room in it for anyone else. She would do well to remember that, for she would most likely run into the fascinating gentleman again. And since he had performed the post-mortem on the young man, she intended to make that as soon as possible.

She didn’t have to wait for very long, for as she pulled open the doors of the church and stepped out into the portal, she saw that Dr. Prestwick had not left after all. He was standing by the trap, talking to Baxter, who looked very uneasy indeed.





CHAPTER
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Cecily did her best to look unconcerned as she joined the gentlemen standing by the trap. Both men lifted their hats as she reached them. Ian, sitting on the front seat, whip in hand, appeared to have no interest in anything but the lane ahead of him, but Cecily knew his ears would be straining to catch every word. She would have to choose her words carefully.

She could feel Baxter’s gaze upon her as she smiled at Dr. Prestwick. For some reason it made her feel guilty, though she could think of no reason why that should be.

“Dr. Prestwick,” she said lightly, “I see you have met my manager.”

“Yes, madam, I have indeed. We have had a most interesting conversation.”

The expression in his dark eyes gave her cause again to wonder exactly what the conversation was about. She would be sure to find out from Baxter when they arrived back at the hotel.

As if reading her mind, a knack he seemed to be perfecting, Baxter said almost pompously, “I have been informing the doctor of the wonderful work Dr. McDuff has done in Badgers End, and how much he was revered by the villagers. It will be most difficult to replace him.”

Cecily looked at her manager in surprise. He had never mentioned this admiration for Dr. McDuff before. She had the impression he’d had little to do with the man. Nevertheless, she had to agree with him.

“You were fortunate indeed to have been blessed with such devotion to duty,” Dr. Prestwick said smoothly.

Cecily wasn’t sure, but she thought she detected a hint of sarcasm. “He was a wonderful man,” she said, trying not to sound defensive. “And a very good friend to a great many of the villagers, including myself. I had known him all my life.”

“Then his loss must be particularly sad for you.” Prestwick’s eyes gleamed beneath the brim of his bowler.

“It is indeed,” Cecily murmured, dropping her gaze.

“And most distressing to have this extraordinary situation happen at his funeral. It must have been a dreadful shock to you.”

“To all of us, Dr. Prestwick.”

Baxter cleared his throat a little too loudly. “I do think, madam, that I should be getting back to my duties at the hotel.”

“Yes, of course, Baxter.” She met the doctor’s frank gaze again. “I do hope the remainder of your term with us will be a little less eventful.”

“Thank you, though I must say it has been quite interesting. It’s the first time I’ve been called in to assist on a murder case.”

Cecily hesitated, torn between the intense desire to know more details and the reluctance to discuss the matter within earshot of Ian. Before she could decide, however, the matter was taken out of her hands.

“Of course,” Prestwick went on, “it was quite straightforward. The man had been stabbed through the heart, a knife with a thin blade I’d say, the blow delivered with some force. Happened right there by the pond, which is why the clothes were buried there.”

Baxter, apparently sharing Cecily’s concern, shot a glance up at Ian, who still sat nonchalantly staring up the lane ahead of him, his whip tapping lightly on his knee.

“Well, we must be getting back to the Pennyfoot,” Cecily said, with some reluctance. She dearly would have loved to discuss the matter further, but recognized the necessity of prudence. “Good day, Dr. Prestwick. I enjoyed talking to you.”

Without thinking, she offered her hand. Once more she felt it enclosed in his firm, warm grasp, then the touch of his lips through the fabric of her glove.

“I enjoyed it, too, dear lady. Very much so.”

Aware of Baxter’s forbidding scowl, Cecily withdrew her hand and her gaze, and stepped toward the trap.

Baxter snapped open the door and put a proprietary hand beneath her elbow. Without a word, Cecily allowed him to assist her into her seat. He climbed in opposite her and slammed the door shut.

The last she saw of Dr. Prestwick, through the tiny window in the canopy, he stood watching them while they moved off.

When she settled back in her seat, she met Baxter’s stormy gaze full on her face. “Is there something amiss with you?” she asked, a trifle irritated.

“I do not care for that man.” His look challenged her, as if daring her to contradict.

“That much is obvious. I should be very interested in learning the reason.”

His bravado vanished, leaving a sheepish expression on his face. His gaze slid away from her. “I’m not certain. Something about him … his manner … he doesn’t seem genuine. …”

Confused by his unaccustomed wavering, Cecily sought for something to say. “Well, I don’t suppose it makes much difference. After all, the man won’t be staying for long. It surely won’t take that long to find a replacement for Dr. McDuff.”


“I wish I could be sure of that,” Baxter said gloomily. “It occurs to me that there might not be too many professional men willing to bury themselves in the country.”

“Oh, come on, Baxter, it isn’t that bad. We are only a few miles from Wellercombe and a few hours’ ride on the train from London. This isn’t darkest Africa, you know. There are some men who would welcome our peaceful life style. Not that it’s been too peaceful lately, I must admit.”

“It does make one wonder what the world is coming to. That is the problem with progress. It brings all these unwelcome changes.”

Cecily smiled, relieved to be on familiar ground. “People die, Baxter, with or without progress. You can hardly blame the advent of a new doctor for that.”

He gave her a hurt look. “I was thinking more of the murder of a young man, madam. I daresay that cannot be linked to progress either, but with all these automobiles tearing around the countryside, fouling the air with their fumes and frightening the cows with their dreadful noise, I wonder what kind of people are beginning to invade our villages.”

“If it were not for the visitors, Baxter, we would not have the business to keep the Pennyfoot going. Let us not bite the hand that feeds us.”

“Yes, madam.” He gave her a resigned look and lapsed into silence.

Cecily couldn’t help thinking that his bad mood had more to do with Dr. Prestwick than the changing life style of the village, but she wasn’t about to pursue the matter. Besides, another thought had captured her attention.

Taking advantage of the loud clopping of the chestnut’s hooves, she leaned forward and said quietly, “I wonder if that’s how they switched bodies.”

Baxter’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Madam?”

“The motor car. It would have been the most convenient way to do it, would it not?”

“But not the most quiet, madam. Surely the vicar or Mrs. Carter-Holmes would have heard the noise of the engine had a car driven up to the church?”


Disappointed, Cecily had to agree. It would have narrowed the field considerably. She might have known it wouldn’t be as easy as that. “You know, it really doesn’t make any sense,” she said, keeping her voice low. “If this poor man was murdered right out there by the pond, I just can’t understand why the murderer went to all the trouble to come all the way into the village to dispose of the body. Then to take poor Dr. McDuff back to the pond.”

“No doubt the police will have all the answers in due time.”

She straightened, having heard his emphasis on the word police. “I would appreciate it if you would speak to Joe Salter this afternoon.”

“Yes, madam.”

“And I will pay a visit to the Briggetts. Hopefully something will come out of our investigation.”

He didn’t answer her, but his expression said clearly that he would rather they forgot about the investigation entirely.

When they pulled up in front of the hotel, Cecily was pleased to see that the sun had warmed the road enough to melt most of the slush. Little rivers ran down the gutters, and steam drifted up from the red roof of the Pennyfoot.

Ian jumped down from his seat and held the chestnut steady while Baxter alighted from the trap. Stepping down onto the pavement, Cecily caught sight of a portly figure walking down the steps of the hotel. He reached the bottom step and doffed his homburg. “Mrs. Sinclair! What a pleasant day it has turned out to be.”

Lord Chickering’s cheeks were stained a permanent red, as was his nose. A broad-shouldered man, his girth was even more impressive, protruding in front of him in a huge mound of flabby flesh. He had a bad habit of sucking his teeth, which gave him a decided lisp, and his jowls hung down in thick flaps of skin, wobbling back and forth as he spoke.

“Most pleasant, your lordship,” Cecily agreed. “You are going to take a stroll in the sunshine?” The exercise would do him good, she thought, watching with distaste while he patted his enormous stomach.


“Just a few steps along the prom, madam. Must make some room for dinner, what?”

“Yes, indeed. Michel has one of his special dishes planned for today. I would hate you to miss such a treat.”

“Oh, I can assure you, Mrs. Sinclair, I wouldn’t dream of it. No indeed, I am looking forward to the meal. You have an excellent chef, madam. An excellent chef. His turtle soup is quite the best I have ever tasted.” He reached for the silk handkerchief in his breast pocket and used it to dab at the corner of his mouth.

“Thank you, your lordship. May I pass on the compliment?”

“Please do, madam, please do. I always believe in giving credit where it is due.” He tucked the handkerchief back in his pocket and patted it with his pudgy fingers.

Just at that moment a light voice rang out farther down the Esplanade. Cecily swiveled her head in time to see Madeline drifting along in the direction of the hotel. Her arms were full of flowers, bright yellow daffodils and white tulips, with ferns cascading in all directions.

There was one person who could use a motor car, Cecily thought as she watched her friend approach.

“Ah, well. I must be off,” Lord Chickering muttered. “Good day to you, Mrs. Sinclair.”

Glancing back at him, Cecily was surprised to see the pallor of his face, broken by the patches of red on his cheeks and nose. He wasn’t looking at her, but in Madeline’s direction. His eyes seemed to be fixed on the woman, as if unable to look away. Then in an abrupt movement he gave Baxter a scant nod and hurried off in the opposite direction to the prom.

“How odd,” Baxter murmured, staring after the rotund figure.

Cecily would have answered, except that Madeline had now reached them. “I was hoping to see you,” she said, raising her soft voice to be heard above the clatter of hooves as Ian led the chestnut to the stables. “I have to deliver these flowers to the community hall, but I wanted to let you know I might be a little late for the meeting tomorrow morning. I have to visit a customer earlier, and I don’t know how long I shall be.”

“That’s quite all right,” Cecily assured her. “I’m sure we can take care of everything when you get here.”

“I’ll do my best to be on time.” Madeline turned her beautiful eyes on Baxter. “One never knows how long this sort of thing will take.”

To Cecily’s amusement, Baxter’s face reddened, and he ran a finger around the inside of his stiff white collar. “If you will excuse me, Miss Pengrath? Madam?”

“Oh, don’t mind me, Baxter,” Madeline said, smiling up at him. “I have to be getting along now.” She transferred her dazzling smile to Cecily, then moved off in her floating walk down the street.

Cecily heard Baxter stomping up the steps behind her, and hid a smile. She waited until they were inside the hotel before giving him a mischievous look. “Why, Baxter, I do believe you are blushing.”

He cleared his throat, glancing around the empty lobby as if afraid of being overheard. “That woman takes far too many liberties. It’s no wonder she has such a dreadful reputation.”

Privately Cecily agreed with him. Madeline ostensibly made a living from selling flowers and her craft work. It was common knowledge, however, that most of her income was derived from the various potions that she concocted for certain ailments and frailties. Not the least of which was a “love potion” guaranteed to achieve the desired result.

Cecily refused to consider the popular belief that Madeline sometimes offered a more tangible cure for the problem. Women who looked like Madeline always bore the brunt of petty gossip.

“Madeline is harmless enough,” she said in defense of her friend.

“Lord Chickering apparently doesn’t share your view. He seemed quite startled at the sight of her.”

Cecily laughed. “Lord Chickering is an overweight, namby-pamby who is startled by his own shadow. He’s afraid of Madeline because he thinks she’s a witch.”


“A conviction shared by more than a few in the community.”

Cecily arched an eyebrow. “Do you consider her a witch, Baxter?”

He looked down at her, an odd expression in his eyes. “I tend to reserve judgment on matters like that, madam.”

She stared at him for a moment, at a loss as to how to take that comment. Then she shrugged. “I think Madeline is simply misunderstood. People always mistrust what they don’t understand.”

“Precisely, madam.” He glanced across the lobby at the grandfather clock in the corner. “If there’s nothing else I can do for you?”

“Thank you, no.” She pulled her mind back to the matters at hand. “You will visit with Joe Salter this afternoon?”

“Yes, madam. As you request. Do you wish me to order the trap for you?”

“No, it’s a nice day. I shall walk. The fresh air will help clear the cobwebs from my mind.”

“Very well.” He looked as if he would say something else, but then, with a slight shake of his head, he turned and headed down the hallway.

That afternoon, while enjoying a light meal in her suite, Cecily glanced through the pages of The Times, as she always did. News of the city fascinated her, particularly the stories of the suffragettes. Though she heartily agreed with their cause, she didn’t entirely approve of their methods. Some of them seemed a little extreme.

Chaining oneself to a fence was one thing; setting fire to motor cars was quite another. Not that she’d ever admit that to Baxter, of course. Some of their best arguments involved the Women’s Rights Movement and Baxter’s disapproval of such unfeminine rebellion.

Cecily’s smile faded as she turned the page and caught sight of a familiar name. Lord and Lady Smythe-Bedford were regular guests at the Pennyfoot. In fact, they had spent the past weekend there, departing for London on Sunday morning and thus missing the snowfall.


Cecily skimmed the lines of newsprint, then went back to read them again. According to the news report, the wealthy couple had returned home to find that their house had been burglarized during their absence. The burglary had apparently taken place at night, while the servants slept, and the theft wasn’t discovered until Lady Smythe-Bedford had opened the safe to return the jewelry she’d taken with her on her trip.

The reporter mentioned the fact that the couple had been staying at a seaside hotel, but didn’t name the Pennyfoot. Reading on, Cecily discovered that the entire collection of jewelry and other valuables had been stolen, amounting to a considerable fortune.

Cecily clicked her tongue in sympathy. How absolutely dreadful. What a distressing ending to a pleasant weekend. As she read further, a nasty sensation started growing in the pit of her stomach.

The reporter stated that over the past several months, the homes of many other wealthy couples had been burglarized while they were away. The police were concerned that it was the work of an organized ring of thieves. A very well-informed ring, according to the reports, since they appeared to have access to the travel plans of their victims.

There followed a partial list of the couples whose houses had been broken into. And as Cecily read down the list, the feeling of uneasiness increased. Every one of those named had stayed at the Pennyfoot during the past few months.

She read the list twice, then slowly folded the paper and laid it on the table. There was no mistake. The houses had been burglarized while the owners had been staying right there at the Pennyfoot Hotel.

All at once the discovery of the menu on the floor of the vestry took on a whole new dimension. First the menu, now apparently the guest list. It would seem as though something very odd was going on. And Cecily didn’t like the ramifications one little bit.





CHAPTER
8

Gertie drew her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she stepped outside the kitchen door later that afternoon. The sun had lost its strength to the approaching night, and the cold north wind swept across the yard, biting into her bones.

A path had been trodden through the snow to the coal cellar, and Gertie made sure she kept to it. Wet feet in this cold would give her chilblains for sure. She’d only just got rid of the last lot—nasty itchy things, they were.

Hauling on the door to the cellar, she swore lustily when it stuck, stinging her frostbitten fingers. The other hand was wrapped around the handle of the coal scuttle. She couldn’t even feel those fingers, they were so numb from the cold.

The wind wrapped the chilly wet hem of her skirt around her ankles, and she stamped her feet in order to free it. Once more she tugged on the door, but it refused to budge. Spitting oaths at it, she dumped the scuttle on the ground, then rubbed her hands together and breathed hard on them in a vain effort to warm them.

The voice behind her startled her half out of her wits.

“’Allo, me old ducks, whatcha doing out here then, in the blinking cold?”

Two hands crept around her waist, and she was pulled against a blessedly warm body. “Ian, you blooming idiot, you made me jump. Whatcha creep up on me like that for?”

She turned to face him, her laughter freezing in the frigid air. Her mouth felt stiff until he leaned forward and deposited a warm kiss on it. “Mmmm,” she murmured, and licked her lips. “Tastes bloody good.”

“Just had a cup of cocoa, haven’t I.” He grinned at her. “Looks as if you could do with some. You look blinking frozen.”

“I am.” She aimed a kick at the door. “Here, you have a go at this. I can’t get the bloody thing open.”

“What you need is a man, me old darling. Hang on.” He grabbed the handle and tugged. To Gertie’s disgust, it flew open. “See what I mean? All it takes is a little muscle, that’s all.”

“I’m just as bleeding strong as you are, Ian Rossiter, and don’t you forget it.”

“Yeah?” He gave her a playful punch on the arm. “Want to have a go at proving it?”

She grinned at him. “Not now, silly. I have to get the bleeding coal, don’t I. Get out of me way before me backside freezes with the cold. This wind can cut you in bleeding half.”

“Here, let me.” He picked up the scuttle and stepped inside the cellar. “At least you won’t have to do this no more once you and me are married.”

“Ho? Who says?” Gertie wrapped her arms around her body as she watched him shovel shiny black lumps of coal into the scuttle. Now her feet had gone numb, and she could feel her wet skirt flapping against her calves.

“I says, that’s what.” He emerged from the cellar, carrying the scuttle.


She went to take it from him, but he pulled it back out of her reach. “I’ll carry it,” he said, his face set in the stubborn look she knew so well.

“It’s my job.” She stood barring his way down the narrow, slippery path of cleared snow.

Shaking his head, he stepped around her and trudged back to the kitchen door. “No wife of mine is going to be heaving coal buckets around in this wind.” He threw the words back at her over his shoulder. “So you can bloody forget it. If you don’t tell Mrs. Sinclair you’re finished after this week, then I will.”

“No, you won’t, you blinking great twit, you,” she shouted after him. “Who the hell do you think you are? No bleeding man is going to tell me what to do, so go stuff that in your kite.”

He paused at the door and turned to look at her, his jaw set like an angry bulldog. “Now you just listen to me, Gertie Brown. I’m going to be your husband, and you have to do what I say. And if I say you don’t work, you don’t work, and that’s all there is to it. So you go in there now and you tell Mrs. Sinclair you’re not working after this week.”

Gertie stomped up the path toward him, her breath huffing out in puffs of steam. Reaching him, she jammed her hands into her hips. “I ain’t going to do no such thing. And if you don’t like it, you rotten bastard, you can bleeding well lump it. So there.”

Before he could answer, she snatched the coal scuttle from his hand and flung herself through the door into the fragrant warmth of the kitchen.

Michel stood by the stove, stirring the soup in one of the big cauldrons, while Mrs. Chubb sat at the table, examining the silver before laying it out on the trays to be carried into the dining room. Both of them looked up as Gertie burst into the dining room.

“It’s bleeding cold out there,” she declared, and trudged across the floor, leaving a trail of wet footprints and a frozen lump of snow behind her. Dumping the scuttle by the stove, she grunted. “Me hands are just about froze off, they are.”


“You look a bit frazzled,” Mrs. Chubb said, pausing with a fork in her hand to look at her.

“Indeed, you do.” Michel gave Gertie a look as if she were one of the stray cats who had crept in. “Your hair … eet ees standing on end, yes? Like you have been … ’ow you say? … dragged through a hedge backwards.”

“Go boil yer head,” she muttered under her breath, not loud enough for him to hear, though Mrs. Chubb clicked her tongue loudly. Gertie flicked a sulky glance at her, but kept her mouth shut.

“That’s enough of that,” Mrs. Chubb said in a sharp voice. “Put some more coal on that stove. It’s getting far too low.”

“Ah, yes,” Michel said mournfully. “My consommé, it is going off the boil.”

Catching sight of Mrs. Chubb’s warning glare, Gertie reached for the tongs. The warmth from the stove was seeping into her body, though her feet still felt like lumps of ice. When she flicked open the door to the grate, the heat roared back at her, cooking her nose. Hurriedly she dropped lumps of coal into the red-hot furnace, then closed the door.

“That’s better.” Mrs. Chubb peered across the room at Gertie. “Better wash your face, duck. You got coal dust on your forehead.”

“You look like a chimney sweep,” Michel said, looking down his nose at her.

That was nothing to what he looked like, Gertie thought, wishing she could tell him. She satisfied the urge by edging around him, then sticking out her tongue at his back.

“Gertie!” Mrs. Chubb stood, wagging a finger in front of her. “Any more sauce from you, young lady—”

Gertie felt a huge lump forming in her throat. She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t going to bleeding cry.

“Whatever is it, my girl?” Mrs. Chubb said, changing her tone to one of alarm. “Are you ill?”

Gertie sniffed and shook her head. “I had a blinking row with Ian, didn’t I.”

“Oh, is that all?” Mrs. Chubb clutched her breast in relief. “Don’t want you getting laid up right before the wedding, do we? Don’t worry about it, luv, it’s only wedding nerves, that’s all it is.”

“I’m not so bleeding sure about that.” Gertie moved over to the sink and turned on the tap. Cupping her hand beneath the icy water, she collected some in her palm, then swished it over her face. She shuddered as the shock of it made her teeth shiver.

Dabbing at her face with her apron to dry it, she muttered, “I don’t know as I want to marry him, anyway. Bleeding bully, he is. I don’t want no man ordering me around like some skivvy. I get enough of that here.”

“You’ll feel different once you get the wedding over with,” Mrs. Chubb said kindly.

“No, I won’t. That’s the problem.” Gertie lowered her apron and looked desperately at the housekeeper. “I don’t want to marry him, Mrs. Chubb. I don’t want no bleeding wedding.”

Mrs. Chubb’s eyes widened, and Michel swore softly. He put down his wooden spoon and folded his arms across his chest. With his droopy mustache and big floppy hat he looked a little like a puppet in the Punch and Judy show. Gertie wanted to smile, but she didn’t really feel like smiling.

“Now, young lady, you listen to Michel,” he said, fixing his dark eyes on her. “It is not easy to find someone to love, and in a place like this it is next to impossible. You are ze lucky girl to ’ave found a young man. You love him, n’est ce pas? That is all that matters. You turn away from him now and you will be so-o-o sorry.”

He unfolded his arms and swooped his hands up in front of him. “Mon Dieu, ma petite, count your blessings. As long as there is love, you will work it out, no?”

Gertie, who had been staring at him open-mouthed, snapped her lips shut. Michel had never talked to her like that before. Never. He’d never had more than two words to say to her ever since he’d worked there. He wasn’t such a bad bloke after all, she decided.

She managed a smile. “I hope so, Michel. I really do.”

“Well,” Mrs. Chubb said, sounding as surprised as Gertie felt, “that’s all right then. Now, come on, Gertie my girl, look sharp. The tables have to be laid in the dining room, and that lettuce has to be washed.”

“Yes, Mrs. Chubb.” Gertie flashed another look at Michel and was astonished to see him give her a broad wink before turning back to his soup. Just goes to show, she thought as she picked up a heavy tray of silver, some people were dark horses all right. Never would have thought Michel could be so nice.

Still pondering on the transformation, she headed up the stairs to the dining room.

Cecily waited for Baxter in the library, seated in her favorite chair at the table facing James’s portrait. Her visit to his grave that morning had brought back the bittersweet nostalgia, and she looked up at the painting with a wistful smile.

“I still miss you, James,” she said softly. Though, she had to confess, not as much as she had the first few months after he’d died. Her days were full now. The hotel kept her busy enough, and soon the summer season would be upon them, when most likely she wouldn’t have time to breathe.

Thinking of the summer brought back so many memories. Picnics on the beach when the boys were young, the donkey rides on the sands, the excitement of looking forward to James coming home on leave, and the sadness and fear she always felt when he had to go away again.

She’d had very mixed feeling when both her boys had joined the army. James had been immensely proud of them, of course, and she shared in that pride. But she couldn’t help wishing they had chosen careers that would keep them closer to home. Especially now that she was widowed.

For some strange reason a vision of Dr. Kevin Prestwick popped into her mind, startling her. Luckily Baxter chose that moment to tap on the door, banishing the thoughts before she could dwell on them.

“Come in,” she called out, smiling when he appeared in the doorway.

“Good evening, madam. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”

“Not at all.” She let her gaze wander around the room, skimming over the shelves of dusty books, the old oak-paneled walls, the marble fireplace, and finally to rest on James’s portrait once more. “I quite enjoy a quiet moment on my own in here, Baxter. It’s very peaceful.”

“Yes, madam. I know.” He stepped inside the room and closed the door behind him.

“Sit down, Baxter.” She waved a hand at the chairs by the table, but, as always, he stayed where he was, his hands clasped behind his back.

“Thank you, madam. I prefer to stand.”

She had long given up arguing about it with him. If he felt uncomfortable being alone with her in a closed room, that was his misfortune. “Did you have a word with Joe Salter this afternoon?”

“No, madam. Mr. Salter was at the market in Wellercombe for the day. I left word with his housekeeper, asking him if he would pay a visit to you here at the hotel. At his convenience, of course.”

“Thank you, Baxter. Yes, that would be best. Though I doubt if he’ll be able to shed any light on this puzzle.”

“And you, madam? You spoke to young Master Briggett?”

“I did.” She frowned. “Not a bright boy, I’m afraid, Baxter. He remembers very little of the incident. Certainly not enough to help us in any way.”

“No doubt he has put the ordeal out of his mind.”

“Yes, I suppose he has. I can hardly blame him.” She turned her attention to the matter uppermost on her mind. A folded newspaper lay in front of her, and she reached for it. Holding it out to Baxter, she said, “I’d like you to read this report of the jewel thefts and tell me if you find anything significant.”

He looked more than a little mystified as he came forward to take the paper from her, then began to read.

She watched his face but could tell nothing from his expression. He gave very little of his thoughts away when he had a mind to keep them to himself. After a while he lifted his head and handed the paper back to her.

“Well?” She sat back, waiting for his reaction.

“I recognize the names, madam.”


“Yes, so do I.” She leaned forward. “What does that tell you, Baxter?”

He met her gaze steadily. “It tells me that we are privileged to entertain some of the most celebrated of the aristocracy.”

“Quite.” Well used to this game, she contained her impatience. “Does it not also suggest that someone has access to our guest list? Not only had access to it, but has used it to some advantage?”

His look of shock seemed almost genuine. “Surely, madam, you are not suggesting that someone in this hotel is supplying a band of thieves with information about our guests?”

“That is exactly what I am suggesting. What is more, I believe the menu found on the vestry floor also has something to do with this puzzle. I believe that these incidents are all connected somehow.”

“If I may say so, it is quite possible that you are jumping to conclusions.”

“No, you may not say so. And you know very well that I have good reason for my suspicions.” She tapped the paper with a fingernail, to emphasize her words. “Let us take the points one by one. A wealthy couple returns to their home to find it has been burglarized, apparently by a gang of thieves who knew they would be out of town that night. The very night they were staying here at this hotel.”

“We do not know that it’s a gang of thieves,” Baxter protested. “That is simply a theory the police have put forward.”

Ignoring him, Cecily continued. “The very next night a murdered young man is placed in a coffin designated for someone else. He is almost buried in someone else’s grave. And that same night, a menu from this hotel is discovered on the floor of the vestry, where the exchange presumably took place.”

She gave him a hard look. “This is normally a very quiet, isolated village, Baxter. Does that not seem too many strange events in one weekend to be a coincidence?”

Clasping his hands behind him again, Baxter started rocking back and forth on his heels. “What I am going to suggest, madam, is that if you believe in this theory, you should take it at once to the police. Preferably Inspector Cranshaw.”

“You know very well I cannot do that as long as there is a possibility that someone at this hotel is involved.” Cecily sighed and stared down at the newspaper. “You know as well as I do that Inspector Cranshaw is longing for an excuse to close us down. So far he has shut a blind eye to our less legal activities below stairs, because of the clientele who use the card rooms. But give him an official excuse, a legal reason to do so, and he will not hesitate to close us down.” She glanced up at James’s portrait. “I also made a promise to my husband as he lay dying,” she said quietly. “As you well know. I promised James I would never sell the Pennyfoot or allow it to slip out of the hands of the family. If we closed down, even for a short while, I couldn’t afford to keep it.”

For a long moment the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. Then Baxter cleared his throat. “Madam, I sympathize with your predicament. At the same time I must caution you. If there is indeed some truth to your speculation, further investigation could put you in danger.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I have been in danger, Baxter.”

“Yes, madam. Believe me, I am only too aware of that. There is my promise to your husband, however, and I intend to stand by that at all costs.”

Cecily switched her gaze to him. “In that case, Baxter, I am afraid you will be risking the danger with me.”

“That,” Baxter said heavily, “is what I was afraid you would say.”

She gave him a bleak smile. “It really pains me to say this, but I have to take into consideration the facts as we know them so far. At the moment the blame would appear to be Michel’s, do you not agree?”

“Yes, madam. In view of the menu, I would have to agree.”

She shook her head. “I hate to think that Michel could be involved with a ring of jewel thieves. But I have to admit the possibility exists. I have to tell you though, Baxter, I find it extremely difficult to think him capable of murder.”


“He could be involved without having personally committed the crime, madam.”

Again she sighed. “That is true, but involvement can be just as destructive as the deed itself. If Michel has become mixed up in this kind of criminal activity, then I’m afraid he will not escape his lawful punishment. And neither, I fear, shall we.”

“Would you like me to have a word with him, madam? Not that I expect him to admit anything, of course.”

“No, I’ve already spoken to him about the menu, as you know. He has denied knowing anything about it.”

She tapped the paper again, knowing her next move and wondering how best to present it to Baxter. Looking up at him, she said carefully, “We do have one option open to us.”

He narrowed his eyes, and this time she could read the suspicion on his face. “And what is that, pray, madam?”

“As you know, Michel says very little about his private life. Out of all my staff here, he is the one I know least about.”

“Probably for very good reason,” Baxter muttered darkly.

“I do happen to know, however,” Cecily continued, “that he spends two nights out of the week in Wellercombe.” She paused as Baxter raised his eyebrows. “Sometimes gossip can come in very handy.”

He shook his head but refrained from making a comment.

“I imagine he spends the time with a lady friend … though that’s pure conjecture,” she added hastily as Baxter’s eyebrows shot even higher. “But I do know which nights he is gone. Tuesdays and Fridays.”

Baxter started rocking on his heels again. The clock struck the hour, its clear ringing tone echoing throughout the room. Cecily waited until the last chime faded away before adding, “Tonight is Tuesday.”

Baxter stopped rocking and ran a hand over his hair. “Madam, I do hope you are not about to suggest what I think you are about to suggest.”

“I do believe,” Cecily said deliberately, “that it would be a very good idea if we went over to Mrs. Kent’s boarding house, where Michel has a room, and search his belongings. Tonight would be the perfect time to do it.”





CHAPTER
9

“I am quite sure I am wasting my breath,” Baxter said, his fierce expression drawing his brows together, “but I have to object most strenuously to this kind of foolhardiness.”

“Piffle! You are always objecting to something, Baxter.” Cecily looked up at him with mock indignation. “I’m beginning to believe you don’t trust me to confront my own shadow.”

“You know very well what I mean, madam. You appear to have an aptitude for provoking a dangerous situation.”

He didn’t add the fact that she also had the temerity to drag him into danger with her, but she could see it written all over his face.

“Baxter,” she said gently, “I do not go out of my way to deliberately look for trouble. Somehow trouble always seems to find me.”


“So I have noticed, madam.”

“Yes, well, it is hardly my fault if the nefarious doings of others encroach on my doorstep, so to speak. I can hardly ignore them, now can I?”

“You could allow the police to take care of matters, which is the purpose, I do believe, for which they are employed.”

“Even if that means jeopardizing the hotel?”

She took his silence to mean he had no answer to that. “It would seem, Baxter,” she added, “that we are both cursed with having to answer to a promise made in good faith.”

His gray eyes seemed to warm a little as he looked at her. “I have never regretted that promise, madam.”

“Nor I, Bax,” she said smiling. “Nor I.”

He continued to look at her for a moment in silence, then said in a resigned voice, “Very well. I will accompany you to Michel’s residence. But I must insist that I be the one to search his room.”

“I was going to suggest that, in any case. I will keep Mrs. Kent talking while you go up to the room. Michel told me he has a room on the top floor, facing the bay. Apparently it’s the only one on that floor with that particular view, so you should have no trouble locating it.”

Baxter smoothed back his hair. “I suppose there is no possibility he would be there tonight?”

“According to Mrs. Chubb, he goes every week without fail on those two nights. But I’m sure we can verify that when we get there.”

“I don’t like this, madam. I don’t like it at all. It doesn’t seem right to search an employee’s room while he is away.”

“I don’t like it either, Baxter. I wish there were a better way to go about this.” Cecily glanced at the clock and rose to her feet. “I have questioned him, and he has denied any knowledge of the matter. Yet I can’t help feeling he has to be the connection somewhere. Believe me, I shall be very sorry if we discover he is involved in something so serious as murder.”

“Indeed, madam. It would not be easy to replace him. Chefs of his caliber are not easy to keep in this environment.”


“True, but I was also thinking about what such a discovery might do to the reputation of the hotel.”

Sighing, Baxter opened the door for her. “Then let us hope we find nothing incriminating in his room.”

“I’m not sure I like that either,” Cecily murmured, passing by him, “since that would put us at another dead end.”

She thought about that as the trap jogged along the Esplanade a short while later. Baxter had insisted on driving it himself, so that no one else would know their destination. Cecily had agreed it was a wise move. She would have agreed to almost anything, as long as he went along with her plan.

Peering through the narrow window of the canopy, she could see clearly the stars sparkling in the frosty sky. Her wool cape kept her shoulders warm, and she dug her gloved fingers further into the chinchilla muff to escape the chill wind from the sea.

She had very mixed feelings about the outcome of their mission. Although she knew little about Michel, she genuinely liked the capricious chef, and there was no doubt he contributed a great deal toward the hotel’s excellent reputation. She would miss him very much if, indeed, he was involved in the murder.

The steady clip-clop of the chestnut’s hooves echoed crisply along the empty street as they followed the lane up Parson’s Hill. Mrs. Kent’s boarding house was a little off the beaten track, which was probably why Michel liked it, Cecily reflected uneasily.

It had once been a sprawling farmhouse, and sat on its own in the midst of fields that had long been sold off for extra grazing land for the more successful farmers.

Mrs. Kent was a charming, soft-spoken woman, whose lined face and rough hands bore the stamp of a lifetime of hard work and worry. She had taken in boarders after her husband had become ill and they had been forced to sell the farmland and stock.

Geoffrey Kent was now an invalid—something wrong with his blood, so Cecily had heard—and spent his days in a rocking chair in front of the fire. Mrs. Kent’s sons had all left home, with only one of them having followed in his father’s footsteps.

Jeremy Kent, the youngest son, now owned a large acreage on the other side of Putney Downs, one of the few successful farms left in the area. He was a constant visitor to the Pennyfoot, enjoying the privileges afforded the special guests who were allowed to use the card rooms below stairs.

In spite of the hardships she had endured, Eliza Kent always wore a smile, and seemed most surprised and pleased by Cecily and Baxter’s unannounced visit. Normally Cecily would have sent a calling card, but there had been no time for that. She explained away their presence by having Baxter present Mrs. Kent with two large turkeys, killed fresh that day.

“Mrs. Chubb made a mistake in the order, and I thought perhaps you could use them,” she said as the other woman expressed her appreciation for such a generous gift. “Michel has mentioned how much you enjoy turkey.”

Mrs. Kent ushered them both into the drawing room, where flames from a large coal fire danced and leapt up the cavernous chimney. “Father’s asleep in the parlor,” she explained, “and he’s inclined to snore.”

“This is very comfortable,” Cecily said graciously, lowering herself onto a faded velvet couch. “I don’t want to intrude, so I won’t stay long. I would have had Michel bring the turkeys, had he not been going into town tonight.”

Actually, she thought uneasily, Mrs. Chubb might have a small problem in the morning explaining to Michel where part of tomorrow’s dinner had disappeared to.

“Ah, yes, ma’am, such a dear man. He always spends two nights a week in town. Visiting his mother, I believe.”

Cecily would have been most surprised had Mrs. Kent believed any such thing. Michel could be very charming, even solicitous at times, but she had a great deal of trouble envisioning him spending two nights a week with his mother.

She suspected that Mrs. Kent’s apparent affection for the man stemmed from a more material source. It was no secret that many surplus supplies from the kitchen invariably disappeared with Michel at the end of the day, no doubt in exchange for his rent. Since he ate the majority of his meals at the hotel, his living expenses were practically nil. A very convenient arrangement.

Mrs. Kent had, however, confirmed that Michel was not on the premises. Cecily looked across the room to where Baxter stood by the door and wiggled her eyebrows at him. She received a barely perceptible nod in return.

“You will at least stay long enough to have some cocoa, ma’am, or perhaps a nightcap? I have some very nice Bristol Cream sherry.”

“That sounds lovely,” Cecily said, wishing she could enjoy a cigar with it.

The other woman smiled and nodded, then glanced across the room. “Mr. Baxter?”

“Er … no, thank you, Mrs. Kent.” Baxter eased his collar with his forefinger. “As a matter of fact, I thought I heard a strange noise in one of the wheels of the trap. I think I had best take a look at it before we make the return journey.”

Cecily sent him a look of approval, while Mrs. Kent tutted in concern. “Oh my, yes, we don’t want a wheel coming off. There’s a lamp hanging on a nail by the back door if you need one.”

“Thank you.” Baxter glanced at Cecily, looking a little desperate, and he backed rather clumsily out of the door before closing it.

“Well, now, ma’am, let me get you that sherry.” Mrs. Kent bustled over to the sideboard and, bending low, opened the door and withdrew the fat decanter.

“How is Jeremy?” Cecily inquired as she took the small glass from her hostess. “The farm still doing well, I hope?” She wondered if his mother knew how much of his time he spent gambling away his profits in the basement of the Pennyfoot Hotel.

“I don’t see too much of him, to tell the truth, ma’am. Betsy brings the little ones over to see me now and again, but I don’t think even she sees much of Jeremy. That’s the problem with being a farmer’s wife, though of course Jeremy doesn’t do much hard labor now that he’s hired all that help.”


Jeremy Kent was practically a gentleman farmer now, Cecily reflected privately. It was a shame he didn’t take better care of his mother, since he could well afford to, by all accounts.

She made an effort to keep her attention on Mrs. Kent as she launched into some hair-raising anecdotes about the escapades of her various grandchildren, a lively lot if the stories were to be believed.

A large portion of Cecily’s mind, however, dwelt on Baxter, and what he might well be discovering at that very moment in Michel’s room.

Baxter, meanwhile, was feeling most uncomfortable. He understood the necessity for the search but absolutely abhorred rifling through another man’s personal belongings. Invasion of privacy didn’t even begin to cover it.

He couldn’t help thinking how he would feel were someone to inspect his possessions in this manner. But then he was unlikely to behave in a way that would result in such a situation.

Pulling open yet another drawer, he shook his head. Of course, where Cecily Sinclair was concerned, just about anything could happen. He’d be extremely fortunate not to end up in jail eventually if he continued to allow her to lead him astray like this.

Compressing his lips, he sifted through a pile of undershirts. His fingers touched something smooth and firm, and bending closer, he withdrew it. The flame rippled in the lamp as he swung it up to take a better look.

It was a photograph, faded all around the edges and worn from much handling. Baxter’s eyes widened as he looked at it. The young woman posing for the camera was apparently lacking in self-respect. Totally without shame. She was also totally without clothes. And, Baxter couldn’t help noticing, she was extremely well-endowed.

He stared at the picture for several long seconds, wondering if Michel had been the photographer. And envying him. Then, with a quick shake of his head, he returned the photograph to the drawer. He was there to find incriminating evidence. Whoever the young lady was, and whatever she was doing, he seriously doubted that she had anything to do with the murder. Certainly not in the photograph, in any case.

And even if she did, he assured himself, he could not possibly bring himself to show such a piece of filth to Cecily Sinclair.

Nevertheless, the vision of that voluptuous body hovered uncomfortably in his mind for some time after that.

Downstairs in the drawing room, Cecily was beginning to feel decidedly fidgety. What on earth was taking Baxter so long? Even Mrs. Kent seemed to have run out of conversation, and after having said she couldn’t stay long, Cecily felt uncomfortable prolonging the visit any further.

She stared at the toe of her boot peeking out from under the hem of her gabardine skirt and tried to think of another subject to discuss. It was to her very great relief when she heard the light tap on the door.

She could tell nothing from Baxter’s expression when he announced that the wheel was sound. “Just needs a spot of oil, madam,” he said as she sprang to her feet.

She noticed he was a little flushed, and felt a pang of anxiety. Whatever he had found had apparently disturbed him. Anxious now to discover just what had put that spot of color in his cheeks, she hastily donned her cape and bade Mrs. Kent farewell.

Outside, the wind gusted from the sea with a chill that stung her ears. It buffeted her hat, and she grasped the brim as she paused by the trap.

“Tell me what you found,” she said, looking up at Baxter, who had the most peculiar expression on his face. He seemed to have trouble meeting her gaze.

“Nothing, madam. I found absolutely nothing that could incriminate Michel in any way.”

She stared at him suspiciously. “Are you certain? I would hope you would tell me the truth, Baxter.”

“I would not keep something like this from you, madam. I can assure you, if there had been the slightest indication … but there was not.”


“Well, something has you flummoxed, I can tell. What is it?”

To her intense frustration, he refused to look at her. “If you insist, I am just a little put out by this unfortunate experience. I am not accustomed to rummaging through someone’s personal possessions. I found it distasteful in the extreme. Particularly since I came across nothing that would cast suspicion on him.”

He pulled the door of the trap open for her and waited with an air of someone who had reached the limit of his tolerance.

Tight-lipped, Cecily climbed into the trap and plopped herself down hard on the seat. Drat the man. Why did he always have to make her feel guilty for doing what she truly believed was necessary?

She fretted all the way back to the hotel, torn between wanting to believe in Michel’s innocence and suspecting Baxter of keeping something back from her that could incriminate the chef.

The trap finally halted in front of the hotel steps, and Baxter waited for her to alight, then marched with her up to the main doors. After retrieving the outside key from its hiding place, he unlocked the door for her and stood back.

“I’d like a word with you in the library, after you’ve taken care of the horse and trap,” she said evenly.

“If you will permit me, madam, I have a pressing engagement. I would like to take the trap into the village.”

She stared at him, taken aback by his uncharacteristic behavior. There was not a thing she could do about it. The rest of the evening was his to do with as he pleased, and he had, after all, given up some of his free time in order to help her.

“Very well, it can wait until tomorrow.”

“Thank you, madam.”

He replaced the key, touched the brim of his homburg, and hurried down the steps to where the chestnut stamped restless feet.

Without waiting to see him leave, Cecily closed the heavy doors and locked them with the inside key. Then, with a strange little ache under her ribs, she climbed the stairs to her suite.


* * *

There was just about time for a quick pint at the George and Dragon, Baxter decided, if his calculations were right. The pub should be closing in less than an hour. He needed a drink after what he’d been through.

He might not have felt so bad if he had found something incriminating. But all Michel seemed to be guilty of was a healthy interest in the anatomy of a shameless young woman. And looking at the woman in question, he could hardly blame the man.

Baxter reached the pub and secured the chestnut. He was ready for that beer, enough to taste it in his mouth. Although he would be the last to admit it, his agitation wasn’t entirely due to the discomfort of his unlawful and uncalled-for investigation.

Part of it, at least, had to do with the provocative photograph he’d held in his hand, and the thoughts that had been inspired by it.

Inside the pub, the noisy warmth soothed his fractured nerves. A group of men stood at one end, almost obscured by clouds of cigar smoke, tossing darts. The smell of beer and tobacco blended with the pungent aroma of pickled onions.

So inherently masculine, the atmosphere chased away his disturbing notions, and he made his way to the bar, exchanging greetings with a few of the regulars as he passed.

Reaching the counter, he recognized Ian, who stood with hunched shoulders, staring into his beer as if it contained something unpleasant. Baxter’s “Good evening” brought up Ian’s head sharply.

“Oh, watcha, Mr. Baxter. Didn’t see you standing there, did I. Whatcha going to have, then? It’s on me.”

Baxter began to protest, but Ian stopped him with a raised hand. “Might as well make the most of it. I won’t be able to afford to treat you after this weekend.” His expression took on one of deep gloom. “’Course, if I get married, that is.”

Baxter looked at him in surprise. “Not get married? But you must get married. It’s all arranged. The church, the reception, the Valentine’s Ball …” Aghast at the thought of all that being canceled, Baxter was at a loss for words.


“Yeah. Well, tell that to Gertie.” Ian caught the eye of the bartender and ordered a pint. “She’s the one what’s giving me trouble.”

Baxter took a gulp of the foaming brew and listened while Ian related his problems.

“I can’t understand her,” Ian said after downing the last of his beer. “You’d think she’d be blinking happy to give up work.” He shook his head and snorted disdainfully. “Women!”

Baxter was inclined to agree. He had a great deal of trouble trying to understand them himself. Especially one in particular. He couldn’t forget the way she’d preened in front of that ridiculous fellow, Dr. Wescott … Prescott … whatever his name was. He couldn’t abide the chap himself. There was something about him …

He started when he realized Ian was waiting for an answer. “I’m sorry? I didn’t quite catch …”

“I said,” Ian repeated, as if he were talking to someone hard of hearing, “what would you do if you were in my boots?”

Baxter hastily took another gulp of his beer. “I’m afraid I’m the wrong person to ask,” he said, setting the glass on the counter. “I haven’t had that much experience with women, not as far as marrying them goes, anyway.”

He could almost see the question forming in Ian’s mind. Hurrying to forestall him, Baxter added, “Where is Mr. Scroggins tonight? I haven’t seen him around.”

Dick Scroggins was the owner of the George and Dragon, and a permanent fixture behind the bar. It was the first time in Baxter’s recollection that he hadn’t seen him there, laughing and joking with the customers, and sometimes furiously arguing with them when he’d had a little too much to drink.

“Oh, you haven’t heard?” Ian looked around, as if wary of who might be in earshot. “It will probably be all over the village by tomorrow, but I was told to keep it hushed for now.”

Sensing something dramatic, Baxter leaned forward. “What is it? He’s not ill, is he?”


Ian shook his head, obviously enjoying the moment. “No, he ain’t ill. He got clobbered, didn’t he. Arrested. He’s in the clink.”

Shocked, Baxter forgot to lower his voice. “What on earth for?”

“Shh!” Ian put his finger to his lips. “He got picked up for running illegal booze. Knew he’d get caught one day, silly bugger.”

“But how? If anyone knows the ropes, it’s Dick Scroggins. He’s been doing it for years.”

“I know.” Ian chuckled. “Bloody bad luck, that’s what it was. He was running without lights, like he always does, when he hits a boat coming the other way. Didn’t have no lights neither.”

Ian leaned forward, to speak in a conspiratorial whisper. “You’ll never guess in a month of Sundays what was on that other boat.”
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“Apparently Scroggins rammed the other boat during the early hours of Monday morning, less than a mile from the shore,” Baxter explained to Cecily the next morning. “The two men aboard went over the side. Fortunately a cargo ship was passing by on its way into Wellercombe. The captain saw something in the water and turned about to investigate.”

“How awful. I trust Mr. Scroggins is all right?” Cecily tapped the ash off the end of her cigar. She was seated at the library table, with Baxter, as usual, standing a few feet away.

“Yes, madam. As far as I know.”

He looked even more tense today, she thought, noticing the set of his clean-shaven jaw above the stiff white collar. His body, dressed in the usual black morning coat and gray pin-striped trousers, looked as if it had been carved out of a block of wood.


She stared up at him, not quite succeeding in capturing his gaze. “Why do I have the impression that you are not telling me everything, Baxter?”

He cleared his throat and rocked backward on his heels. “The boats were damaged, madam, but did not sink. The captain of the cargo ship boarded them both.”

“And?”

“The crew found illicit rum and brandy on Scroggins’ boat.”

Cecily stubbed out her cigar in a gesture of frustration. She never had been able to abide the way Baxter took forever to tell her anything. “I trust you are about to tell me something of importance?”

“Yes, madam.”

“Then would you please get on with it? The suspense is playing havoc with my nerves.”

“The two men aboard the other boat did not survive. They both drowned.”

Cecily narrowed her eyes. “Someone we know?”

“I do not believe we are acquainted with either of the men, madam.”

“Well, that’s something. Though of course I am sorry to hear of the deaths.”

“Yes, madam.”

The feeling of uneasiness returned, and she sharpened her voice. “Baxter, if there is something you wish me to know, would you please be so kind as to spit it out.”

“The captain found an interesting cargo aboard the second boat. A rather large cache of jewels.”

Now she knew why she’d felt uneasy. “Stolen jewels?” she asked carefully.

“Yes, madam.”

“Part of the haul stolen from the Smythe-Bedfords, I presume.”

“I’m afraid so, madam. Apparently the crew of the cargo ship recovered the dead bodies of the seamen and took them back to port, along with Scroggins, who was arrested for smuggling.”

Cecily tapped the polished surface of the table with her fingernails. “I believe that more or less confirms my worst fears,” she said quietly. “It is surely too much of a coincidence that jewels stolen in London while the owners were staying at this hotel should be discovered aboard a boat not a mile from this coast. All of this happening the same night as a young man is murdered right here in Badgers End.”

“It would appear that there might be some connection.”

“Not might be, Baxter.” Cecily pushed back her chair and stood. “I think we can safely assume that not only are the incidents connected, but so is this hotel. And the first name that comes to mind is Michel.”

“But I found nothing in his room to implicate him.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s innocent,” Cecily said darkly. “Somehow, Baxter, we have to find out more about this entire affair.”

“I sincerely believe we should contact the police, madam—”

“Not while someone in this hotel is under suspicion.” She marched toward the door as Baxter sprang for it. He tugged it open just as she reached it. “I will not have that disagreeable Inspector Cranshaw hovering around my premises questioning everybody within sight. If it turns out that Michel is involved, I will personally inform the inspector myself. But until I am certain of the facts, this remains solely between us, Baxter. I trust I make myself clear.”

“Indubitably, madam.”

She saw the frosty glint in his eyes and ignored it. It wasn’t often she laid down the law to him, but when her hotel or her staff was threatened, she was prepared to take a stand against anyone. Satisfied that Baxter would heed her wishes, she left him and made her way to the kitchen. She needed a strong cup of tea.

Ethel puffed and panted as she carried the loaded tray along the narrow hallway. Weekdays in the middle of winter were always quiet in the dining room. It meant fewer trips up and down the kitchen stairs.

It was the stairs that nearly killed her in the summer. She’d counted once. Seventeen times in one day she had to climb those stairs in the height of the season. Boiling hot in the steaming kitchen, then up and down the stairs, and she still had to look fresh as a daisy and smile when she went into the dining room.

It was enough to make a saint swear sometimes. Especially when the nobs treated her like dirt, the way some of them did. How she’d love to dump the dinners in their fancy silk laps. See how toffed up they’d look with their arms up to the elbows in hot greasy water, or on their hands and knees cleaning the lavatories.

Incensed at the injustice of being born poor, Ethel charged around the corner and ran smack into something solid. The tray tipped, sending dishes sliding to the floor in a horrifying din of clattering silverware and smashing china.

For a moment she stared in stunned silence at the mess at her feet; then with a loud wail she threw her apron over her head. “Oh, ’strewth … this is going to cost me a month’s wages. Now what am I going to do?”

The mountain of flesh she’d run into had a deep, gruff voice. “T’was my fault, lass. I’ll pay for t’ damages.”

Pleasantly surprised, Ethel hesitated, then slowly lowered her apron. He was a brawny man, with the kind of face that made people feel comfortable when they talked to him. Not handsome, like the picture in Gertie’s magazines, but he had twinkly eyes, and the way he smiled at her made her insides go squishy.

She’d seen Joe Salter plenty of times before, of course. But she’d never seen him this close, alone and private with him in a dark hallway. And now that he was a hero, he seemed, well, special somehow. It made her go all hot and cold, the way he was looking at her.

“I had better pick this mess up,” she said, her voice sounding all breathy as if she’d been running or something.

“Here, I’ll help.” He squatted down in front of her and started picking up the dishes, or what was left of them, piling the pieces carefully on the tray. “What’s your name, then, lass?”

“Ethel Stimpson.” She looked down at him, and noticed his dark brown hair wasn’t quite as thick on top of his head. She could see skin through it. Somehow it made her feel warm inside. It made him seem more human.

“I’m Joe. Joe Salter.”

“I know.” She dropped on her knees beside him, her skin tingling where his arm brushed against hers. She reached for a plate that had miraculously remained in one piece.

“Be careful,” Joe warned. “Let me get the broken bits. Don’t want you cutting those fingers now, do we.”

She liked that. He wanted to protect her. The warm feeling grew. “It … I think that was very brave of you … what you did …” she said shyly.

He flashed her a quick glance, his cheeks reddening. “’Tweren’t nothing. I had nought time to think. The lad was in the water, and I had to get him out.”

He looked ruefully at the cup he held, which had lost its handle. “To be truthful, if I’d had time to think about it, I might not have done it.”

“Yes, you would,” Ethel said softly, almost bursting with admiration. “You’re that kind of man.”

He sat back on his heels and grinned at her. “Now, how do you know what kind of man I am?”

Embarrassed, she hastily grabbed up another salvaged plate. “Oh, just from what people are saying about you.”

“You shouldn’t take other people’s word for it. I always believe in proving things for myself.”

She was so shaken she let the plate slip. It promptly broke in half. “Oh, ’strewth,” she muttered. “I’ll have to pay for that one.”

He laughed, and the sound of it made her forget that she was just a housemaid on her knees cleaning up a horrible mess that would probably get her into more trouble than she’d seen in the last year. She’d made him laugh, and for a wonderful moment he made her feel as good as one of those toffs upstairs.

“Tell you what, Ethel,” he said, his broad grin doing strange things to her stomach. “I’ll pay for this lot and take full blame if you’ll slip me one of those pork pies that Michel is so famous for. I haven’t had a good pork pie since I left home.”


She stared at him, wondering how this man could have lasted so long without taking a wife. Every woman for miles around had to be chasing after him. “I suppose I could manage that.”

She smiled, wondering what Gertie would say when she found out that Ethel Stimpson had been alone with a man in the hallway, chattering and laughing with him. Especially when she found out it was Joe Salter, who everyone was calling a hero.

“Fine. Then how about tonight? I could be around the back door about eight o’clock.”

She hesitated just a fraction too long.

His expression changed. “I reckon I was being a bit too forward at that. I’m sorry, lass. Forget I said anything.”

“Oh, no, no …” She touched his arm, then snatched her hand away. “It’s not that … it’s just that I—”

He shook his head and gave her another of his devastating smiles. “Don’t worry, I won’t hold you to anything.” He scooped up the rest of the broken china and dropped it onto the tray, then stood up with it in his hands. “Here, that’s about all of it, I think.”

Slowly Ethel got to her feet. She could see her wonderful moment being snatched away. If she kept quiet now, he’d walk right out of her life and she’d never again see that smile meant just for her. Desperation gave her the courage to blurt out, “I won’t be here tonight, that’s all. P’raps tomorrow night?”

He looked at her, his eyebrows raised quizzically. “Night off?”

She nodded, then looked down at her apron, plucking it between fingers that wouldn’t stop shaking. “I always go to the church hall on Wednesday nights for the social. I help them with the refreshments. Gives me something to do on my nights off.”

There was a slight pause, and she dared not look up. Then he said softly, “Aye, I heard about the socials. Thought about going once or twice, but since I don’t know anyone to go with …”

His voice trailed off, and she thought her heart was going to stop beating. Oh please, please, just this once let it happen to her….

“I might take a look in there tonight, as long as you’re going to be there. Do you like to dance?”

Her heart started up again so hard she could hear it knocking. She had to force the words out. “I … love to dance.”

The strident voice behind her scattered her wits. “Ethel! Where the blue blazes have you been? Gertie’s been waiting this past twenty minutes … oh, good Lord, what have you gone and done now?”

Whirling around, Ethel met Mrs. Chubb’s icy glare. “I bumped into Mr. Salter and—”

To her intense relief, Joe’s voice said soothingly, “I’m afraid ’twere my fault, Mrs. Chubb. Mrs. Sinclair sent a message she wanted to speak to me, and I was in a bit of a hurry, like. Wasn’t looking where I was going. Miss Stimpson here was coming around the corner, and I smashed right into her. I’ll be happy to pay for the broken dishes.”

Ethel stared in fascination at the pink blush creeping across Mrs. Chubb’s fat cheeks. The housekeeper’s eyelashes actually fluttered as she said quickly, “Oh, that won’t be necessary, Mr. Salter, I’m sure. I know Mrs. Sinclair wouldn’t want me to charge a brave man like yourself for a few broken plates.”

It was more than Ethel dared do to look around at him, but she knew by his voice that he was embarrassed.

“That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Chubb, but I insist. Please send me the bill. I don’t want any favors because of what I did. I just happened to be there, that’s all.”

It was at that moment that Ethel Stimpson finally fell in love. Starry-eyed, she vaguely heard Mrs. Chubb tell him the way to the library. Mrs. Sinclair would be there shortly, the housekeeper added, taking the tray from his outstretched hands.

Ethel thought she would swoon when he brushed past her, giving her arm a quick squeeze as he went. She wasn’t going to wash that arm ever again. For as long as she lived.

She came back to earth with a crash when Mrs. Chubb shoved the tray at her. “Here, my girl, get this lot into the dustbin as quick as you can. And tell madam that she has a visitor waiting for her in the library. She’s in the kitchen, having a cup of tea.”

“Yes, Mrs. Chubb.” Ethel took the tray, trying valiantly to get her mind working straight again.

“And then get back into the dining room and collect the rest of the dishes. And get a move on. Gertie’s in there having a pink fit.”

“Yes, Mrs. Chubb.” Ethel started down the hallway to the kitchen.

“And do try not to drop anything else, Ethel.”

“Yes, Mrs. Chubb.” Reaching the door, Ethel shoved it open with her foot and went in.

Cecily was seated at the kitchen table, a steaming cup of tea beside her, engrossed in the weekly local paper. The front page carried the full story of the murdered man found in Dr. McDuff’s coffin, and Cecily eagerly scanned the lines in the hopes of discovering something new.

The staff had become accustomed to her popping in on them at odd times, and no longer acted startled, even though it wasn’t considered proper for someone of her standing to be socializing below stairs.

Even Baxter, who heartily disapproved of just about everything she did, had accepted the inevitable, though not before voicing his objections a few times.

Cecily steadfastly maintained that the reason her staff were so loyal to her and the Pennyfoot was because she treated them like people instead of servants. She paid them well and respected them as individuals with their own personal lives outside of the hotel.

In return she earned their unswerving dedication to the Pennyfoot. All she asked from them was to do a good job, and to keep a closed mouth about anything they might see or hear concerning the hotel. And she made it quite clear that their jobs depended upon their discretion.

Cecily looked up as Ethel came flying into the kitchen, a tray of what looked like broken china in her hands. The flustered housemaid paused at the table, her flushed face and crystal-bright eyes suggesting a recent catastrophe.

“What on earth has happened?” Cecily asked, viewing the girl with some concern. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

Ethel shook her head, her chest heaving as if she’d been running. Across the room, Gertie stood at the sink, a soapy scrub brush in her hand, glaring at her fellow housemaid with a scathing frown.

Cecily could tell she was longing to say something, and it didn’t bode well for Ethel. But Gertie knew better than to say too much in front of madam.

“I bumped into someone, mum, and the tray fell. But Mr. Salter says as how he’ll pay for the broken dishes. He asked Mrs. Chubb to send him the bill.”

The words had tumbled out in a breathless rush, but Cecily caught them all. “Mr. Salter is here?”

“Yes, mum. Mrs. Chubb told him to wait in the library for you.”

“Then I’d better get up there right away.” Cecily pushed her chair back, and rose. “Oh, and tell Mrs. Chubb that it won’t be necessary to send Joe Salter a bill. I think the Pennyfoot can survive a few broken dishes.”

Ethel’s beam seemed to light up the kitchen. “Yes, mum!”

Eyeing her thoughtfully, Cecily left the room.

The minute the door was closed behind her, Gertie threw down her brush with a loud splash. “Bleeding all right, ain’t it. Here I am, up to me eyeballs in suds waiting for the blinking dishes while you go gallivanting around with Joe Salter.”

To Gertie’s astonishment, Ethel turned a radiant face toward her. For a moment she didn’t look like plain old Ethel at all. She looked … pretty.

The absurd notion vanished when Ethel said in a silly voice that Gertie would never have recognized, “I wasn’t gallivanting with him … yet.”

Gertie dried her hands on her apron. “Whatcha mean … yet? And what’s wrong with you? Going daft in the head, are yer?”

Ethel giggled and waltzed across the room with the tray held high in the air. “Wouldn’t you like to know, Gertie Brown. Wouldn’t you just like to know.”

Her curiosity thoroughly aroused, Gertie jammed her knuckles into her ample hips. “So go on, then, tell me. Whatcha acting so stupid for?”

For a minute it looked as if Ethel was going to keep the secret to herself. She paused by the back door and looked back at Gertie. “I’ve got to put this stuff in the dustbin.”

Gertie advanced on her, her chin thrust out in a threatening manner. “Not until you tell me what’s up, you don’t.”

Excitement fairly burned in Ethel’s face. “Oh, all right. Take those plates off the tray for me, the ones that didn’t get broken, and I’ll tell you.”

Gertie snatched up the pile of dishes. “Now tell me what’s got you all of a dither.”

“Joe Salter helped me pick up the dishes. He was laughing and joking with me.”

Gertie snorted in disgust. “Is that all? Christ, I thought he’d at least touched you up, the bleeding way you was carrying on.”

“Do you always have to talk filthy like that?” Ethel demanded, her face turning scarlet. “If you must know, Joe Salter is a proper gentleman. Not like some people I could mention.”

“Oh, yeah? Like who, might I ask?”

“Never mind.” Ethel turned toward the door. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Aware that she’d hurt her friend’s feelings somehow, Gertie fumbled to make amends. “All right, so tell me. What did he talk about?”

She watched with interest while Ethel seemed to struggle with indecision. Apparently her news was too good to keep to herself, as she turned back and with a triumphant air announced, “He’s going to meet me tonight at the church hall, and we’re going to dance together. I’m going to dance with a hero, so there. What do you think of that?”

Gertie, in spite of herself, was impressed. The whole town was talking about Joe Salter, according to Ian. If it wasn’t for the fact she was getting married that weekend, she might even have felt a bit envious. “I think you’d better start thinking about what you’re going to wear,” she said, ever practical.

Ethel’s face changed. “Oo, heck, I hadn’t even thought of that.” She turned back to the door and unlatched it with an expert finger. “I’ll get rid of this lot, and then we can talk about it.”

She disappeared through the door, and Gertie grinned. Ethel didn’t have near the experience she did, if any. She hoped Miss Prim and Proper wasn’t about to come a cropper. Amused by the joke, she hummed as she crossed the table to fetch madam’s cup and saucer.

Catching sight of the photograph on the front page of the newspaper, she bent down to get a closer look. She was still staring at it when the door opened and Cecily came hurrying through.

“Oh, there it is,” she said, as Gertie hurriedly straightened. “I want to keep that newspaper, so I’ll take it with me. I was almost up to the library before I remembered it.”

Gertie watched her pick up the paper; then something prompted her to say, “That picture on the front, mum. Is that the bloke what they found in the coffin?”

Cecily gave a sharp look. “Yes, it is, Gertie. Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve seen him before, mum. Right here in this hotel. He was here Sunday evening. The same night he got murdered.”
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Cecily took a moment to regain her composure. “Just where did you see this man?” she asked, keeping her voice as even as possible.

“I seen him come out of one of the bedrooms. He had his arm around … some tart … and they was giggling together. He tried to push her behind him when he saw me. Guilty as hell, if you’ll pardon my French. Didn’t want me to see who it was.”

“Which room was that?”

“Room seventeen, mum. That’s how I knows they was up to no good, ’cos that room was supposed to be empty.”

It was indeed, Cecily thought grimly. “I don’t suppose you recognized the woman with him?”

Gertie flushed a deep red. “I didn’t see her properly, mum. I couldn’t tell, honest. She was hid behind him, like.”


Cecily fought the urge to insist. It was unlikely that Gertie would tell her, even if she had recognized the woman. In any case, Cecily did not want Gertie to know how important it was to her.

“I seen him again, later,” Gertie offered, as if to make up for her reluctance to divulge the name of the woman. “It was right afterwards. I had to fetch some wine from the cellar, and as I was going past the card rooms, this bloke comes out one of them. He looked right chuffed with himself, he did. Grinning all over his face.”

“You’re sure it was the same man? That it was the man in this picture?”

“I ain’t likely to forget,” Gertie said, glowering at the newspaper. “He pinched me blinking bottom, didn’t he. Cheeky bugger.”

“And can you remember which card room he was in?”

Gertie stuck a finger under her chin and stared up at the ceiling. After a moment’s thought, she looked back at Cecily. “No, mum, I can’t. Really I can’t. Could have been any one of them. He came up behind me, like, and I was so pissed at him, I didn’t think about which door he’d come out of.”

“And you are quite sure it was Sunday night?”

“Yes, mum. Positive. It was the same night that Mr. Jeremy Kent was here, I seen him talking to Michel in the hallway. I thought it was strange like, till I remembered Mr. Kent’s mother is Michel’s landlady.”

She shuddered. “I don’t like that Mr. Kent, mum. I really don’t. Nasty piece of work, he is. Gives me the creeps the way he looks at me.”

The back door opened so suddenly, for a fleeting moment Cecily wondered if Ethel had been listening behind it. But the girl’s face looked innocuous enough as she carried her tray over to the sink.

“Well, I would really appreciate it, Gertie,” Cecily said quietly, “if you would not discuss this with anyone.” Her faint emphasis on the last word was a warning. She could see by Gertie’s expression that she understood.

“Yes, mum. Me lips are sealed. On me life.”

Cecily seriously doubted that, but she hoped at least that Gertie would not spread the gossip all over the hotel. Tucking the paper under her arm, she left the kitchen and headed once more for the library.

Had it not been for Joe Salter waiting for her in the library, she would have hunted down Baxter with this latest news. A notorious criminal had been right there in the card rooms, and was later murdered. Most likely by one of his cohorts.

The question, as far as Cecily was concerned, wasn’t so much who had murdered him, though that undoubtedly had a bearing on the case. Right then, the question that bothered her the most was why criminals were in her hotel in the first place.

Criminals who apparently were part of a gang of jewel thieves. Had they used the Pennyfoot to hide the stolen loot until they could load it aboard the boat? It was certainly a possibility.

Cecily turned the corner of the stairs and crossed the colorful Axminster carpet in the lobby. The chimes in the grandfather clock struck the half hour past ten as she reached the hallway. She had thirty minutes before the committee meeting in the library. She would have to rush her conversation with Joe Salter.

Frowning, she hurried along the passage, her mind still tussling with the problem. How had they gained access to the card room? She only rented the rooms to trusted clients.

True, she rarely saw who used the rooms. Whoever rented a room did so with the understanding that he observe the rules and maintain order. In return, he had the use of the room and facilities for the night, and could invite whom he desired.

Cecily never kept a record of who used which room. That way, without an official record, the many noted aristocrats who would not otherwise be able to participate in the gambling for various reasons, could do so freely, assured of privacy.

Most of the time, the gamblers would travel down from London during the evening, stay the night in the card rooms, and return to the city first thing in the morning, with few people ever aware of their presence.

No one had a key to the rooms, however, except the person who had booked the room for the night. Cecily couldn’t imagine how anyone had managed to get into a room unobserved, unless they were invited. And she refused to believe that any of her trusted clients would invite a known criminal. Especially one capable of murder.

That left only one alternative. There were three sets of keys, besides the ones given to the guest booking a room. One set hung on Mrs. Chubb’s belt. Baxter also had a set, while a spare set of keys was kept in his office. Again her mind settled uneasily on Michel. Who else could it be? Still unwilling to believe her chef could be involved, she grasped at the only straw left to her. There was a slight chance the door could have been forced.

Deciding she would have to leave the matter until later, Cecily reached the door of the library. First, her meeting with Joe Salter. Then the committee meeting. After that, she would find Baxter and ask him to help her search the card rooms. Heaven knows what they would find, but she couldn’t dwell on it now. Bracing herself, she opened the library door.

Her conversation with Joe Salter was brief and to the point. He could tell her nothing that she didn’t already know, and in fact, seemed surprised that she was so interested.

She covered her apparent curiosity by saying that she was concerned about the safety of the pond, and wanted to know the details in case she decided to suggest to Lord Withersgill, who owned the land, that a fence be erected around it.

Joe assured her that everyone usually steered clear of the pond because of its treacherous depths, and it was only the ice covering it that had proven such a temptation. He seriously doubted that any of the village children would take such a risk again, after what happened to Bernie Briggett.

Satisfied that he couldn’t help her further, Cecily bade him good morning, and settled herself at the table to await Phoebe and Madeline.

Phoebe arrived first, as usual, weighted down by the profusion of ribbons and flowers adorning her hat. Her still tiny waist had been squeezed into an impossibly tight corset, and Cecily felt quite uncomfortable when she looked at the woman.


“I hope Algie has recovered from his nasty shock earlier this week?” she said, as Phoebe settled herself with a rustle of silk at the table.

“Yes, well, the poor dear has had nightmares ever since. But I daresay he’ll get over it, eventually.” The ribbons on Phoebe’s hat trembled. “I worry over that boy sometimes. He takes so much to heart.”

“Well, I hope he is recovered by Saturday. At least a wedding is a much more cheerful prospect than a funeral.”

“That’s if there isn’t a disaster,” said a low, cool voice from across the room.

Looking up, Cecily saw Madeline framed in the doorway. She was dressed in her usual filmy gauze and linen, in pale green and lavender. Her long black hair flowed down her face and over her shoulders, almost hiding the scowl on her perfect features.

“For heaven’s sake, Madeline,” Phoebe said irritably, “do you always have to bring a note of gloom and doom in the proceedings?”

“Come in and sit down,” Cecily said hastily. “We have a lot to discuss this morning.”

Madeline floated over to the table and sank into a chair opposite Phoebe. “I’ve just run into that dreadful Lord Chickering. How you can possibly invite him to entertain the guests at the ball, I cannot imagine.”

This last was directed at Phoebe, who immediately bristled. “Lord Chickering is a highly respected member of the aristocracy, and as such will bring a semblance of dignity to the entertainment.”

Madeline sniffed. “Semblance of dignity? I would say the performing monkey has more gentility than that imbecile. Why, only the other night I heard him use the most vulgar language—”

“Which reminds me, Phoebe,” Cecily said loudly, with a reproachful look at Madeline, “how are the arrangements for the entertainment coming along?”

With a toss of her head, Phoebe snubbed Madeline and turned to Cecily. “Everything has been arranged. Mr. Albernetti has assured me his monkeys are well trained and will give an excellent performance.”

“Monkeys?” Cecily echoed. “How many are there?”

Phoebe looked a little uncomfortable. “Four, I think. Or five.”

“Oh, delightful.” Madeline’s silvery laugh seemed to ripple throughout the room. “I hope he keeps them on leashes. Come to think of it, we should consider keeping Lord Chickering on a leash. The man is positively dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Cecily studied her face. She always had trouble determining whether or not her friend was making a joke. Humor was not one of Madeline’s stronger points.

“Absolutely,” Madeline said solemnly. “I came across him standing in the middle of the lobby, waiting impatiently for someone to pick up the glove he had dropped.”

Cecily continued to look at her bleakly, and Madeline shrugged. “It’s supposed to be unlucky to pick up your own glove. It means a disappointment. So there he was, waiting for someone to come by and pick it up for him. Naturally, I walked over to oblige.”

She paused, and Phoebe leaned forward. “What did you say to him?” Her tone implied that Madeline had been her customary caustic self and had more than likely insulted the lord.

“I said nothing, Phoebe dear, to put that offended look on your face. I merely offered to pick up the glove.”

She turned to look at Cecily, and flicked her hair back from her face with a toss of her head. “The silly man acted as if I’d offered to burn him in oil. He backed away from me with his fat fingers crossed in front of him again, muttering about evil spirits.”

“Yes, well, you do have that effect on some people,” Phoebe murmured.

Madeline’s dark eyes narrowed. “If you ask me, the man is a blithering twit.”

Understanding that Madeline’s feelings had been hurt by the man, Cecily hastened to forestall Phoebe’s furious reply. “Well, no real harm was done, and I’m sure we have better things to think about right now.”


Phoebe spluttered for a moment or two, then lapsed into silence. Madeline yawned loudly behind a languid hand, but made no further comment.

Relieved at having averted another spat between the two women, Cecily guided the conversation back to the most pressing matters, details of the preparations for the upcoming weekend. By the time everything was fairly well settled, it was past noon.

Madeline rose gracefully from her chair as Cecily brought the meeting to a close. “I must run,” she said, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece. “I have two potions to deliver. One of them for that poor boy who almost drowned in the pond. It seems he is still suffering from shock and is wetting his bed at night. I have just the thing to cure him.”

“Probably finish him off altogether,” Phoebe muttered darkly.

Ignoring her, Madeline turned to Cecily. “I don’t like the way the storm clouds are gathering,” she said, dropping her voice to a low monotone. “So many deaths in a few short days. All things are connected, each one to the other, like ivy creeping over a grapevine, strangling as it goes.”

Phoebe drew a sharp breath, and in spite of herself, Cecily felt goose pimples rising along her arms. “I don’t know what you mean, Madeline,” she said, managing to sound unconcerned.

“I mean,” Madeline said, almost in a whisper, “that the deaths are linked, and there is yet another to come. Beware, Cecily. Disaster comes in innocent guises.”

The strange look on her face melted into a smile, and in her normal voice she added, “Well, I must go and deliver this potion to poor Bernie.”

“I can’t imagine what his mother is thinking of, letting the child swallow some obnoxious mixture of boiled weeds.” Phoebe tugged on her glove a little viciously. “Now that we have a brand new doctor in the village, I would have thought the most sensible thing would be to send for him to tend to the boy.”

Madeline smiled. “Ah, yes, the new doctor. Interesting man. I really must arrange a meeting with him soon.” With a final wave of her hand, she swept across the floor to the door. “Who knows,” she murmured as she pulled it open, “I might be able to enlighten him on a subject or two.”

Her laugh seemed to echo in the room long after she’d closed the door behind her.

Phoebe tutted loudly as she dragged on her other glove. “I really do think that Madeline goes too far at times,” she said, emphasizing her disapproval with a loud sniff. “Really! The things she said about Lord Chickering were most uncalled for.”

“Oh, come now, Phoebe,” Cecily said mildly. “You know as well as I do that most of what Madeline says is for effect. She likes to get a reaction from people, that’s all. And the more success she has, the more she plays on it. Ignore her, and she’ll leave you alone.”

“Madeline is more than a trifle difficult to ignore.” Having finished buttoning her gloves, Phoebe settled her hat more firmly on her head. “As for poor Dr. Prestwick, he doesn’t know her as we do. He is likely to be quite horrified by some of her outrageous remarks. I just hope for her sake he doesn’t take her seriously.”

Remembering the smooth manner of the attractive doctor, Cecily murmured, “I have the distinct impression that the good doctor can very well take care of himself.”

“I certainly hope so.” Phoebe reached for her handbag and opened it. “Such a nice man, the doctor. I wouldn’t want him to get the wrong impression of the kind of people with whom we associate.” She withdrew a lace handkerchief and delicately blew her nose.

“You’ve met him?” Cecily said in surprise. There didn’t seem to have been time for the doctor to do much socializing.

“Oh, yes,” Phoebe assured her, the brim of her hat bobbing up and down. “He came to visit Algie. They were closeted for quite some time in Algie’s office.” She sighed. “Algie never seems to have any trouble talking to men. I just wish he could be as relaxed with women. At times he acts as if he’s mortally afraid of them.”

She tilted back her head to peer up at Cecily. “Of course, he never did like to be touched. He couldn’t bear me to put my arms around him. Not affectionate at all. Not like dear Sedgley. Now there was a demonstrative man.”

“It would be a very dull world if we didn’t all have our individual tastes,” Cecily said, her glance wandering to James’s portrait. She knew what it was to miss a man’s touch. A hand laid briefly on the arm, a warm pat on the shoulder. A simple gesture of reassurance that could speak so much stronger than words.

As if sensing her moment of melancholy, Phoebe said brightly, “I’m thinking of calling in at Harris’s. I hear he has a new shipment of millinery. Not that I intend to buy a new hat, of course—I have so many—but I do like to look at the latest fashions. Would you care to join me? We could have a pot of tea afterward at Dolly’s Tea Shop.”

Cecily thought about her plan to search the card rooms. Baxter would be overseeing the midday meal in the dining room for the next hour or so. And she would enjoy a breath of fresh air. Making up her mind, she smiled at Phoebe. “Give me a few moments to fetch my cape and hat, and I’ll order the trap.”

“Oh, good,” Phoebe said, settling back in her chair. “These little outings are so much more fun with someone else to share them.”

Cecily sent a wistful glance back at the portrait. “Yes,” she said softly, “they most certainly are.” She left Phoebe alone in the library while she climbed the stairs to her suite. But her mind wasn’t on the prospect of tea at Dolly’s, or the new line of hats in the shop.

As she rounded the curve of the staircase to the second floor, she looked over the banister to the lobby below. She saw Mrs. Chubb hurrying across the carpet toward the kitchen stairs, while a tardy guest strolled in the other direction toward the dining room.

Madeline’s warning echoed clearly in her mind. Disaster comes in innocent guises. Disaster to whom? To her? To the Pennyfoot? Her apprehension was a tangible thing, weighing on her shoulders like a bag of coal. Something was going on in the hotel, that much was very clear. Something far more dangerous than the liberties she took with the law.


If something happened to destroy the reputation of the Pennyfoot, or worse, to close it down entirely, she would never forgive herself. James would never forgive her. Somehow she had to discover exactly what had happened below stairs this past weekend. And she could only hope that when she did, she would be able to do something about it. Without involving the Pennyfoot if possible.

A tall order, she knew. But imperative. She had far too much to lose.





CHAPTER
12

“I do declare,” Phoebe said from under the cartwheel brim of a royal blue hat, “people are wearing more on their heads nowadays than on the rest of their bodies.”

Eyeing the profusion of silk poppies and ribbons, Cecily was inclined to agree. A very large ostrich feather in pale blue curled enticingly down to Phoebe’s shoulder, shedding tiny bits of fluff as she turned this way and that in front of the mirror.

“What do you think?” She struck an elegant pose for Cecily, who pretended to contemplate the effect.

“Yes, I like it. It’s very becoming.”

“It is absolutely dashing,” Phoebe murmured, “but such an outrageous price.” Reluctantly she took the entire mass of frippery off her head and replaced it on the display stand.

Having gone through this procedure with Phoebe at least a dozen times with exactly the same results, Cecily was growing decidedly weary. Also, her stomach was starting to complain audibly of neglect. It must be at least half past one, and Phoebe showed no signs of abandoning her search for the perfect hat.

She was wandering around the milliner’s, bending low to look into display cases, fingering the hats displayed on shelves, and peering into the small bay window for something she might have missed.

Emmaline, the shop assistant, hovered discreetly within earshot, obviously hoping for a sale. Since they were the only two customers in the shop, Cecily could understand her eagerness.

She knew full well, however, as Emmaline must also know by now, that Phoebe had no intention of buying a hat. The fussy woman was merely enjoying herself, trying on a varied assortment, while most likely getting ideas on how to improve the collection of hats she already owned.

Since the shape of all the hats was more or less the same, with only the trim distinguishing one from the other, all Phoebe really had to do was add a ribbon here or there, rearrange a few flowers, throw in a stuffed bird or two, and she had a new hat for a few pence.

Cecily’s stomach rumbled, loud enough for Emmaline to send her a look of sympathy. Cecily decided she’d had enough. It was warm in the shop, and the fur-trimmed wool coat she wore over her dark gray suit was more suited to the chilly sea air outside than the stuffy confines of the milliner’s. She could also feel the lace collar of her blouse scratching her chin.

“I’m sorry, Phoebe, but if we don’t go to Dolly’s right away, I shan’t have time for tea.” She walked purposefully toward the door, giving Emmaline a slight nod.

Phoebe sighed loudly behind her. “Oh, very well. I shall just have to wait for the next shipment to decide.” She trotted across to the door as Cecily opened it.

Her gaze on Phoebe, Cecily didn’t see the tall man outside until he spoke her name, startling her.


“Mrs. Sinclair! What a very great pleasure it is to see you again.”

He stood on the pavement, hat in hand, the bright sun shining on his hair. His perfect teeth flashed a smile at her as he bowed low over her gloved hand to touch his lips to her fingers.

“Oh, my,” Phoebe said breathlessly at her side. “Dr. Prestwick. Fancy meeting you here in the High Street.”

“I was on my way back from visiting a patient and decided to take a leisurely stroll along the shops. I haven’t really had time to explore my new surroundings as yet.”

He still had hold of Cecily’s hand, and she withdrew it from his grasp, trying to ignore the tingling in her fingertips. “I’m afraid there isn’t too much to explore in Badgers End,” she said, meeting his dark gaze with a flutter in her stomach. She prayed her hunger pangs would not make themselves heard now. That would be just too embarrassing.

“Oh, I think there is a great deal that interests me.” His meaningful smile seemed to exclude Phoebe, making Cecily feel disturbingly isolated with him on the busy street.

A motor car rumbled down the middle of the road, belching smoke every now and again, making conversation impossible for a moment or two. Waiting for it to pass, Cecily was conscious of Dr. Prestwick’s eyes boring into her face, as if committing it to memory.

Unsettled by the absurd thought, she looked at Phoebe, who seemed entranced by the doctor. “We should be getting along,” she said pointedly.

To her dismay, Phoebe gave the man a dazzling smile and said, “We were just about to partake of tea and crumpets at Dolly’s Tea Shop. Would you care to join us?”

“I would have enjoyed that very much,” Dr. Prestwick said, still gazing at Cecily. “Unfortunately I have a pressing engagement. Perhaps I may call on you at the hotel in the near future?”

Cecily wasn’t at all sure how she felt about that. On the one hand, it was her social duty to welcome a stranger to the village. As owner of the Pennyfoot Hotel, it would be considered most discourteous if she did not issue an invitation to call.

On the other hand, Dr. Prestwick unsettled her, to the extent that his attention quite worried her. She wasn’t ready to deal with an emotional response to anyone right now and she didn’t want to encourage the man. He made no secret of the fact that he admired her, which put her in a most vulnerable position.

For a brief moment she wondered what Baxter would have to say about her being courted again. Then, annoyed at her immature notions, she gave the doctor a cool smile. “I would be happy to receive you at the hotel. I am usually there most mornings.”

“That would be most enjoyable.” He paused, then added as if an afterthought, “I understand there will be a Valentine’s ball at the Pennyfoot this weekend.”

“Yes. One of my staff is to be married on Saturday. We are holding a small reception at the hotel, followed by the ball.” She hesitated, knowing what he expected her to say and reluctant to say it. She could see no other way out. “If you would care to attend,” she added, “we shall be delighted to have your company.”

He lowered his head in a slight bow. “It will be my very great pleasure, madam. It is so kind of you to invite me.”

Cecily nodded, wondering what kind of hornet’s nest she’d stirred up. “About eight o’clock, then?”

“I will be there at the stroke of eight.” He turned his smile onto Phoebe. “Mrs. Carter-Holmes, it has been a pleasure.”

“Oh, my pleasure entirely, Dr. Prestwick,” Phoebe gushed.

Cecily watched him raise Phoebe’s hand to his lips, then flinched inwardly as he reached for her own fingers. “Until Saturday, madam,” he said softly.

Afterward she could feel the imprint of his lips during the entire meal at Dolly’s. It disturbed her so much she barely heard half of Phoebe’s chatter.

Seated at a corner table in the pleasantly cluttered tearoom, she watched the flames reflect on the huge copper urn in the fireplace and thought about her encounter with the charming Dr. Prestwick.


She wondered if James would approve of him, and then wondered why she had even considered the question. James was dead, and what opinions he might have held should matter no more. Yet they did. And somehow she didn’t think that James would approve at all.

“Where are you woolgathering now, Cecily?” Phoebe said sharply, breaking into her thoughts. “I’ve asked you three times for your opinion, and all you have done is stare right through me.”

“I’m so sorry,” Cecily said hastily. “I’m afraid my mind is occupied with the preparations for the wedding on Saturday. There are so many details to take care of. I do hope I haven’t forgotten something.”

“Well, that is what I wanted to discuss. I can’t decide whether to wear the rose-pink outfit I wore at Ascot the last season I was there, or the champagne silk I wore for the Royal Tea Party. Of course, I shall freeze in either one, but one must make sacrifices to look one’s best, and I shall have my ermine cape of course.”

“I’m sure either one will look utterly enchanting,” Cecily said sincerely. “You still have such a wonderful figure. You look marvelous in anything.”

Phoebe fanned herself with the menu. “Well, thank you, my dear. That makes me feel a great deal better. One tries, of course, but sometimes it’s a little difficult to look fashionable when styles are changing so rapidly. Do you know, I heard that in parts of Europe women are actually socializing outside their homes without their corsets? Can you imagine? Whatever next!”

“I think it would be most liberating,” Cecily said with feeling. She could feel the bones of her corset digging into her ribs as it was. It would be heaven not to have to struggle with the wretched things.

“Gracious, Cecily,” Phoebe said, sounding shocked. “Surely you don’t condone such scandalous goings-on? It is all the influence of these rich American women, turning the heads of the aristocracy with their brazen, outlandish ways. Have you any idea how many of our British lords have married Americans? Why, this very month I heard that Gerry Lowther is marrying that Alice Blight he’s been seen with so often. She comes from Philadelphia, as so many of them do. He’s a nephew of the Earl of Lonsdale, you know….”

She went prattling on, while Cecily tried to look interested, until finally Phoebe ran out of gossip. Taking advantage of her friend’s pause for breath, Cecily dabbed at her mouth with her serviette and laid it on the table.

“I really must be off, Phoebe, I’m afraid. There is something that needs my attention at the hotel this afternoon.”

Phoebe nodded her understanding. “Yes, I must get back, too. Poor Algie will be wondering where I am.”

Poor Algie was most likely enjoying the respite, Cecily thought, and was immediately ashamed of her ignoble thought. To make up for it, she insisted on paying the bill, smiling at Phoebe’s half-hearted protest.

Arriving back at the hotel, Cecily made straight for Baxter’s office. She found him scrunched over his desk, busily adding up a long row of figures. He rose and buttoned his jacket as she entered the neatly arranged room.

“Finish what you were doing,” she said, seating herself in a chair, but he remained standing while he completed the page. She waited until he had scribbled down the total at the foot of the ledger, then said brightly, “Are we paying our way or do we have to sell the silver?”

He frowned at her. “We are barely keeping our heads above water, madam, which is the best we can expect this time of year.”

“Yes, I suppose.” She sighed. “Thanks to my sharp-tongued bank manager, we shall have to manage as best we can. Another three months until the season begins. I suppose we are lucky to have the business that we do.”

“Very fortunate, I would say, madam.”

She looked up at him, trying to gauge his mood. “I met Dr. Prestwick in the High Street today.” She wasn’t sure why she had mentioned it, but she saw his face darken. “I was with Phoebe,” she added, as if that made a difference.

“Yes, madam?”

“Yes, well, I invited him to the ball on Saturday.”

“I see.”


She wondered if he did. Deciding not to pursue the matter, she added lamely, “I just thought you should know, in case you wondered what he was doing there.”

“Undoubtedly the question would have occurred to me.”

He looked even more forbidding, and feeling decidedly vulnerable, Cecily rose to her feet. “Baxter, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Yes, madam?”

“I want to take a look at the card rooms. I’d appreciate it if you would accompany me.”

He seemed to go very still, as if bracing for the worst. “Is there a pressing reason for the inspection, madam?”

“As a matter of fact, yes, there is.” She quickly explained about Gertie recognizing the murder victim. “Imagine, Baxter, the man was actually here in this hotel, apparently just a few hours before he was killed. I’m afraid we can no longer ignore the facts. Someone has been using the card rooms for more than mere gambling.”

“I hesitate to point this out, madam, but as I have said many times before, you are bound to attract this corrupt element if you insist on running a gambling establishment on the premises. A woman of your standing simply cannot afford such recklessness. You are putting your reputation at great risk.”

“As you have indeed mentioned before, Baxter, to the point of becoming a bore. As I have also told you, many times, I merely rent the rooms to respected clients. What they choose to do in those rooms is not my affair. As long as they are not interfering with the rest of my guests, or the running of this hotel, I have no quarrel with the way they choose to spend their evenings.”

“If I may say so, madam, by deliberately ignoring the situation, you are sanctioning the gambling, and whatever the consequences might be.”

“Piffle!” For once Cecily’s even temper eluded her. Baxter was being particularly stubborn, and somehow she knew that it had more to do with her inviting the doctor to the ball than his concern for her good name.

She could feel her cheeks grow hot as she defended her position. “Might I remind you, Baxter, that as owner of this hotel, I decide what is or isn’t appropriate. Until this last weekend, we have had not one moment of trouble with the card rooms. I would also point out that the hotel makes more money in one night from those rooms than the guest suites make in an entire week.”

“I am fully aware of that, madam, but the point remains—”

“The point, Baxter, is that the Pennyfoot does a great deal of its business because of those card rooms and the privacy afforded the guests. We are in a unique position here, secluded as we are on the coast; yet so close to London. We must take advantage of it as best we can. The hotel badly needs the money, as you yourself pointed out not five minutes ago.”

“I can’t argue with that, madam. Regrettably.”

Her anger vanished as suddenly as it had risen. “I don’t want to argue with you at all, Baxter. As long as I’m not actually participating in the gambling, I really see no harm in it at all. Now, please, I need your cooperation in this if we are to solve this case before the inspector comes breathing down our necks. Sooner or later he is bound to find out what we know, and then I shall be helpless to do anything.”

He looked at her, and she knew very well that it was on the tip of his tongue to tell her he would welcome that state of affairs.

Instead he said quietly, “I’m afraid we are dealing with some very dangerous people. People who have already murdered one of their own, and who would very likely think nothing of eliminating anyone who threatened their enterprise.”

Cecily tried to ignore a little shiver of apprehension. “I am aware of that. But if my hotel is being used by a gang of jewel thieves, I want to know it. And I want to know who is involved.”

“I must beg you to reconsider and inform the police.”

“I will fight to the last to protect the Pennyfoot, Baxter,” she said quietly. “With or without you.”

His sigh resounded heavily in the silent room. “Yes, madam, I know that full well. Very well, I will say no more.”

“Good.” She patted his arm. “Then let’s get down there right away. Three of the card rooms are booked for this evening, and I don’t want to be interrupted in our search.”

She led the way quickly down the stairs, hearing Baxter’s measured tread behind her. The six card rooms lay below the staff rooms, in an annex off the cellar. They had once been part of an extensive wine cellar when the Pennyfoot was originally the country home of the Earl of Saltchester.

When James had bought the house and renovated it into the small exclusive hotel, he’d had no use for such an enormous space, and the rooms were added ostensibly for storage. It had been Cecily’s idea to rent them out for the card games, when one of the guests had inquired about a private room.

The cellar had its own separate entrance down a flight of steps leading from the yard behind the kitchen. The card rooms were on the other side of the wine racks, leading off a narrow corridor. Unless one of the staff went to the cellar to fetch wine, no one else had any reason to be there.

The popularity of the rooms had spread like wildfire since patrons could come and go virtually unnoticed, and for the most part they preferred it that way.

Cecily didn’t care for the cellar. Its musty smell and dank atmosphere made her think of prisons, for some reason. She hadn’t been down there since before James had died, and she was very glad of Baxter’s company as their footsteps echoed eerily amongst the racks of wine bottles.

Baxter examined each of the doors, but none of them appeared to have been tampered with. Producing a ring of keys, he unlocked the door of the first room and pushed it open. “After you, madam.”

She went through into the cramped space. There was just enough room for a round card table with six chairs, and a long, low sideboard, which was stocked generously with wines and spirits. An abundance of food was added on the evenings the room was occupied, enough to keep six people well fed all night.

Cecily made sure that the trays of ham, sausage, pressed beef, cold roast pheasant, grouse, partridge, lobster, cheeses, and fruit—not to mention the fresh-baked bread, scones, and teacakes—were all of the finest quality. Part of the evening’s pleasure was in the enjoyment of good food and wine.

“I really don’t know what to look for,” Cecily said, gazing around the tiny room, “but we might as well search it, just in case we can find something. You look in the sideboard, while I examine under the table.”

She’d covered every inch of the floor, even lifting up the carpet to look underneath, by the time Baxter had finished with his own inspection.

“Nothing, madam,” he declared when she questioned him with her eyebrows.

“Then on to the next one,” she said without much hope. She watched Baxter carefully lock the door. Whatever she’d hoped to find, it now seemed unlikely that these compact rooms could hide anything significant.

By the time they had searched the third room and found nothing, she was inclined to give up the search. It was Baxter, however, who insisted on finishing the job. He was probably afraid she’d come back later on her own, she thought ruefully. He needn’t concern himself on that point.

Once more she lifted the carpet while Baxter rummaged in the sideboard. This time, to her amazement, she saw what appeared to be a thin line cut into the parquet flooring. Examining it further, she saw it joined at right angles with another long cut.

“Baxter,” she said sharply, “please help me move this table aside, if you will. I want to take this carpet up all the way.”

“Yes, madam.” She heard the note of resignation in his voice, as if he was merely humoring her, but she was too tense to mind. She pulled a chair out of the way as he slid the table back as far as it would go against the wall.

Tugging on the carpet, she swept it out of the way. “Now look, Baxter. What do you make of that?”

Frowning, he squatted down to take a closer look. “It appears to be a piece cut into the floorboards.”

“Can you lift it?”

He gave her a startled look, then felt in his vest pocket for the knife he always carried to cut off the end of his cigars.


Holding her breath, she watched him slip the blade into the narrow end of the rectangle and lever it upward. The end lifted just enough for him to ease his fingers underneath. With a sharp pull, the entire piece of flooring came up like a cork out of a bottle, and Baxter sat back on his heels, staring at a large gaping hole in the floor.

“Good gracious,” he said softly, “would you just look at that.”





CHAPTER
13

“Well?” Cecily said impatiently. “What is it?”

“It appears to be a trapdoor. There are steps leading down….” He lifted a puzzled face to look at her. “It would seem that they lead to the tunnel.”

“The tunnel? That’s impossible.”

She moved closer so that she could look down into the square hole. The light from the gas lamps reflected on the narrow steps leading into the darkness. She could see nothing beyond them. But the damp air rose to cool her face, and the smell of the sea was unmistakable.

The tunnel, she knew, led to a private beach that belonged to the hotel. The Earl of Saltchester had the tunnel constructed for his family, so that they could come and go to the beach in complete privacy.

The original entrance was in the library, by way of several flights of steps. James had it sealed up, deeming it not only dangerous for the hotel guests to use, but also an inconvenience to have people traipsing through the library on their way from the beach.

“Someone must have opened the tunnel up again,” Cecily said, “with a new entrance. Without my knowledge or consent. I would very much like to know who went to all that trouble, and why they did so.”

“Obviously for no legitimate purpose,” Baxter said grimly. “I’ll have it sealed up again immediately.”

“No, not before we’ve taken a look down there.”

Baxter got slowly to his feet, dusting off the knees of his trousers. “I will take a look myself, madam, if you insist. But I can use the beach entrance to the tunnel. I think we should have this sealed up as soon as possible.”

“We don’t have time to use the beach entrance. This room is booked for the evening. And I don’t want this entrance sealed yet. Not until I know who is involved. I don’t want whoever it is to know we have discovered his little secret.”

He looked at her steadily. “You would like me to go down there now?”

“I would like us to go down there now, Baxter.”

“I was sure that you would.” He sighed. “Madam, I am quite capable of conducting a search on my own.”

“I am quite certain you are. But in the interests of time, it will surely be a lot faster if both of us were searching. Standing here arguing about it is only taking up more precious time.”

“We will need a lamp for each of us.”

“There are two hanging on the end of the wine racks.”

Giving in at last, he moved to the door. “You will wait until I get back with the lamps?”

He’d said it more as a command than a question, and she sighed. “Yes, Baxter, I’ll wait. But please hurry.”

He was back in less than a minute, but to Cecily waiting in a fever of impatience beside the dark hole in the floor, it seemed to take forever.

He handed her one of the oil lamps, which he’d already lit, and with the other swinging from his hand, he turned his back to the opening and began to descend the steps backward.

“Please wait until I’ve reached the bottom,” he said as his head reached floor level. “I want to be ready to catch you if you should fall.”

She grimaced but said nothing as he climbed lower. The distance to the floor of the tunnel was greater than she’d expected. Several long, anxious seconds passed before he reached the bottom step and finally turned his face up to her.

“Be very careful, madam, I implore you. Those are not the sturdiest steps. Whoever constructed them was not an experienced carpenter, by any means.”

“No, Baxter,” she said, hanging onto the lamp with one hand while she steadied herself with the other, “he was most likely a jewel thief.” And, she added silently, she could only hope and pray he wasn’t also a chef.

The chill of the tunnel took her by surprise, and she wished she’d brought a wrap. But then, she hadn’t bargained on climbing down into the bowels of the earth when she’d suggested searching the rooms.

Feeling blindly for each step with her foot, she lowered herself into the eerie darkness, lit only by the faint beam swooping back and forth from her lamp, and the small pool of light near the base of the steps, where Baxter waited for her.

Hampered by her long skirt and the soft soles of her house shoes, it took longer for her to reach the bottom than it had Baxter. Not for the first time she reflected on how much easier some things would be for women if they could wear trousers like the men. Not just for riding bicycles, but for all physical activities.

She could hear Baxter’s harsh breathing as she neared the bottom of the steps, and knew he was concerned for her. She gave him a wide smile as she stepped onto solid ground again. “There,” she said, a trifle out of breath, “that wasn’t as bad as I expected.”

She held the lantern high above her head to shed as much light as possible. James had always been afraid of the tunnel collapsing and had forbidden her to enter it. But her innate curiosity had got the better of her one day, and she’d explored the beach end of the tunnel while James had been otherwise occupied.

She had never been this far in, however, and had to admit that she really didn’t care for the sensation—though she would never express that thought aloud.

The air was damp, with a strong odor of seaweed and decayed fish. She could feel the cold through the soles of her shoes, and her skin shivered with it.

“Come, Baxter,” she said, her voice echoing strangely in the yawning blackness in front of them, “let’s get this over with as quickly as possible.”

“I couldn’t agree more heartily,” Baxter said with feeling.

He started to move ahead, and she said quickly, “I think we should stay fairly close together. If you look to the right and I look to the left, we should be able to cover the entire floor of the tunnel.”

He waited for her to draw level with him, then lifted the lantern to shoulder height.

She did the same and peered at the uneven walls of the tunnel that had been hacked into the chalky cliffs. She tried to ignore the large chunks of powdery chalk scattered about.

James’s warning rang in her head, and she pushed the thought away, concentrating instead on searching the ground in the hope of finding some clue to the identity of the person responsible for all this anxiety.

For long, interminable minutes the shadows leapt and danced across the white rock face, while the wind whistled and sighed through the tunnel. It would be growing dark outside, Cecily thought, and wondered how long it would take them to get back. She hoped to return before the guests arrived for their evening of cards.

She stepped on a stone, and it bit painfully into her foot. Baxter heard her soft exclamation and swung his lantern toward her.

“Madam?”

She shook her head at the pale shadow of his face behind the flame. “It’s all right, Baxter. Just a pebble.”

He started to swing the lantern back again, and as he did so, she caught sight of something small and dark lying just ahead of them.

“Wait, Baxter. What is that?” She swung her own lamp higher and hurried forward, her eyes fixed on the square object.

“Please don’t touch anything, madam. Let me look at it first.”

She paid no heed to him as she reached the object and stooped to pick it up. She knew what it was right away. Carefully she lowered the lamp to stand it by her feet, then opened the padded jewel case she held in her hands. The red velvet interior held the imprint of a piece of jewelry that was no longer there.

“I think we have found the evidence we are looking for,” she said slowly. “I imagine this once contained a necklace taken from Lady Smythe-Bedford’s house in London.”

She heard Baxter mutter something too low for her to hear. Staring down at the empty case, she felt quite ill. Although she had suspected that the thieves had used the Pennyfoot, having the proof right there in her hands, eliminating any doubt whatsoever, suddenly brought to full force the enormity of the situation.

“Oh, Baxter,” she said brokenly, “whatever shall we do?”

She heard him draw a sharp breath, and knew he was as distressed as she felt. “I’m sorry, madam,” he muttered, sounding angry. “I wish there was something I could do, but I’m afraid it’s out of our hands now. We have to inform the police.”

“No,” she whispered. Then louder, “No, I will not. I will find out who is responsible for this, and I will find some way to bring him to justice without implicating the Pennyfoot.”

“Madam, I understand how you feel, but that would be impossible—”

She closed the case with a snap. “No, Baxter. Difficult, I grant you, but not impossible. I will find a way. But first we have to know who the ringleader is in all this.”

“May I suggest, madam, that our first priority is to return the way we came, before someone discovers where we are?”

“Oh, heavens, you’re quite right, of course.” She handed the case to him, saying, “Hide this inside your jacket, in the event we bump into someone.”

He took it from her, and she stooped to pick up the lantern, sending light dancing once more over the craggy walls. In no time, it seemed, they were back at the steps, with the trapdoor opening sending a shaft of welcome light to cut through the darkness.

Cecily climbed the steps as quickly as her skirts would allow, pausing to peep over the edge of the hole just in case someone should be there. Had she not been so concerned about the fate of the hotel, she would have smiled at the droll thought of how surprised one of her guests would be to see her head pop up at their feet.

Standing in the room, she waited anxiously for Baxter to climb out then replace the trapdoor. In a matter of seconds they had the carpet back in place and the table and chairs moved to their original position. And not a moment too soon.

Cecily was busily dusting the chalky dust from her skirts when the door opened and Gertie stood in the doorway with a loaded tray of food. Her jaw dropped in surprise as she stared first at Cecily, then at Baxter standing behind her.

Aware of how it must look to find the two of them alone in the small room, looking somewhat disheveled, Cecily was sure, she could quite understand Gertie’s astonishment.

She heard Baxter’s stifled groan, just as Gertie said wonderingly, “Begging your pardon, mum, but I didn’t know anyone was in here. I mean—”

“It’s quite all right, Gertie.” As nonchalantly as she could manage, Cecily lifted her lantern and twisted the wick down to shut off the flame. “Baxter and I were just examining the card rooms to decide if we could enlarge them.”

Gertie’s gaze moved slowly down to the lantern. Her expression clearly said that she found it difficult to understand why they should need two oil lanterns when the rooms were adequately lit by the gas lamps.

“You may go ahead and stock the sideboard, Gertie,” Cecily added, sweeping majestically toward the door. “We have quite finished with our inspection.”


“Yes, mum.” Gertie stood back to let them pass, her eyes as wide as saucers.

Baxter hung the two lanterns back on the wine racks, and Cecily could tell by his face how deeply mortified he was. No doubt there would be much speculation below stairs over the incident, but she was quite sure it would die down very shortly. Had she not been so preoccupied with their recent discovery, she would have enjoyed the moment immensely.

As it was, she could hardly wait to get out of Gertie’s earshot before saying to Baxter, “Have you time for a word in the library before the evening meal?”

He gave her a look from under lowered brows. “In the interest of appearances, madam, perhaps it would be as well if we were to conduct any conversation between us in a more public place. At least for the time being.”

She shook her head at him. In spite of the fact that he’d been scrambling about in a filthy underground tunnel, he looked remarkably well-groomed. His hair was immaculate as usual, having no doubt been smoothed down by a quick hand in the card room. Except for the slight smear of chalk on one knee, one would never know he’d been out of his office.

“You know, Baxter,” she said, tipping her head to one side, “you would be so much happier if you learned how to relax.”

“Yes, madam.” The slight squaring of his shoulders suggested he had no intention of doing any such thing.

“And I am not prepared to discuss anything with you in a public area,” Cecily added, “where anyone might overhear. Besides, how would I be able to smoke your cigars if everyone could see me?”

He pursed his lips, but said nothing, apparently realizing it would be pointless to argue. “I have a few minutes to spare, madam, if you would care to join me in the library?”

She nodded with satisfaction. “That’s a very good idea, Baxter. And while we are there, I can enjoy a smoke.” Ignoring his frown of disapproval, she led the way down the hall to the library.

“I tell you, they were standing there, looking as guilty as a nipper with his hand in the biscuit tin,” Gertie said, nodding emphatically at Ethel. “They had dust all over them, like they’d been rolling on the blinking floor.”

She’d met Ethel in the lobby on her way back to the kitchen and couldn’t wait to tell her the juicy gossip. To her intense frustration, Ethel slapped a hand over her mouth and exploded with laughter.

“Madam and Mr. Baxter? Go on, Gertie, pull the other one. Can you imagine Mr. Baxter rolling on the floor with anyone, leave alone madam? She’d probably poke him one in the eye.”

“They was, I tell you. Madam made up some story about inspecting the room, but I ask you, why would they ’ave a bleeding lamp in their hands if that’s all they was up to?”

Ethel shook her head and peered up at Gertie’s face. “You haven’t been at Michel’s brandy, have you?”

Offended, Gertie drew her head back. “Whatcha mean? ’Course I haven’t.”

“Well, you just tell me something. What would they need a lamp for if they was rolling on the floor together? Tell me that, Miss Clever Drawers.”

Gertie stared at her, seeing her big story fading away into nothing. “Well, all I can say is they looked bloody guilty about something. I always did think old Baxter had a fancy for madam. I seen the way he looks at her sometimes.”

“Go on, you’re daft, Gertie Brown, that you are. Seeing too many stars in your eyes just ’cos you’re getting married on Saturday.”

Gertie’s stomach gave a little jump, the way it always did when she thought about the wedding. Then she narrowed her eyes, noticing something for the first time. “Blimey, look at you, all done up like a bleeding Christmas tree. Thought you was going to wear your pink cotton frock?”

Ethel tossed her head, the light catching the white ribbon rose in her hair. She wore her usual navy blue wool coat, but underneath it Gertie could see the embroidered hem and Gibson collar of Ethel’s best white lawn visiting dress.

“I felt like dressing up a bit, that’s all. It isn’t every day a girl gets to dance with a hero.”

Gertie grinned and dug her elbow into Ethel’s side. “Well, luv, you’d better bleeding watch out. Seein’ you done up like that, he’s likely to do a lot more than dance.”

For once she didn’t get the reaction she expected. Instead, Ethel lifted her face with a look Gertie had never seen there before and said, all hoity-toity like, “Well, if he does, Gertie Brown, I’ll never tell, so there.”

With that, she turned and pranced across the lobby to the door, with Gertie staring open-mouthed after her.

“I think,” Cecily said, leaning back in her chair to watch the smoke from her cigar drift up to the ceiling, “that we can assume the jewels are brought down from London and hidden in the card room, then transported later through the tunnel to a boat waiting near the beach. Since the beach is hidden from the road, it is an ideal setup. It would be a simple matter to ship the jewels to the Continent, where it would be so much easier to dispose of them.”

Standing by the door, Baxter looked quite unhappy. “It is most distressing to think of the Pennyfoot being used in this manner.”

“I most certainly agree. It is even more distressing to think someone was murdered in the course of events. We can only be thankful he was killed in the woods and not right here in the hotel.”

She frowned, tapping her fingernails on the table. “Baxter, doesn’t that seem rather odd to you?”

“Odd, madam?”

“That the man was murdered so far from the hotel? If he was one of the jewel thieves, what was he doing out by Deep Willow Pond? It would seem to me that if the purpose of his being in Badgers End was to deliver the jewels, and possibly receive payment for them, he would need to go no farther than this hotel. In fact, to do so, it seems to me, would be to take a greater risk of being seen.”

“Perhaps the murder has nothing to do with the jewel robberies after all.”

“Then why was a copy of the hotel menu found on the floor of the vestry, the night the bodies were exchanged?” Cecily puffed at her cigar, her eyes narrowed in concentration. “No, I feel it is all connected somewhere. It’s just a matter of fitting all the pieces together. And it would be a lot easier to do that if we knew who was organizing this entire escapade.”

“That, I fear, would be difficult to do.”

“I don’t agree. After all, we can narrow it down to three persons. All of whom had a key to the card rooms on Sunday night.”

She looked up at Baxter, who was watching her with a wary expression on his square features. “Three men, Baxter. All of whom I have known for years. Though I don’t particularly care for any of them, nevertheless I would have vouched for their integrity. Three men I have trusted implicitly, as James did before me.”

She tapped the ash from her cigar and watched it fall into the ashtray. “Jeremy Kent, the son of Michel’s landlady. Lord Chickering, a regular guest at this hotel. And my own bank manager, Martin Campbell.”

She looked back at Baxter. “One of those three men has to be the ringleader behind this organization. But which one, Baxter? And how do we find out who he is?”





CHAPTER
14

Ethel was quite sure she’d never heard anything so beautiful as the music played in the church hall that night. Which was very strange, since Lydia Willoughby was quite the most dreadful pianist she’d ever heard. And Sally Plunkett kept getting her fingers caught in the strings of the harp, and old Bridie Halloway’s violin sounded like someone had stepped on a cat’s tail.

But as Joe Salter waltzed her around the floor in a dizzying pattern of circles, the music blended together as sweet as an angel’s choir. She hated the music to end, but eventually Lydia struck the last discord, and the dancers came to a breathless halt.

It seemed to Ethel as if Joe released her gloved hand a little reluctantly, and the thought made her heart beat even faster. She followed him over to the refreshment table, hoping her nose wasn’t too shiny from all the exertion. Fluttering her fan in front of her face, she accepted the glass of lemonade he offered her.

“Would you care to sit down?” he asked her, and when she gave him a shy nod, he smiled in a way that sent tiny little shivers down her back.

He chose two chairs on the opposite wall from the musicians, which meant she didn’t have to raise her voice too loudly to speak to him. She was determined to act like a proper lady.

There were some who would say that Joe was only a farmer and wouldn’t know the difference. But she knew better. Joe Salter might be only a farmer, but he was a hero and a gentleman. She was fairly bursting with pride to be seen associating with him. Even soppy Sally was giving her envious looks across the room.

Ethel looked up at Joe, who was watching the dancers perform a vigorous polka around the floor. Some of the girls were pretty, though she felt sure she had the loveliest frock.

Determined to draw Joe’s attention away from the other females, Ethel said loudly, “Have they found out who dumped Dr. McDuff in the pond yet?”

He seemed startled as he looked down at her. “I don’t know. I don’t reckon the police would tell me if they did. They like to keep those things secret till they make an arrest.”

“I suppose it was the same man what murdered that poor bloke in the coffin. Wonder if they’ll ever find him.”

Joe shrugged. “Depends on what clues they find, I reckon. Perhaps the keys will help.”

Ethel’s ears pricked up. Rumors about the murdered man and his possible executioner had been a hot topic for the past couple of days around the Pennyfoot. But no one had mentioned any keys. Hoping to be the first with this latest tidbit, Ethel asked casually, “What keys would those be, then?”

Joe looked extremely uncomfortable. “Don’t say anything about it to anyone, lass. I wasn’t supposed to mention it to anyone. It slipped out just now when I wasn’t thinking.”


“I won’t breathe a word,” Ethel said earnestly, flattered to think Joe was divulging such an important secret.

“Well, the lads found some keys lying by the pond. Strange-looking they were. I saw them before Constable Northcott took them away. Wouldn’t have known they were keys if he hadn’t said. They didn’t look like any keys I’ve ever seen before.”

Fascinated more by the way his lips moved than the words he was saying, Ethel tried to concentrate. “What did they look like, then?”

“Looked like the wide part at the end had been filed down. They were all hanging on a thin brass ring, and there was a penny with a hole punched through it threaded on there with them.”

Ethel sat up straight, her eyes widening. She’d seen keys like that before. Hanging on Mrs. Chubb’s belt. The master keys to the rooms. But they couldn’t be them. She’d seen Mrs. Chubb that night, and she’d still had her keys. Ethel remembered them jangling as she walked. Mrs. Chubb always jangled when she walked. Ethel was sure she would have noticed if she hadn’t.

“You say the police have got the keys now?” she said, wondering if she should tell him.

“I suppose so. More’n likely, once they find out who they belong to, they’ll find the murderer.”

Ethel swallowed. No, she’d better not say nothing. Better wait until she got back to the hotel and tell Mrs. Chubb. After all, she hadn’t exactly promised Joe she wouldn’t tell, and this seemed important. If the housekeeper had lost her keys, or given them to somebody, she was going to be very surprised to find out where they were found.

“Is something the matter?” Joe asked, looking concerned.

Ethel shook her head, hiding her face for a moment behind her fan. She couldn’t do much about it now, and she wasn’t going to waste this precious evening worrying about it neither.

She lowered the fan and smiled up at Joe. “I would like another dance, though,” she told him, amazed at her boldness. Gertie would be right proud of her, she would.


* * *

Gertie was engaged in another violent argument with Ian as they stood in the cold outside the kitchen door.

“What are people going to think?” Ian demanded, the stubborn set to his face making him look ferocious in the light from the kitchen windows. “They’ll think I can’t afford to take care of my wife proper, that’s what.”

“I don’t bleeding care what they think,” Gertie said, jutting out her chin. “I ain’t going to give up my job at the Pennyfoot, so there. You can either like it, Ian Rossiter, or you can bleeding well lump it.”

Ian folded his arms across his chest, and for a moment Gertie felt scared. She’d never seen him so angry. “I’m not going to allow no wife of mine to work, and that’s the end of it. So if you want to marry me, Gertie, you will have to bloody well get used to the idea.”

Tossing her head back, she faced him in defiance. “Ho, indeed? Well, if that’s the way you want it, you can bleeding well have it. ’Cos I’m not going to marry you, Ian Rossiter. Not now. Not never. So drop bleeding dead for all I care.”

She spun around so fast, her skirt twisted about her ankles. Cursing, she jerked the door open and flung herself into the kitchen.

Mrs. Chubb was standing by the stove, making some hot cocoa. The housekeeper opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment the door flew open again, and Ethel seemed to float into the room. Her coat was open, and her white dress billowed out in front of her as she moved across the tiled floor.

“Well,” Mrs. Chubb said, looking sternly at her, “you look like the cat that stole the cream.”

Ethel came to a stop and clasped both hands over her fan, bringing it to her bosom. “I had a wonderful time, Mrs. Chubb. Joe Salter is the most handsome man on this earth. And the bravest.”

“Shit,” Gertie said rudely.

Mrs. Chubb’s outraged face swiveled round to look at her. “There’s no call for that, young lady. Watch your mouth, if you don’t want it washed out with soap. Whatever next!”


Gertie felt a rush of resentment. It was bad enough that twit Ethel stood there all starry-eyed over some bloke when she and Ian had just broken up. But to have Mrs. Chubb give her what-for as well—that was too much.

“She’ll find out soon enough,” she said, glaring at Ethel. “They’re all the same. Tell you anything to ’ave their way with you, then they think they bleeding well own you.”

Mrs. Chubb uttered a sharp exclamation as the milk on the stovetop fizzed to a boil. Lifting the heavy saucepan off the grate, she said in a tired voice, “I suppose you had another row with Ian?”

“Too bloody right I had another row.” Kicking her skirt straight, Gertie stomped across the floor to the stove and held out her chilled hands to its warmth. “And it’s the last bleeding row,” she muttered. “I’ve told him I don’t want to marry him.”

In unison, Mrs. Chubb and Ethel gasped.

Feeling slightly appeased by their reaction, Gertie twisted around to face them. “That’s right. Me bleeding mind’s made up, so you might as well be the first ones to know. There ain’t going to be no wedding this Saturday after all.”

Cecily received word early the next morning that Dr. Prestwick was waiting in the lobby to call on her. She had just finished her breakfast when Mrs. Chubb brought the message.

Cecily thanked the housekeeper and asked her to show the visitor into the drawing room. She was turning away when Mrs. Chubb cleared her throat.

“If you have a moment, mum, there’s something I’d like to speak to you about.”

Surprised, Cecily turned back to look at the flustered woman. “Is it important, Mrs. Chubb? I don’t like to keep a gentleman waiting.”

“It won’t take a moment, mum, and it’s something I think you need to hear.”

Alerted by the troubled expression on the housekeeper’s round face, Cecily nodded. “Very well, Mrs. Chubb. What is it?”


“It’s Ethel, mum. Seems she was at the church hall last night and had occasion to speak with Joe Salter.”

Wondering where all this was leading, Cecily waited for the housekeeper to continue.

“Well, mum, seems as how Mr. Salter told our Ethel about some keys that were found at the pond, the morning he saved the boy.”

And the morning Dr. McDuff’s body was discovered, Cecily added inwardly, her senses sharpening. “Go on, Mrs. Chubb.”

“Well, mum, when Mr. Salter described the keys to Ethel, she thought she recognized them.”

Sensing what was coming, Cecily braced herself. “And?”

“Well, Ethel says as how they sound exactly like my keys.” Mrs. Chubb lifted the ring of keys dangling from her belt and fingered the large copper penny strung on it. “Even to the penny on them, mum.”

“How very strange.” Cecily smiled at the housekeeper. “But since you still have yours, she must have been mistaken.”

“Yes, mum. In any case, the police have taken them now. But I was just wondering. … I know you keep a spare set, and I thought—”

Cecily firmly shook her head. At all costs, she had to convince Mrs. Chubb that Ethel had been imagining things—although her own rising apprehension told her that there could well be something to Ethel’s story. It would explain how an uninvited guest had entered an unoccupied room.

She would certainly have to confirm now that the spare set of keys was in Baxter’s office, and as soon as possible. If Inspector Cranshaw had the keys in his possession … it didn’t bear thinking about.

“No, Mrs. Chubb. Mr. Baxter has the second set safely in his keeping. In any case, I hardly think it possible that a set of Pennyfoot master keys would be lying out there by Deep Willow Pond in the middle of winter.”

Mrs. Chubb looked immensely relieved. “That’s exactly what I told Ethel, mum. When she told me that Joe … Mr. Salter said as how the police had the keys, I knew it couldn’t be a set of ours. Fair turned her head that young man has, though not so young, is he? I just hope that girl knows what she’s up to, that’s all.”

Cecily patted the housekeeper’s broad shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Chubb. Ethel is a sensible girl. I’m quite sure she is well able to handle the situation. And I know Mr. Salter. He seems like a very nice man.”

“Don’t they all,” Mrs. Chubb said darkly, “until you find out what they’re really like.” She looked up at Cecily with an anxious frown. “I wasn’t going to mention it, mum, because I don’t know how serious it is, but perhaps you ought to know …”

Oh, heavens, Cecily thought. What now? Surely not more bad news?

“It’s Gertie, mum,” Mrs. Chubb said, massaging her plump hands. “She says she’s called off the wedding.”

Cecily sighed. “Wedding nerves, Mrs. Chubb, as I’m sure you know. I hope I can trust you to deal with it?”

“That’s what I think, too, mum. I’ll take care of it, never fear.”

She didn’t look too convinced as she hurried away, and Cecily felt a stab of misgiving. That’s all she needed. A canceled wedding on top of everything else.

But that was a mere irritation compared to the news about the keys. The last time she had seen the spare ring they were hanging from a hook on the end of Baxter’s bookshelf. She couldn’t remember if she’d seen them during the last few days, but surely he would have missed them had they not been there?

She didn’t have time to go and ask him now, with Dr. Prestwick most likely pacing impatiently back and forth in the drawing room. She could only hope that one of the guests hadn’t wandered in and cornered him. He wouldn’t be too pleased about that. People always had a tendency to relate their health problems to a doctor, no matter where they might meet him.

She patted her chignon to make sure she had no wayward strands before heading for the drawing room. As it was, she reflected, the good doctor was most likely disappointed she hadn’t received him in her suite. Or in the library, where they would have more privacy.

But she could just imagine Baxter’s reaction had she consented to that. Though why she should worry one whit what Baxter thought was beyond her.

Dr. Prestwick was indeed pacing back and forth when she reached the drawing room, which was otherwise empty. His hat and gloves lay on one of the brocade armchairs, and he’d dropped his umbrella into the stand beside the fireplace.

His face broke into smiles when he saw her. “Mrs. Sinclair, how very nice to see you again.”

Since Cecily wasn’t wearing gloves, he didn’t offer to take her hand. She was rather relieved she wouldn’t have to deal with the warmth of his lips on her fingers. “Dr. Prestwick. It is most pleasant to see you, too. Would you care for some tea? Coffee?”

“No, thank you, madam. I cannot stay too long. I merely passed by to thank you again for your invitation to the ball, and to inquire if I shall need a card to attend.”

“I was intending to have one sent to you, Doctor, but since you are here, I will be happy to have you supplied with one now. If you will accompany me to the reception area?”

“Thank you, madam. After looking forward to the event with such anticipation, I should have been most disappointed had I been turned away at the door.”

“I can assure you, Doctor, I would not have allowed that to happen.” She smiled at him, once more disturbed by the intensity of his dark eyes.

“I trust you will have a dance card for the event, madam?”

“Most of my guests will, of course. As for myself, I haven’t danced since my husband died.”

“Then we must remedy that, madam. If you would honor me this next Saturday at the ball, I should be delighted to request a dance.”

For some reason her heart was bumping about in a most ridiculous manner. To her immense surprise, she heard herself say, “And I should be happy to accept, Dr. Prestwick.”

“Then may I be the first to sign your card?”

“I shall make a point of it, sir.”


He smiled at her, a slow smile full of hidden meaning. Flustered, she turned quickly to the door. “If you will come with me, Dr. Prestwick, I will see that you receive your invitation.”

Acutely aware of him directly behind her, she hurried down the hall to the lobby. As she reached the reception desk, Baxter appeared at the head of the kitchen stairs. His face was a mask of indifference, but she could tell by the rigidness of his back that he was displeased at the sight of her companion.

The presence of her manager reminded her of the latest turn of events, and she made haste to see that the doctor was issued his card before she bid him goodbye at the door.

Turning back, she saw Baxter hovering by the grandfather clock, displaying an inordinate interest in the pendulum as it swung to and fro.

Coming up behind him, she said sweetly, “I trust the clock is in working order?”

He turned his frosty gaze on her. At times Baxter could look quite intimidating. “As far as I can see, madam.”

“Well, if you could possibly see your way clear to tearing yourself away from this fascinating object, I should like a word with you in the library.”

One of his eyebrows twitched slightly; otherwise his expression remained frozen as he answered, “Very well, madam.”

Once more she led the way down the hall, no less unsettled by Baxter’s heavy tread behind her. He really was being ridiculously solicitous. She was a grown woman, for heaven’s sake, and not inexperienced. Did he really suppose she would be unable to handle someone like Dr. Prestwick? He always supposed there was a situation for him to handle.

And what business of Baxter’s was it, anyway? He really was taking this promise to James too far, particularly when it interfered with her personal life. Surprised at the sharpness of her resentment, she made an effort to calm herself as they reached the door of the library.

She waited for Baxter to open the door, then strode into the room and plopped herself down most inelegantly on the nearest chair. She would have it out with him once and for all, she told herself. She would remain calm and rational.

She looked up at him standing by the door, his gaze fixed on a point above her head. “I would like a cigar,” she announced.

Without a word he stepped forward, extracted the package from his breast pocket, and handed it to her. Her heart gave an uneasy twist when she realized how upset he was. Whatever was the matter with him?

She wondered if perhaps he had some information about Dr. Prestwick of which she was not aware. If so, she hoped most fervently that he would enlighten her. She took a cigar from the pack and handed it back to him.

His hand was quite steady as he lit the cigar for her, and she sat back in her chair, watching him narrowly through the haze of smoke. It wasn’t like Baxter to miss the chance to argue about her smoking.

Deciding that their differences could wait, she said quietly, “Baxter, where is your set of master keys?”

His gaze finally rested on her face, though still with a decided chill in his eyes. “Where they always are, madam. Hanging in my office.”

“Are you certain about that, Baxter?”

“As certain as I can be, madam.”

She hoped he was right. Oh, how she hoped he was right. “Would you care to go back to your office and verify that for me?”

He looked at her for a long moment, his puzzlement clearly written on his face. “Might I inquire why, madam?”

“I shall explain when you return, Baxter.”

“Yes, madam.”

She watched the door close behind him and drew thoughtfully on the cigar. Shifting her gaze to James’s portrait, she murmured aloud, “Oh, James, if you had realized what a kettle of fish you were handing me when you asked for my promise to keep the Pennyfoot, I wonder if you would have been so insistent.”

It seemed as if there had been nothing but trouble at the hotel ever since James had died, she thought, watching the ash grow long on the dark brown cylinder in her hand. Or perhaps it was because she was now responsible for the problems.

She hadn’t fully realized before what a tremendous undertaking it was to run a hotel like the Pennyfoot. She let her glance wander around the quiet room.

The dark paneling beneath the ornate ceiling was quite beautiful to look at, and the gleaming chandelier with its dozens of tiny gas lamps above the long table was most striking.

She loved this room with its rows of bookshelves, the huge marble fireplace, and of course James’s portrait above the mantelpiece, where a portrait of the Earl of Saltchester had once hung.

How sad it must have been for the earl to give up his home. She could imagine how he must have felt. Much the same as she would feel now if she had to give up the Pennyfoot. She sighed and tapped the thick wedge of ash from the cigar.

No, it did not matter what James had made her promise under great duress. With or without his request she would have felt the same way. She loved the Pennyfoot Hotel. It was her home now, and the people in it were like family to her. She would fight for the hotel now, and through all the problems that might lie ahead in the future. Not only for James, but for her own integrity.

She raised the cigar in the air and smiled at the image of James on the wall. “To us, dear James. And to the Pennyfoot. Long may we reign.”

The tap on the door jolted her, and she stubbed out her cigar before calling out, “Come in!”

The door opened, and Baxter walked in, his face grave. She knew before he spoke what he would tell her.

“I’m afraid, madam, that the master keys appear to be missing. I have no idea where they could be.”
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“Perhaps,” Baxter said quietly as Cecily continued to stare at him in dismay, “you should tell me where they are, since you appear to be aware of their disappearance.”

“I’m afraid they are probably in the hands of the police.” She pushed the ashtray away from her with a shove that sent it skidding along the table.

Baxter stepped forward and deftly caught it before it flew off the end. “And what would the police want with our master keys?”

“They were found lying by the side of Deep Willow Pond, the morning Dr. McDuff’s body was found floating beneath the ice.” She gave him a look of despair. “Though why Joe Salter didn’t tell me that when I spoke with him, I do not know.”

Baxter’s brows wrinkled. “Joe Salter?”


“He was the one who told Ethel about the keys, and she told Mrs. Chubb.”

“Who in turn told you. Well, thank heavens for the grapevine.”

She looked up at him sharply. “This is no time for sarcasm, Baxter. If the keys have been in Inspector’s Cranshaw’s possession for three days, he undoubtedly has realized there is a connection to this hotel somewhere. I expect him to come pounding on the door just about any minute now.”

“I think you might be overestimating the situation, madam. The keys would have to be recognized in order to establish their origin.”

“Well, that certainly wouldn’t take very long. I’m sure someone as observant as Inspector Cranshaw would recognize them instantly. The penny is most distinctive.”

“Perhaps, but unless the inspector had reason to examine Mrs. Chubb’s attire—and I do not recall his having had the opportunity to do so—he would not have seen them before. I am quite sure he has never been inside my office. And even the inspector would have to be quite brilliant to deduce that the penny on a ring of keys denotes the Pennyfoot Hotel. Eventually, perhaps. But not right away.”

“Baxter,” Cecily said patiently, “how many hotels are there in this area that would use a set of master keys?”

“Only one, madam, I grant you. But the inspector is not dealing with hotels. He is dealing with a murderer and possibly a gang of thieves. Would he not assume that the keys belong to the thieves? Thieves who for the past several months have successfully broken into some of the wealthiest homes in London?”

Cecily let out her breath on a long sigh. “Baxter, did I ever tell you how comforting you can be at times? Why didn’t I think of that?”

His mouth twitched in a half smile. “Thank you, madam. Most likely your concern for the hotel closed your mind to any other possibilities.”

“Undoubtedly. I do feel, however, a certain sense of urgency. It can only be a matter of time before the inspector puts something together. We must solve this case just as quickly as possible, before he can connect the Pennyfoot to any of this.”

“Yes, madam,” Baxter agreed dutifully, though Cecily could hear the skepticism in his voice. She could hardly blame him. She was beginning to have serious doubts herself that she would succeed in uncovering the murderer, and possibly the ringleader of the jewel thieves.

Even if she were able to do so before the police closed in, the task of seeing justice served without implicating the Pennyfoot seemed remote at best. But she had to try. And if she failed, she would at least know she had done her very best. But then, if she did indeed fail, that would be very little compensation.

“You’ve got to eat something, Gertie, my girl,” Mrs. Chubb said, folding her arms across her ample bosom. “You can’t put in a day’s work on an empty stomach, that you can’t. You’ll be fainting dead away, you mark my words.”

“I ain’t hungry.” Gertie lifted the tray of silverware with a grunt. “I can’t eat if I ain’t bleeding hungry.” She stomped across the kitchen and hooked the door open with her foot, then disappeared into the hallway.

Mrs. Chubb sighed and looked at Michel, who stood by the oven, guarding a large pan. The delicious aroma of fried lobster roes and bacon made her feel hungry. It would be another hour before the staff could think about eating.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do with that girl,” she muttered, “’pon my word, I don’t. Too stubborn for her own good, that she is. She wants to marry Ian, I know she does, and he wants to marry her. I don’t know why she’s creating all this fuss. In my day we did what we were told.”

“The world is changing, Mrs. Chubb. It is … ’ow you say? … liberating.”

“Liberating, my foot. If you ask me, all this stuff and nonsense about women’s rights causes nothing but trouble. Look at all the havoc those suffragettes have caused. And where’s it going to get them, I’d like to know? Thrown into prison for the most part, that’s what.”


“They have a cause, these ladies. And Gertie? She has the cause, also. To say how she feels. That is so terrible, yes?”

Amazed that Michel should be so supportive of a cause that most men bitterly condemned, Mrs. Chubb could only shake her head.

Michel shook the pan, making the roes sizzle in a puff of blue smoke, then began turning them with a knife. “I will have a word with her,” he said. “She might listen to a man’s opinion, yes?”

“If you can get through that thick head of hers, then good luck to you, that’s what I say,” the housekeeper muttered, still taken aback at this sudden display of understanding. Something must have happened to Michel recently. He’d always been so standoffish before, as if he were above the rest of them. Not like him, it wasn’t, to take on the problems of the kitchen staff.

“Well,” she said, taking off her pinafore, “I don’t have time to stand here and gossip. I’m off to do my inspection.”

She reached the door just as Gertie arrived back with the empty tray. “For gawd’s sake, girl, set your cap on straight, will you! Fancy going into the dining room looking like a guttersnipe. And get a move on. The serviettes have all got to be folded and set on the tables yet, and it’s almost twelve.”

Gertie mumbled something under her breath, but with an exasperated sigh Mrs. Chubb rushed off to do her inspection.

And good riddance, Gertie thought. She’d just about had enough of her nagging. She wasn’t in the mood to listen to it no more.

Feeling more miserable than ever, she picked up the top serviette from the pile on the table and began folding it into a tulip shape.

“Mrs. Chubb, she tell me you have a spat with your amor, yes?” Michel said from across the room.

Startled, Gertie glanced up, then back at the folds of linen taking shape in her hands. “I told him to get lost,” she mumbled. “I don’t want no bastard telling me what to do.”

“He is only thinking of you, ma petite. He does not want you to work too hard, that is all.”

“That’s a load of cod’s wallop and you know it.” Gertie stood the folded serviette on the tray and tackled the next one. “All he’s bleeding thinking about is himself. Worried about what people think, that’s all it is. Don’t matter about me, what I want.”

The roes sizzled loudly as Michel shook the pan again and removed it from the hot plate. “Your lover, he cares. He is frightened, that is all. If he does not ’ave the control, he does not keep the woman. This man, he does not want to lose you.”

“He’s already bleeding lost me, ain’t he.” Gertie looked at Michel, still unable to believe he was talking to her like this. “How do you know so blinking much, anyway? You ain’t even married.”

“Ah, but I was,” Michel said, tipping the steaming roes onto a large silver platter. “Once I had a beautiful wife. We were very much in love … and to a Frenchman, love is everything, n’est ce pas?”

“Go on,” Gertie said, forgetting her own troubles in her fascination. “What happened, then?”

“I lost her.” Michel shook his head, his big hat wobbling from side to side. “Over something so simple. So silly. Just a little quarrel. But I was stubborn … I was so certain I was right. I took another lover, just to show her how independent I was.”

Gertie stared as a large tear appeared in the corner of the chef’s eye. “She drowned herself,” he said mournfully. “In the Seine. It was so tragic. I was heartbroken. She was the only woman I ever loved … and I lost her because I wouldn’t listen. Never a day goes by I don’t wish, with all my heart … that I had not been such a stubborn fool. If I had only swallowed my pride, I would not have the broken heart now.” He swiped at his face with his sleeve and turned away.

“Gawd,” Gertie whispered. For the proud Michel to show his feelings like that, he must be awfully miserable. That’s how she’d be. Miserable, like the way she was feeling right now without Ian.

After a moment Michel appeared to pull himself together. He turned back to look at her, and she felt terrible seeing the agonized look on his face. “Go to him, Gertie,” he said, spreading his hands out to her in appeal. “He loves you. Don’t spend your life with the broken heart like Michel. Explain to him how you feel, talk it over with him one more time, without anger, without shouting. This could be your very last chance at happiness. Do not throw it away.”

She stared at him, the folded serviette forgotten in her hand. “I will,” she said earnestly. “Oh, I bloody will, Michel. Just as soon as I get me tea break. I’ll find him and patch things up somehow.”

Michel’s smile changed his face. “That is wonderful. You make me so happy. What better day than this, the day of Saint Valentine, to make things right with your lover, eh? Now perhaps you should make haste with the serviettes.”

The door opened as Gertie nodded, and Mrs. Chubb bustled in. “Madam wants you,” she said to Gertie. “She’s going out and needs you to fetch her boots. She left them down here to be cleaned. You go on up with them, and I’ll finish the folding.”

Gertie nodded and rushed from the room, anxious now for the time to pass until she could go in search of Ian. She had to patch things up with him, she just had to, or she’d die of a broken heart.

Mrs. Chubb watched the door swing to behind her, then turned to the chef. “I couldn’t help hearing what you said to Gertie. I was at the door, but I didn’t want to come in and disturb what you were saying. What a tragic story. It must have been so painful for you to talk about it.”

To her surprise, Michel threw back his head and laughed. “Do not waste your sympathy, Mrs. Chubb. It was all a fantasy … a little story I made up to … how you say? … persuade Gertie to think again about her wedding to Ian.”

“But … you sounded so … I thought you … Lord luvaduck, Michel, you had me going, you did.”

“It worked, no? She will be rushing off to see her beloved Ian, and voilà, there is a wedding after all, yes?”

“You’re a right marvel, Michel,” Mrs. Chubb said warmly. “Madam is going to be so happy about this. That was very nice of you to do that for Gertie. Very nice.”


Michel shrugged. “I do it for the hotel. And for Michel. I have the menu planned, all the food ordered, the wedding cake decorated. What you think happens to all that work if no wedding, huh?”

“Crafty bugger,” Mrs. Chubb said as she started to fold the serviettes, but she was smiling when she said it.

Cecily spent a very busy afternoon, and it was almost the dinner hour when she finally returned to the hotel. She made straight for Baxter’s office, without bothering to take off her hat and cape.

Tapping on the door, she opened it and stuck her head around it. Baxter stood at the bookshelf, reaching for a large ledger. He looked over his shoulder at her as she walked into the room, then turned to face her, the ledger in his hand.

“Madam?”

“Baxter, I know you’ll be busy with the Valentine’s dinner tonight, but I would like you to give me a few hours of your time afterward, if you will?”

Very carefully he laid the ledger on the table. “I do hope you don’t want me to search someone’s room,” he said, staring down at his hands as if afraid to look at her.

Cecily unpinned her hat and removed it. “No, of course not, Baxter. I think we have done quite enough searching for one week.”

“I am very glad to hear it.”

He sounded quite relieved, and she smiled as she laid her hat on one chair and sat down on the other. “There is something I want you to do for me, however. Actually, it should be rather fun.”

This time he did look at her, with both his eyebrows raised. “I am almost afraid to ask, madam.”

Her smile widened. “Oh, come, Baxter, it’s time you had a little fun. You are much too solemn, you know. A change of pace will do you the world of good.”

“A change of pace, madam? Pray what task have you in mind for me that will prove so invigorating?”

Cecily settled back in the chair, feeling immensely pleased with herself. “I have a plan. It took a while to get the entire procedure organized, but I’m delighted to say I have accomplished it.”

Baxter straightened, wearing his forbidding look. “And what have you accomplished, madam?”

“The means of being able to ascertain which one of three men is the ringleader of this deplorable organization infesting my hotel.”

“I have given some thought to that. Perhaps we should let well enough alone. After all, now that the jewels have been recovered, and the police alerted to the situation, it is extremely unlikely that the thieves will use this hotel again to transport their ill-gotten gains.”

“That might well be true, but you are forgetting something. A man was murdered because of activities that were going on in this hotel, with or without our knowledge. If we do nothing, sooner or later the police will know the Pennyfoot is involved. The fact remains, it cannot help but smear the reputation of the hotel, and as I have mentioned before, give the inspector a very good reason to close us down.”

“I cannot dispute that. But I felt compelled to make one last effort to dissuade you from continuing on this course.”

“Don’t worry, Baxter, I have it all worked out, and it should all go without a hitch. It’s really quite a simple plan.”

“I can hardly stand the suspense, madam.”

Ignoring his sarcasm, Cecily slipped off her warm cape, allowing him to take it from her and hang it over the back of his chair. “Here is what I have arranged. We know the three men who booked rooms that night, but we have no way of knowing which one of them occupied the room with the trap door.”

“Correct. I suppose we couldn’t simply ask them?”

“I think that might be a little dangerous, don’t you think, Baxter? We don’t want to alert the culprit to our discovery. I will need time to work out how to inform the constable of his identity without incriminating the hotel.”

“I was hoping you had already worked out that part of your plan, madam.”

She pulled a face at him. “I can’t think of everything at once. No, first we discover the ringleader, then we decide how to bring him to justice.”

Baxter looked thoroughly alarmed. “I do hope you are not planning on taking matters into your own hands in that respect?”

“I certainly hope it won’t be necessary.” She waved an impatient hand at him. “Let’s take one problem at a time, Baxter. Listen to my plan, and I think you will agree it is a good one.”

He crossed his arms and waited, his expression that of a prisoner awaiting sentence.

“I have arranged for a card game,” Cecily announced. “This very night, here in the hotel. In the room with the trapdoor. I have invited all three suspects to participate.”

She waited for his reaction, but he merely stood like a rock, his gaze fixed on her face. Beginning to feel a little less sure of herself, she continued.

“I have told them that you were once a professional poker player, notorious in fact, with a reputation for being practically unbeatable. I explained to them that you had given up playing when you narrowly missed death at the hands of a distraught opponent whom you had thoroughly trounced.”

She started to unbutton her gloves, unnerved by the expression on his face. “I informed them that you sorely missed the excitement and the challenge of the profession. I explained to them that I wanted to reward you for the extra work you will be doing for the wedding, and I had decided to surprise you. Therefore, I would like to arrange a card game for this evening, so that you could challenge the three best men in town.”

She paused, waiting for his reaction. From somewhere outside came the sound of crashing dishes, and she winced. Not more broken plates. She would have to replace them before the summer season. If there was to be a summer season.

Anxiously she looked up at Baxter’s face. “So what do you think?”


He pursed his lips for a moment, then said quietly, “I take it all three gentlemen accepted?”

“Yes, they certainly did. How could they refuse such a challenge? Now the plan is quite simple. All I have to do—”

“Madam.”

She stopped speaking and stared up at him, an uneasy feeling already beginning to rise.

“Forgive me for interrupting you, but there is something you should know.”

“It’s far too late to raise objections now, Baxter. The whole thing is set up. The gentlemen will be arriving at nine o’clock sharp.” Whatever he had to say, she thought defiantly, she was not going to let him refuse to do this. No matter what argument he could give her, she had a better one.

Time was running out, and this was a solid plan. It would work, she was sure of it. It was most likely her only chance left to avert disaster. Whatever it took to persuade him, she was going to see this through, whether he liked it or not.

“Perhaps you should have consulted me first, madam. There is one small problem with this plan as I see it.”

“And that is?” She was getting impatient with him now. Why didn’t he just spit it out?

“I’m afraid, madam, that I cannot play poker.”

Momentarily having the wind knocked out of her sails, she looked at him in silence for several moments. Then she collected herself. Of course he was nervous about it. Who wouldn’t be? After all, she’d set him up against three excellent players, all expecting him to be better than they were.

She hurried to reassure him. “Now, don’t worry, Baxter. You really don’t have to be that good. Any weaknesses on your part will quite easily be attributed to your lack of practice. After all, you haven’t played in years. You are bound to be a little rusty.” He started to say something, and sensing another protest, she hurried on. “As long as you place your bets conservatively, we won’t be in the game long enough to lose too much. All that is necessary is to get by until we obtain the information we want. Then I’ll fabricate some excuse why we have to go.”


Her little twinge of uneasiness developed into a bigger concern when Baxter shook his head. “You don’t understand, madam. I do not have the faintest idea how to play poker. I have never played the game in my life. I am afraid I would not fool your guests for one instant.”
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Unable to believe her ears, Cecily exclaimed, “But you must know how to play. There isn’t a man alive who doesn’t at least have a rudimentary knowledge of the rules.”

“I’m afraid there is, madam. And you are looking at him.”

Speechless, she could only sit and stare at him.

He ran a finger around his collar and cleared his throat. “Not only do I not have the slightest knowledge of the rules of poker, I am afraid I am completely at a loss when it comes to playing cards in general. I have never been interested in playing cards.”

“I suppose,” Cecily said in a small voice, “that’s it’s too much to hope you can at least shuffle them?”

“I’ve never made an attempt to do so, madam. I am afraid there is little doubt that your three gentlemen will not be taken in by my performance.”


She sat for several more seconds, tapping her fingernails on the cluttered surface of his desk. Then she rose and reached for her hat and cape. “They will have to do without you in the dining room tonight,” she said grimly. “You and I have some work to do. I’ll have a pack of cards sent to the library immediately. I will meet you there in ten minutes.”

For once he didn’t give her an argument, though his expression turned desperate as he plunged his fingers through his hair and muttered, “Yes, madam.”

Gertie finally found Ian in the stables, loudly scolding one of the young grooms. She had to wait in the cold until he’d finished chastising the lad. By the time the boy had scuttled out of the stables and Ian strode toward her, she was beginning to have second thoughts about making it up with him. Supposing he yelled at her like that, if she didn’t do what he wanted?

Her heart gave a little skip when he lifted his lamp and she saw the expression on his face. “What’re you doing out here?” he muttered. “You’ll catch your death of cold standing there without your shawl.”

“I was looking for you, wasn’t I.” She felt a little better. At least he cared enough to worry about her catching her death.

“So what for?”

“I want to talk to you, Ian.”

“What about?”

“About the wedding.”

“There ain’t going to be no bloody wedding.”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about.” She chewed on her lip, her heart bouncing against her ribs. He looked as if he couldn’t care less about it. Now that he was acting stubborn, there was nothing she wanted more than to put things right between them.

“So all right, let’s have it.” Ian folded his arms across his chest, the lamp still dangling in his hand. He stood with his feet braced apart, his breeches tucked into long leather boots. His thin face above the lamp looked gaunt in the shadows. Gertie thought she’d never seen him look more handsome. Or more unapproachable.


“Well … I done a lot of thinking … like … and I … I changed me mind.”

“Oh, you have, have yer? Well, what if I said I haven’t changed mine? About you working, that is?”

She looked down at the ground and miserably drew a line with the toe of her boot. She watched her skirt settle around her ankles again, then said slowly, “I s’pose, if it means that much to you, I could give up me job.” She looked up with a flash of defiance. “I’m not going to say I’d like it, mind, but if that’s what you want …”

She waited, hardly daring to breathe, as he continued to look at her without speaking. “Well, I done a lot of thinking, too,” he said after what seemed like an hour. “Since we’d still be working in the same place, like, I s’pose it would be all right if you worked—”

The rest of his sentence was muffled as she threw her arms around his neck and deposited a kiss full on his mouth. Staggering back, he tried to hold her off with one hand. “Let me finish, will yer? Three mornings a week, though, that’s all. No more, even if they ask you. Got it?”

“I got it,” she said happily. Then she grinned. “Come here, Ian Rossiter. I want to give you a bleeding taste of what you have to look forward to on your wedding night.”

Ian shot a startled glance around the stable yard. “’Strewth, Gertie, not here. Someone might see. Come into the stable. It’s nice and warm with all that straw—”

She didn’t wait for him to finish the sentence. She was too busy dragging him by the hand toward the stable door.

Cecily paused outside the door of the card room. Judging by the sound of raucous laughter, she assumed the three men inside were enjoying a joke. She brushed away her moment of misgiving and glanced back at Baxter, who stood behind her, his set expression betraying his tension.

“I wish you had concocted a different plan,” he muttered. “This is no place for a lady. No place at all. If anyone should find out—”

He clamped his lips together when she fiercely shook her head at him. “It was the best I could do on the spur of the moment,” she whispered. “Don’t worry, Bax, it will work. Trust me.”

He ran a hand through his hair and groaned.

Ignoring him, Cecily tapped on the door, which opened immediately. Jeremy Kent stood in the doorway, a huge bear of a man with ginger curls and a bushy mustache. He was wider at the waist than he was in the shoulders, and took up most of the doorway as he stared at her in surprise.

“Mrs. Sinclair? I didn’t expect to see you down here tonight. Now that I think about it, I don’t think I have ever seen you down here.”

At the mention of her name, the other two men in the room rose noisily to their feet, hastily buttoning their jackets.

“Oh, please, gentlemen,” Cecily said graciously as she walked into the room, “don’t stand on ceremony with me. Just make yourselves comfortable and pretend I’m not here.”

Martin Campbell, the bank manager, looked most uneasy. He harrumphed a great deal and nervously tightened the large knot in his silk tie.

Jeremy Kent still stood holding the door, while Baxter hovered uncertainly in the doorway. “And is there a reason for your presence, madam, if you will permit my asking?”

“I was intrigued by this match, of course. Since I was responsible for setting it up, I wanted to see the outcome for myself. Mr. Baxter was quite delighted with my little surprise, were you not, Baxter?”

Baxter cleared his throat and gave a slight nod. “Yes, madam.”

She signaled at him with her eyebrows, and he took a hurried step forward into the room, allowing Jeremy Kent to close the door.

Seating herself on a vacant chair, Cecily smiled up at the four men. “Please, I beg you, just act as if I’m not here. I don’t think we have to stand on ceremony in the privacy of a gambling room, do you?”

She ignored the shocked look that crossed Baxter’s face, and smiled sweetly at Lord Chickering. “I do hope you don’t object to my presence, my lord. I have never witnessed a poker game before and I thought it was about time I discovered what all the excitement was about.”

Lord Chickering’s smile fluttered weakly. “Not at all, madam, not at all … pleasure to have your company, I’m sure.”

Cecily transferred her smile to the bank manager’s face. “Martin? I trust you have no objection?”

“Oh, why no … absolutely … jolly nice to see you, Mrs. Sinclair.”

Cecily met the narrowed gaze of Jeremy Kent. “Mr. Kent?”

“I can offer no objection, madam.” His lips smiled, but his eyes revealed his displeasure. As for Baxter, he looked as if he would like to sink right through the trap door he was standing on.

Cecily gave him a look that was meant to reassure him, but he swiveled his glance away, and stared at the cards on the table with an expression of near horror.

“Well,” Cecily said more heartily than she felt, “that’s settled, then. Shall we begin? I’m sure you gentlemen are anxious to enjoy the experience.”

If they were, they certainly showed no signs of it, she reflected uneasily as she settled back in her chair and waited for the four men to seat themselves. It didn’t help her composure to know that in all probability she was sitting at a table with a cold-blooded murderer.

As arranged, Baxter sat next to her, and she pulled her chair slightly behind him, as if distancing herself from the group at the table. Luckily there wasn’t much room to maneuver, so she was forced to sit fairly close to him—close enough to surreptitiously deliver the series of jabs that they had agreed upon for signals.

She could only hope that Baxter would remember the code. He could get very confused when he was nervous. His one sketchy lesson in the basics of poker, which was all she’d had time for, would hardly get him past the first round.

But as long as he remembered the procedure, and their hastily devised code, she hoped to get him through the ordeal without too much suspicion being aroused.

Fortunately he turned up the low card and would be the last to deal. Jeremy Kent picked up the pack and with an expert flick of his fingers split it in two, then fanned out the cards in each hand. Deftly he weaved them back together to re-form the pack. A perfect shuffle.

Cecily saw Baxter’s shoulders rise, and she silently willed him to relax. She had taught him the basic shuffle, and although he hadn’t mastered it by any means, he could at least look halfway proficient.

The first round went quickly, with Cecily touching Baxter’s foot with hers to indicate that he fold. She was no expert, but she’d persuaded James to teach her the game, having become interested in it when the gambling rooms were opened.

Determined to beat her late husband at least once, she’d studied every page of Schenck’s book of rules, which had been widely adopted by the players at Queen Victoria’s court. She never had been able to beat James.

Now she was relying heavily on luck, and her ability to destroy the concentration of the players if need be. She wouldn’t be too popular, she’d warned Baxter, but with luck they would have obtained their objective.

By the time it was Baxter’s turn to deal, he’d lost two guineas. A bad start, but nothing to be alarmed about. Cecily decided she had better start talking, however, before he lost the entire hotel.

She’d had to jab him quite firmly in the middle of his back a couple of times already. She knew he was discomforted by the contact; she could see the back of his neck turning red.

Holding her breath as he took the cards in his hands, she hoped his nerves would be steady enough for him to at least appear capable of handling them.

He began to shuffle, and in his anxiety gripped the cards a little too firmly. Several of them flipped out of his grasp and scattered about the table.

Cecily managed a fairly loud sneeze before the last card had settled, jostling Baxter’s arm as she did so. She apologized profusely to him for disrupting his deal, and gave him a meaningful glare, adding a slight shake of her head.

He glowered at her, with a message in his eyes that did not bode well for a discussion with him once this was over. To her utter dismay, he again performed a rather clumsy shuffle, then began to deal.

All three men looked at him a little strangely.

“It has been longer than I thought,” Baxter said with a ghastly smile as he fumbled a card and had to start again. “It is amazing how quickly one loses the touch.”

“Amazing,” Jeremy Kent said dryly. His sharp gaze rested briefly on Cecily’s face. “You neglected to tell us exactly how long. Obviously our friend here has forgotten it is not customary to shuffle without full agreement from the table.”

“Mr. Baxter is used to playing by the old rules,” Cecily countered smoothly. “I’m sure he will be happy to adopt the recent one concerning shuffling.”

“Oh, quite, quite,” Baxter said desperately.

“Mr. Baxter didn’t want me to mention this,” Cecily went on, “but he suffers from arthritis. His fingers are not as supple as they once were, I’m afraid.”

Lord Chickering made a clicking noise with his tongue. “Oh, I say, old chap, how damned awkward for you. Painful thing, that. Slows one down, so to speak. That’s the trouble with growing old.”

Baxter sent Cecily a murderous look. “It is indeed,” he said through gritted teeth.

Cecily gave him a bright smile. “Oh, he manages beautifully, don’t you, Baxter? He just has the occasional bad day.”

“Do you think,” Jeremy Kent said loudly, “that we could continue with this game?”

“Yes, yes …” Martin Campbell muttered. “Please, let’s do.” He was winning so far and obviously didn’t want to lose his streak.

Cecily glanced back at the hand Baxter had dealt himself and nearly gasped. Three tens and two aces. A full house. Hoping that the rest of them hadn’t seen her start, she glanced at their faces. Each one of them stared at their cards as if they were reading the morning newspaper.

Excitement zinged all the way down her spine. If Baxter could just win big on this hand, that would allay their suspicions and give her a stake to work on while she put her plan into action.

She leaned forward and dug her elbow into Baxter’s side twice. The code for him to continue betting.

Lord Chickering looked up from his cards and coughed. “Do I have your permission to smoke a cigar, madam?”

“Of course, my lord, please do.” It was on the tip of her tongue to add that she’d like one, too, but Baxter’s warning glance stilled her words. She watched Lord Chickering light his cigar, and the pungent fragrance of it made her long for just one puff.

“Call,” Jeremy Kent said suddenly.

Cecily started and turned her attention back to the game, just in time to see Baxter lay his cards face up on the table.

“Good lord, man,” Kent said, staring at the cards. “You threw that one away.”

Baxter looked confused and shot a startled glance at Cecily.

Realizing he’d misread the code, Cecily got hurriedly to her feet. “Would you gentlemen like some refreshments?”

All four men immediately rose. “Not right now, madam,” Jeremy Kent said through clenched teeth. “I do believe there has been enough lack of concentration as it is.”

“Rash move there, old chap,” Lord Chickering muttered. “Cannot imagine what you were thinking of.”

Martin Campbell sighed. “I wish I had been so fortunate with my hand. I couldn’t even find a pair.”

Cecily moved over to the sideboard and picked up a tray of food. “Well, I’m sure someone would like something,” she said loudly, avoiding Jeremy Kent’s gaze.

She needn’t have bothered. When she did glance at him, she found him still staring at Baxter. “Too early for me,” he said, his gaze never leaving Baxter’s face. “I’d like to see a bit more of this expert’s game before I eat.”

Campbell also shook his head when Cecily offered the tray, but Lord Chickering grabbed a chicken vol-au-vent and stuffed it into his mouth. Baxter merely looked sick, and she hastily returned the tray to the sideboard.

“Please help yourself to the whisky,” she said unnecessarily, since Jeremy Kent was already pouring himself another generous shot from the decanter on the table.

She sat down again, and there was a general shuffling as the men seated themselves again. There was no time to spare now, Cecily thought anxiously. It was becoming painfully obvious that Baxter was out of his element.

She waited until Martin Campbell began his deal. Looking straight at Jeremy Kent, she said, “I daresay you have heard about the dreadful incident off the coast on Monday? Two men drowned and Mr. Scroggins arrested. Quite a to-do for our little village, wouldn’t you say?”

“Quite,” Jeremy Kent said shortly.

Martin finished dealing and picked up his cards. “That was a valuable haul the police recovered, from what I hear,” he observed. “Thousands of pounds worth of jewels.”

“Stolen from Lady Smythe-Bedford, I understand,” Cecily prattled on. “The poor woman was here just this last weekend. Such a dreadful thing. Her house was burglarized while she was enjoying her stay right here in Badgers End. Makes one wonder what the world is coming to, does it not?”

“One shilling,” Jeremy Kent announced. “And I raise you two.”

Cecily glanced at Baxter’s cards. King high. She nudged him with her foot to fold. “I do hope they recovered all the jewelry,” she said, ignoring the farmer’s lethal glance. “I know of one piece in particular milady would be devastated to lose. When I heard that it had been taken, I felt so awful for her. I mean, just imagine losing something as valuable as the Star of Sudan.”

Martin Campbell looked up, surprise written all over his face. “Star of Sudan? I don’t think I’m familiar with that piece.”

“Oh, it’s a beautiful piece,” Cecily told him. “A huge stone, a perfect ruby. She had it made into a pendant, you know, set in a circle of diamonds. Absolutely priceless, of course. Actually, there are few people who know of it. She only wore it on rare occasions, and amongst her special friends. She was always so afraid it would be stolen. Apparently it once belonged to a sultan, who would give a king’s ransom to get it back. She refuses to sell it at any price.”

The bank manager seemed to have forgotten about the game. “Fascinating,” he murmured.

“Can we continue with this hand?” Jeremy Kent demanded irritably.

“Oh, yes, fascinating indeed.” Cecily beamed at Martin across the table. “Of course, once on the Continent, it would have been easy to smuggle it into Arabia, and into the sultan’s hands. I wonder if the thieves knew what a treasure they actually had. I can only hope the police did indeed recover it.”

All four men at the table had grown silent. Baxter sat as if turned to stone. Jeremy Kent gazed at his cards, a look of pure frustration on his face. Martin looked uncomfortable, and glanced anxiously at the other men, as if hoping they wouldn’t blame him for this latest interruption of the game.

Cecily shifted her glance to Lord Chickering, and as she looked into his eyes, shock rippled through her. She hardly recognized him. His normally bland gaze had been transformed into something so vicious, so black with fury, that it chilled her to the bone.

The look vanished almost at once, and she could almost have thought she imagined it until she looked at his hands and saw the white patches on his knuckles as he gripped his cards. Disbelief held her rigid for several moments. There was no doubt in her mind that at least part of the puzzle had fallen into place. If not all of it.





CHAPTER
17

“Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea after all,” Cecily said, rising to her feet. All four men stood up, and she was faced with a barrage of black looks. “I should have consulted with Mr. Baxter before I suggested this little game. I had no idea how time and ill health can affect one’s expertise.”

She directed a brilliant smile around the table. “I think it’s time Mr. Baxter and I retired from this game. Please, I insist that the rest of you continue, and enjoy the refreshments and spirits. On the house, of course.”

Baxter was in such a hurry to leave the room, he almost forgot to wait for her to pass ahead of him. Muttering a low “Goodnight, gentlemen,” he closed the door of the card room and leaned against it, pulling a deep breath and then exhaling slowly.

Cecily, already halfway across the cellar, glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Come on,” she whispered loudly, “we have a lot to talk about.”

“We certainly do,” Baxter said grimly as he followed her to the stairs.

She led the way to the library, her mind full of the implications of the expression she’d detected on Lord Chickering’s face. She was so engrossed in her discovery that she was quite startled when Baxter practically slammed the library door shut and stood glaring at her as she sank into her favorite chair.

“I should never have allowed you to talk me into such a ridiculous exhibition,” he said, sounding angrier than she ever remembered hearing him. “We accomplished nothing, except to establish my incompetence and rapidly approaching senility.”

“Baxter—”

“Unless, of course,” he continued, cutting her off with uncommon disrespect, “we also managed to effectively alert the mastermind behind a notorious gang of criminals that we are aware of his identity.”

“Bax—”

“Which, incidentally, we are not, therefore having gone through this ridiculous charade for nothing.”

“Would—”

“Except to have very probably put ourselves into extreme danger.”

She waited a full moment while he stood there, his chest heaving and his gray eyes blazing. Then, since it seemed apparent he’d had his say, she said mildly, “I am absolutely dying for a cigar.”

He stepped forward, disconcerting her for a moment as he said through gritted teeth, “Might I suggest, madam, that from now on madam allows this matter to be handled through the proper channels, or madam might very well find herself absolutely dying. Full stop.”

She looked at him in exasperation. “Piffle! I am very sorry your pride was injured, Baxter, but I assure you, news of your ineptitude is not a matter of earth-shaking importance. I doubt very much if it will go further than those three gentlemen below stairs. Now will you please give me a cigar?”

She watched him shove his fingers into his breast pocket and withdraw the packet. “There are times, madam, when for once I would like to forget my place and deal with you as I see fit.”

She leaned forward to accept the light from his match, disturbed to see his hand tremble. She looked up from the flame, into his eyes. “And there are times, Baxter, when I would be most intrigued to see you forget your place.”

For a long moment, time seemed to stand still, and she waited with a strange, fluttery feeling for him to speak.

Then with an abrupt movement, he blew out the match. Placing the smoking remnant into the ashtray, he said quietly, “I apologize, madam. It is unforgivable of me to speak to you in that manner. I can assure you it will not happen again.”

She looked at him, feeling inordinately sad. “Think no more of it, Baxter. We were both a little waspish, I’m afraid. Put it down to the tension.”

“Yes, madam.”

“But as it happens, you are quite wrong.”

He looked at her, his expression wary. “About what, madam?”

“About not knowing the identity of the ringleader. I believe I do know who it is.”

“Perhaps you’d care to share it with me?”

She drew on the cigar, letting the feeling of relaxation steal over her. “There is no such gem as the Star of Sudan,” she said, unable to keep the note of satisfaction out of her voice. “I made it up.”

Baxter frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Cecily leaned forward, fixing him with her gaze. “Supposing you were the head of a ring of jewel thieves. You are in a position to know when it is safe for wealthy households to be burglarized. You hire your gang members to steal the jewels, then they are brought to your headquarters to be transported overseas. The thieves are paid for their work, and you reap the profit of whatever you can get from the jewels on the foreign market.”


“All conjecture at this point, madam.”

“But based on solid evidence, considering the tunnel to the beach and the recovery of the stolen jewels from the wrecked boat.”

Baxter nodded unhappily. “That is true.”

“Good. Now, just supposing you found out, after you’d paid off the thieves, that they hadn’t been entirely honest with you. That one piece of jewelry, a priceless piece of jewelry, had in fact not been handed over to you with the rest of the haul? In other words, Baxter, you had been double-crossed.”

He looked at her askance. “Where did you hear that term, madam?”

She dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “I read it in one of the Sherlock Holmes books. Now, tell me, Baxter, how would you feel?”

“I would be infuriated, madam.”

She sat back with a satisfied smile. “Exactly. And that is precisely the expression I saw on Lord Chickering’s face when I mentioned the Star of Sudan. He had no way of knowing that I had invented the pendant. Martin’s interest was purely material since money is his business, and Jeremy Kent paid no attention to my remarks about the pendant. But as for Lord Chickering”—she leaned forward again—“he was livid, Baxter. Absolutely livid.”

He stood looking at her, while the clock ticked loudly on the mantelpiece. “I find that very difficult to believe,” he said at last. “I would suggest, madam, that you are allowing your imagination to get the better of you.”

She stubbed out the cigar with a series of quick jabs. “I am telling you, Baxter, I did not imagine that look on his face. It was so foreign to his usual expression that he was quite unrecognizable for a moment. I would never have considered him capable of such fury.”

“That is precisely my point.” Baxter began pacing around the room, his brow furrowed in thought. “Think on this for a moment. If what you suspect is true, and the murder of that young man has something to do with the thefts—and at this point I have to admit it would appear so—then that would mean we have to consider Lord Chickering a murderer. Or at the very least, party to it.”

He stopped pacing and stood by the desk, his hands held out to her in appeal. “I ask you, madam, to think what nature of man Chickering is known to be. The very idea of his being capable of such sinister activity is preposterous.”

Cecily gazed at his hands a moment before answering. “As preposterous as his reputation for being an expert swordsman?”

She looked up and caught Baxter’s startled expression. “Think about this, then, Baxter,” she said softly. “On Saturday night, Lord Chickering will be giving our illustrious guests a demonstration of his expertise with a sword. The murdered man was ostensibly stabbed with a thin-bladed knife.”

She paused, waiting for the fact to’ sink in before continuing. “Supposing it wasn’t a knife at all that pierced his heart, but a fencing sword?”

Baxter’s expression was almost comical as he considered her question. “I have to admit, madam, that it is a possibility. I had quite forgotten that Lord Chickering is reputed to be adept at fencing.”

“I think we have our man, Baxter.” She smiled at him in triumph. “I truly believe we have our man.”

“I am afraid I still have the utmost difficulty imagining Chickering as a cold-blooded murderer.”

“We don’t know that it was done in cold blood. The most unlikely people have been known to kill if they are driven to it.” She sighed. “I wonder what it was that drove Lord Chickering to murder.”

“If, indeed, he is guilty of murder.” Baxter pursed his lips as he rocked back on his heels. “While I admire your powers of deduction, madam, and I dislike adding a note of pessimism, I have to ask if you have considered how you might prove your theory. Without revealing the part the Pennyfoot has played in this entire affair, it will be most difficult to convince the police of Lord Chickering’s guilt.”

“I must confess that poses a problem,” Cecily admitted. “And we still do not have all of the answers. If Lord Chickering did murder the young man, we are back to the problem of why he went to all the trouble to exchange the corpse with that of Dr. McDuff’s. Or why the body was unclothed, though I do suspect, as we discussed, that it was to hide the identity.”

“And we have yet to discover if the menu has some significance.”

“True,” Cecily said, slowly nodding her head. “I still believe that Michel knows more than he is telling us. In fact, Mrs. Chubb told me earlier that he has been acting rather strange lately, though she didn’t explain. I think it’s time I had another word with him. Now that we have more information, I might be able to persuade him to tell me what he knows.”

“Perhaps it would be better if I speak with him,” Baxter said, looking worried.

“No.” Cecily rose to her feet, suddenly feeling very tired. “I would prefer to do this myself. I think he might be more willing to tell me what I want to know.” She managed a smile for Baxter. “But thank you for the offer.”

“You will be careful, madam?”

“Yes,” she said wearily, “I will be careful. Somehow, though, I feel I have nothing to fear from Michel. I can only hope that I am wrong about his being involved in all this.”

“So do I, madam,” Baxter said. “So do I.”

The next morning, Cecily sent word that she wanted to see Michel in the library. He arrived promptly, his chef’s hat clutched in his hand as he hesitated in the doorway.

“Come in, Michel,” Cecily said, “and close the door behind you.”

Looking very unsure of himself, he did what she asked. “I do something wrong, madame?” he asked, shifting from one foot to the other.

“I sincerely hope not,” Cecily said, leveling her gaze on him. “But I have something of the utmost importance I need to know, and I hope you will be perfectly frank with me.”

“I will try, madame. How may I help?”

“I mentioned to you earlier this week about the possibility of someone’s having a copy of this week’s menu.”


His dark eyes flickered, but he held her gaze. “Yes, madame?”

“Michel, I have reason to believe that a copy was made and that it is connected in some way to the recent murder of the young man found in Dr. McDuff’s coffin.”

His eyes grew wide, but his mouth remained firmly closed.

Cecily decided to take a chance. “I sincerely hope that you will keep this news to yourself, since it could have grave consequences for all of us should anyone hear of it. But I also have reason to believe that Lord Chickering is somehow involved in the robbery of the jewels discovered on the damaged boat last Monday. There is also the possibility that he is involved in the murder as well.”

Michel’s hand crept up to rub at his forehead. “Blimey,” he whispered. “Who would have thought it. That old doddery twit?” He seemed not to have noticed he’d slipped into a cockney accent.

Aware that she’d unsettled him, Cecily pressed the point. “It is only a matter of time before he is arrested. I would suggest that if you have any information about this matter, Michel, anything at all, you had best tell me now, so that I might consider how best to deal with it.”

“I had nothing to do with no murder, mum, and that’s the God’s honest truth. I swear it. I just gave the menu to one of the blokes who was gambling on Sunday. I always give him a copy for Lord Chickering.”

Cecily wrinkled her brow. “I don’t understand. Why would you give away a copy of your precious menu to anyone? And why would Lord Chickering want a copy of it?”

Apparently thoroughly unnerved by the news, Michel clutched his brow. In a strange mixture of both English and French accents, he muttered, “Sacre bleu, this is indeed a predicament. Lord Chickering, he always books for the week, no? But now and again he is gone for the entire day. He loves the great Michel’s cooking with a passion, and he has his favorite dishes he would hate to miss. So, every time he comes down to the Pennyfoot, he sends for a copy of the menu. Voilà! He knows which days his favorite meals are being served, and he makes sure he is here to enjoy.”


Cecily watched him steadily, but his gaze never wavered. “I see,” she said at last. “But why didn’t you explain all this before?”

Michel lifted his hands in an expansive shrug. “I did not want to admit that I knew any of the gamblers, madame. We were … er … acquainted in the past, so to speak, during my misspent days in the city.” Cecily raised her eyebrows, and he added quickly, “I have long given up such foolish behavior, madame, honest I have. But I know some of these people. I did not want anyone to know that I know them. I was afraid of losing my job.”

He clasped his hat to his breast in a dramatic gesture. “I love my job, madame. The Pennyfoot Hotel is my life. Without it I have nothing. Nothing.”

Cecily doubted that was quite true, but she felt greatly relieved. At least one mystery had been solved, and she felt quite sure that her chef was speaking the truth. She dismissed him, and he left with profuse apologies for any trouble he might have caused, and promising he would never again allow anyone to see the menu, no matter how much they adored his cooking.

Cecily sat staring for a long time at James’s portrait after the chef had gone. So these recent incidents were all connected. It would seem that swordplay was not the only fencing with which Lord Chickering was involved; her suspicions appeared to be correct as far as the murder went as well. Now all that was left for her to do was to prove Lord Chickering’s guilt and bring the man to justice. Without implicating the Pennyfoot Hotel. That was all.

Down in the kitchen, Mrs. Chubb was speculating on why madam would have sent for Michel. “Probably in some hot water,” she said to no one in particular. “Wouldn’t surprise me, the way he’s been behaving lately. Not like him at all, it isn’t.”

Ethel, who was standing at the sink peeling potatoes, appeared not to hear her.

Mrs. Chubb shook her head at the girl. Had her mind in the clouds for the past two days, she had. Ever since she collided with Joe Salter. Looked like Ethel had finally found a man.

The door flew open at that moment, and Gertie rushed in, one hand holding her cap on straight, the other holding the strings of her apron.

“About time you showed up,” Mrs. Chubb said, sending a meaningful glance at the china clock above the fireplace. “I was just about to come and get you.”

“Bleeding overslept, didn’t I,” Gertie said, letting go of her cap to tie the apron strings. The cap slipped down over one eye, and she giggled.

Mrs. Chubb peered closer at her. “You had a talk with Ian, then, did you?”

“Yes, I did, Mrs. Chubb.” Gertie grabbed the housekeeper by the shoulders and danced her around. “I bloody well did. And he’s agreed to let me work.”

“He has?” Pleased that she wouldn’t be losing the girl after all, Mrs. Chubb forgot to be outraged by this unorthodox behavior.

“Yes, he has, he bleeding has, so what do you think about that, then? Worth getting in a tiz about, wasn’t it? I got me own way, I did. Or nearly all of it.”

Intrigued, Mrs. Chubb said eagerly, “Go on. What did he say, then?”

Gertie hugged herself with glee. “He said as how it was all right with him, as long as I worked three mornings a week and no more. I went to see madam last night, before I went to bed, and asked her if it was all right with her. She said she was delighted that the wedding was still on, and happy I’d be working at the Pennyfoot for a while longer.” She looked down and patted her stomach. “That’s until I get a bun in the oven, I s’pose she meant.”

“So the wedding is back on, then?”

“You bloody well bet it’s on. On Saturday morning, Gertie Brown is going to be walking down that bleeding aisle on her new husband’s arm. Mrs. Ian Rossiter. Cor blimey, that will take some blinking getting used to, won’t it!”

“Oh, no!” A loud wail erupted from the sink, and her attention jerked away from Gertie, Mrs. Chubb looked at Ethel, who stood staring at them with her hand clamped over her mouth.

“What’s the matter with her, then?” Gertie demanded, staring at the girl as if she’d suddenly sprouted horns.

“Did I hear you say you’re getting married after all?” Ethel said, her voice rising in dismay.

“Where have you been?” Gertie shook her head. “I just been telling Mrs. Chubb all about it. What’s the matter with you, then? I thought you was happy for me.”

“I am,” wailed Ethel, looking thoroughly distraught. “But you’re not going to be too happy with me.”

Mrs. Chubb looked on in alarm as Gertie belligerently jammed her fists into her hips. “And why not?”

Ethel looked at Mrs. Chubb for help, but all the housekeeper could do was stare helplessly back, wondering what on earth had got into the girl.

“I thought you wasn’t getting married. I thought it was all off. I was going to finish my frock yesterday. It was my afternoon off. But when you said the wedding was off, I went out into the village to meet Joe instead. I didn’t finish it, Gertie. I’ll never have time to finish it now.”

“Blimey,” Gertie said in disgust. “There ain’t much more can happen this week, can there?”
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Michel chose that moment to sweep into the kitchen, waving his hands about dramatically. “What is all this chattering about? Why are we not all busily working on the preparations for breakfast? Or ’ave we decided that today we do not have the breakfast, no?”

“We have the breakfast, yes,” Mrs. Chubb assured him. “Just a minor catastrophe, that’s all. And I think Gertie has something to tell you.”

She bustled over to the sink to have a quiet word with Ethel, leaving Gertie alone for a moment with Michel.

“Well, what is it?” Michel demanded, already pulling down pots from the shelf with an almighty clatter. “I have to mix the eggs for the omelettes, so be quick.”

“The wedding’s on again,” Gertie said, dodging out of the way as he spun around to the table. “Thanks to you. And Ian even promised me I could work three mornings a week.”

“That is good.” Michel’s dark gaze swept across her face; then he flung himself back to the stove. “Then I am happy for you.”

She stood there for a moment, twisting her apron in her fingers. “I wish you could be happy, too, Michel. Honest I do.”

He glanced back at her over his shoulder. “It is not possible for us all to be happy all of the time, Gertie. So make the most of your happiness while you have it.”

She nodded. “Oh, I will, Michel. And thank you ever so much for what you said to me.”

He nodded, then snapped his fingers. “Come, enough of this idle chatter. I need three bowls, tout suite.”

Gertie jumped to obey, almost colliding with Ethel. “You’ll have to wear your white frock tomorrow,” she muttered at her as she passed.

Reaching up for the bowls from the cupboard, she felt a momentary misgiving. So much had gone wrong with this wedding. Was she really doing the right thing? If only she could be sure. But who could be sure about a thing like that?

Ethel came back across the room with a tray of bread loaves. “Mrs. Chubb is going to finish the dress,” she said, pausing in front of Gertie.

“It’ll take her all bleeding night,” Gertie said, glancing over to where the housekeeper was stacking cups and saucers on a tray to be taken to the dining room.

“She offered to do it,” Ethel said. “She didn’t want you disappointed, not on the most important day of your life, she said.”

Gertie felt like crying. She wanted to go over and hug the housekeeper, but that would be sappy. So instead she sent her a huge wide grin and a wink, and started to hum to herself. It was going to be all right, after all.

Cecily pulled her cape closer around her as the trap bowled along the Esplanade. She hoped that Madeline would be at home. If she was going to put her plan into action, she needed her friend’s full cooperation.

It was a desperate plan at best, and if it didn’t work, she would not have another chance. It was all or nothing. A sobering thought.

She gazed through the small window at the various shops along the way. The sun shone weakly on the leaded panes of their display windows, and small mounds of grayish-looking snow still lay in the corners where the sun couldn’t reach.

It didn’t seem possible that in less than three months the Esplanade would be teeming with people. Ladies with flowery hats and parasols and gentlemen in straw boaters would be strolling along the sands, laughing at the Punch and Judy show or watching the children astride the slow-moving donkeys.

Gaily striped bathing tents would line the beach, while some of the more daring women would take to the water in scanty bathing suits that bared their knees.

Cecily smiled to herself, remembering James’s shocked comments the first time he’d seen a woman in a bathing suit. She’d noticed, however, that he hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her. She had teased him unmercifully for days.

A tear glimmered in her eye, and she brushed it away with her gloved hand. Those days were gone forever, and she shouldn’t dwell on them. But she couldn’t help wondering what kind of changes were in store for a world rushing toward progress and technology. How much more enjoyable the anticipation of those changes would be if only she had someone with whom to share them.

The trap pulled up at the end of the lane, and Cecily waited for Samuel to alight and hold the big bay steady while she climbed down. After instructing him to wait for her, she picked her way along the lane to Madeline’s gate and opened it.

The path wandered up to the front door, looking much bigger without the jungle of flowers, herbs, and weeds that overflowed on either side in the summer.

Madeline had no rhyme or reason for the way she planted her garden, yet somehow she always found exactly what she wanted and could go straight to it.

To Cecily’s relief, Madeline opened the door promptly in answer to the rap of the door knocker. Her beautiful smile flashed across her face at the sight of her friend.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” she said as she opened the door wider. “I would have baked some of those French cream slices you like so well.”

“In that case I am glad that I didn’t warn you.” Cecily stepped down into the cluttered living room. “My waist is beginning to thicken as it is. I will either have to buy new corsets or go without them entirely.”

“I often do,” Madeline said, sweeping a large pile of silk flowers off one of the armchairs onto the floor. “Sit down while I put these things away.”

She disappeared through the curtain of beads that served as a doorway, leaving a swinging, clattering rainbow of color to settle behind her.

Cecily smiled as she glanced around the room. Madeline made an adequate living from her potions and the variety of crafts in which she excelled. But she lived in utter chaos, sharing her living space with the materials she used to create the beautiful and sometimes whimsical objects that so clearly reflected her personality.

The beads clattered again as Madeline returned carrying a large basket, into which she piled the delicate silk flowers. “A large order from Genevieve the hatter,” she explained, as the pastel silks filled the basket. “Have you noticed how much more decoration is being piled on the new hats nowadays? If they continue this way, they will be far too heavy for anyone to wear. Except for Phoebe, of course. She has a neck of steel.”

Cecily shook her head. “You are much too intolerant of Phoebe,” she said mildly. “She has her funny ways, I grant you, but her heart is in the right place.”

Madeline sat back on her heels. Her frock flowed around her feet in a pool of pale mauve muslin, a perfect foil for her tawny skin. In the summer Madeline’s unlined face would turn a dark brown, but now it was a golden color, as smooth and pure as the unblemished skin of an infant.

“Phoebe is living in the past,” she said, her clear gaze challenging Cecily. “It doesn’t do for us to dwell in the past. That is behind us; it is to the future we must direct our thoughts and our passions.”

Aware of the underlying message in her words, Cecily smiled. “Good advice for all of us, I would say.”

Madeline stared at her for a moment longer, then, apparently satisfied, she nodded. “There is romance in the future for you, Cecily Sinclair. But until you let go of the past, your heart has no room to welcome it.”

In a bid to change the subject, Cecily shook her head. “I didn’t come here to talk about my future. I came here to ask a very large favor of you.”

Madeline rose with the basket in her arms. “I’ll make some tea, then we can talk. Just sit and relax, Cecily. You are far too tense.” Once more the beads swung and clattered as she pushed her way through them.

Cecily watched the colored glass settle back into place. Madeline’s words had disturbed her more than she had let on. For some strange reason, an image of Dr. Prestwick had formed in her mind. She felt decidedly uncomfortable about that.

She was still frowning when Madeline returned with a tray, and she made an effort to smooth her brow. She waited while her friend filled a cup and handed it to her, then took a sip of the sweet, hot liquid. Madeline’s tea always tasted unusual and faintly exotic, so different than the Assam blend from India that the Pennyfoot used.

“Now,” Madeline said, balancing her saucer on her knee, “what is it you would like me to do for you? Prepare a remedy?” She peered anxiously into Cecily’s face. “You’re not ill, are you?”

“No, I am very well, thank you.” Cecily replaced her cup in the saucer, trying to think how best to explain what she wanted.

“A love potion?” Madeline’s eyes suddenly sparkled. “You haven’t by any chance taken a fancy to the new doctor?”


Cecily was very glad she didn’t have a mouthful of tea at that precise moment. She might well have spurted it across the room. “Madeline,” she said a trifle irritably, “you really do have an obsession with romance. No, I am not in the least interested in Dr. Prestwick. My request has to do with Lord Chickering.”

Madeline’s eyes opened very wide. “You want a love potion for Lord Chickering?”

“I do not want a love potion at all,” Cecily said crossly, before she realized her friend was joking.

Madeline’s laugh sounded softly in the fragrant room. “I don’t think you will need one, my friend. All you will need is trust. Now, what is this about that fool, Chickering? I really can’t abide that man. He puts on all those airs and graces, and yet when he’s crossed he can swear and spit like a common alley cat.”

Taken aback, Cecily said carefully, “Lord Chickering? Surely not!”

“Oh, but yes,” Madeline said, lifting her cup. “I heard him just the other night.”

She sipped her tea as Cecily drew in a sharp breath, her senses sharpening. “And which night was that?”

Her interest obviously aroused, Madeline put down her cup. “Why, Cecily, you are positively panting. Pray tell me, what is this all about?”

“Please, Madeline, just tell me what you heard.”

Madeline shrugged. “It wasn’t that exciting. I was passing by the hotel late Sunday night. I had been to deliver one of my remedies to Sarah Courtney, who lives down by the harbor. She has a dreadful attack of consumption, I’m afraid.” She paused to take another sip of her tea while Cecily waited impatiently. “In any case,” she continued, “as I approached the hotel, I saw Lord Chickering in the glow of the gas lamps, standing at the bottom of the steps. He had a man by the scruff of the neck, and I could hear every word of what he said, in spite of the fact I was yet several yards away.”

She made a sound of disgust. “His language was quite intolerable, most unfitting for an aristocrat.” She stroked her chin. “Maybe Phoebe would know if he is a true lord. She knew him from her glory days with ‘dear Sedgley.’ Not that she’d tell you, of course.”

“Madeline,” Cecily said evenly, “do you think you can remember exactly what it was Lord Chickering said?”

Madeline frowned. “Exactly? I don’t know if I can. Let me think. I do know he was very angry with the man. He said he was going to teach him a lesson he wouldn’t forget, and that if he ever caught him philandering in the hotel again he’d cut off his …” She lifted her shoulders. “Well, you can imagine. As I said, the man is quite vulgar.”

So that was it, Cecily thought. Apparently Chickering had found out about the murdered man’s indiscretions with a lady friend. A stupid act that could very well have threatened his entire operation. No wonder he was enraged. Angry enough to murder? That was something they would have to find out.

“Madeline,” she said, leaning forward, “how would you like to help me put Lord Chickering well and truly in his place?”

Madeline’s eyes gleamed, and Cecily began talking, rapidly outlining her plan. If it worked, and she prayed that it would, her problem would very nicely be solved.

A short while later Cecily returned to the hotel, feeling more than a little apprehensive. So much hung on conjecture and luck—and so much could very well go wrong. Madeline would do her part, of that Cecily was certain, but whether or not Lord Chickering would be as obliging remained to be seen.

She went in search of Baxter, and it was some time before she located him on the top floor, examining the window in one of the suites.

She walked into the room and closed the door behind her, just as Baxter stepped off the footstool. He spun around, his face expressing consternation when he saw her.

“You closed the door, madam,” he said, tugging at his waistcoat to straighten it.

“I did, Baxter. I do not want to be overheard.”

“It is unlikely that we will be overheard here on the top floor, madam, since the rooms are vacant and the staff have no reason to be up here.”

“I do not care to take that chance,” Cecily said, becoming a trifle irritated.

“I do not feel comfortable being in a boudoir with you with the door closed. It could place you in a compromising position. I am quite sure I do not have to remind you of the extraordinary ability of the staff to jump to conclusions. I am quite certain there has already been gossip about our being discovered together in the card room.”

Cecily drew a deep breath. “Baxter, you have just pointed out yourself that no one is likely to come up here. So it is unlikely that anyone will know about it, unless you intend to spend the entire afternoon standing here arguing about it. In which case our absence shall undoubtedly be noticed.”

He glared at her for a moment, but she remained resolutely in front of the closed door. After a moment he cleared his throat, and though clearly unsettled, asked politely, “What is it you wished to speak to me about, madam?”

She paused to collect her thoughts, then said quietly, “I need you to accompany me tonight on a rather important mission.”

His eyebrows shot up in alarm. “I do hope this has nothing to do with Lord Chickering.”

“It does indeed. And if we are to bring this man to justice with any degree of success, I firmly believe this is the only option open to us.” Quickly, before he could waste any more time, she outlined the plan, while Baxter grew more and more perturbed by the second.

“There has to be a better method of doing this,” he muttered, when she had finished.

“If there is, Baxter, please inform me, and I will attempt it. I have considered every possibility and I am reasonably confident that this will work.” That wasn’t strictly the truth, but she had no intention of disclosing her apprehensions about the plan.

“Once Lord Chickering discovers that there is no such stone as the Star of Sudan, he will very quickly piece things together and realize that we have our suspicions,” she added as Baxter still frowned at her. “In which case he will no doubt cover his tracks and disappear. We do not have the luxury of time to invent a more plausible scheme.”

As if to verify her words, a light tap sounded on the door. She jumped, and Baxter dug his fingers in his hair. “Oh, good Lord,” he muttered. “Now watch the tongues wag.”

If she hadn’t been so tense, Cecily would have enjoyed his discomfort. As it was, she was too busy wondering just why someone should come all the way to the top of the hotel to summon her.

Opening the door, she saw Ethel standing there, a look of apprehension on her thin face. The housemaid’s glance took in Baxter standing across the room, but she appeared to be unaffected by any implications of his presence.

Looking back at Cecily, she said politely, “I’m sorry to disturb you, madam, but you have a visitor waiting for you in the library.”

“Thank you, Ethel. Do you have his card?”

Ethel shook her head. “No, mum. He didn’t give me one. It’s Inspector Cranshaw, mum, and he said to tell you it is of the utmost importance that he speak with you.”
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“Just think,” Ethel said, scrubbing furiously at the inside of a large cast-iron saucepan, “this is your very last night as a spinster. This time tomorrow you’ll be a married lady. A wife.”

“Yeah.” Gertie pulled aside the curtain over the sink and peered into the darkness outside. “I just bloody hope it doesn’t snow. Everything else has gone wrong, that’s all I bleeding need.”

“It’s not going to snow,” Ethel declared. She turned the saucepan upside down and stood it on the draining board. “John, the gardener, told me it’s going to warm up by the weekend. So you’ll be able to stand outside the church to get your photographs taken.”

“Probably have goose pimples all over me arms.”


Detecting an odd note in her voice, Ethel peered at her. “Not getting cold feet, are you, Gertie?”

Gertie laughed, but it wasn’t her usual hearty guffaw. It sounded rather choked to Ethel. “What me? Nah … got nerves of blinking steel, I have. Nothing scares me.”

Ethel picked up the next pot and stood it in the sink. Lifting the heavy kettle of hot water, she poured some into the saucepan. “Well, I wouldn’t blame you if you was. I’d be scared, too, getting married. Having to do what someone else wants you to do all the time. Especially … it.”

Gertie looked as if she’d lost a ha’penny and found a farthing. “Everybody does it. It can’t be that bad.”

Ethel shrugged. She’d never talked about it to anyone who’d done it, so she wouldn’t know. She’d read about it in the book Gertie had given her, but that had made it all seem so … unromantic … embarrassing, even. She hadn’t really given a lot of thought to it herself, not until she’d met Joe. Then she’d only really known him three days.

She jumped when Gertie said in her ear, “Wake up! Where the bleeding heck are you these days? You haven’t been the same since you met that Joe Salter.” Her expression changed, and she looked closer at Ethel’s face. “’Ere, you haven’t been and done it with him, have you?”

Ethel could feel the blood rushing to her face. “’Course not,” she said crossly, and banged the saucepan down in the sink, slopping water over the sides. “Joe wouldn’t do anything like that. He’s a decent bloke, he is.”

“Ah,” Gertie whispered, a finger at her lips, “but you’d like him to, wouldn’t you?”

Without knowing why, Ethel’s temper snapped. “For God’s sake, shut up, Gertie! You always have to make some dirty rotten joke about everything, don’t you? I’m glad you’re going to be gone on your honeymoon next week, ’cos then you won’t be here poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.” She was immediately sorry when she saw Gertie’s offended expression.

“All right,” Gertie muttered, “keep yer hair on. Why didn’t you tell me you liked him like that?”

“Like what?” Ethel said, knowing full well what Gertie meant. She hadn’t meant it to show. After all, only three days … how could she feel this way over someone? Especially when she didn’t know if he liked her or was just being friendly because he was lonely.

“Have you asked him to the wedding?” Gertie said, surprising her.

“No, I didn’t know I could.”

“’Course you can. Madam said I could ask who I liked, and you’re my bridesmaid. You should have your boyfriend there.”

“Aren’t I supposed to be with the best man?” Ethel asked, liking the sound of Joe being called her boyfriend.

“With Samuel? Give over! Who’d bleeding want to be with him? He wouldn’t know what to do with you, anyway. You’d scare him to blooming death.”

Ethel grinned. “I’m surprised Ian asked him.”

“Yeah, well, he was going to have Dick Scroggins till he got nicked. ’Course, he’s out now, but Ian wouldn’t have him after that. Said it wouldn’t look good, him waiting for the trial and all.”

“Do you think he’ll go to prison?” Ethel rinsed out the saucepan with cold water from the tap. “Wonder what will happen to the George and Dragon if he does.”

“I heard he was selling it,” Gertie said, sitting down at the table in front of a pile of silverware. “Wonder who’d buy that dump?” She picked out a fork from the pile and began smearing silver polish on it.

“He probably wouldn’t be in prison for long, anyway.” Ethel carried the saucepans over to the cupboard and began putting them away. “He was only running booze, after all. Not like he was stealing jewels, like what they found in the other boat.”

“Yeah. Wonder if they found out who was doing that.”

Ethel shrugged. “Dunno. But I can tell you, madam didn’t look too happy when I told her the inspector was waiting for her in the library.”

Gertie looked up, her face alight with interest. “Go on! You think it had something to do with the stolen jewels?”

Aware she’d said too much already, Ethel shook her head. “You know what the constables are like. They have to ask everyone in the village all those stupid questions.”

“Well, I hope they don’t bleeding ask me. I got too much on me mind already with me wedding tomorrow.”

Ethel barely heard her. She was thinking about madam, and the look on her face when she’d told her about Inspector Cranshaw. She’d looked ready to faint dead away.

Lord Chickering was feeling pleasantly bloated as he left the dining room that evening. He had enjoyed his meal, his third of the day, and the French Bordeaux he’d ordered had been admirable. Excellent wine cellar, had the Pennyfoot Hotel. Damned excellent.

Thinking about the wine cellar brought back last night’s fiasco of a card game. Dashed odd that, he thought, frowning. There was Mrs. Sinclair telling them her manager was an expert poker player, and it turns out he was damn near incompetent.

Then that business about the pendant. The Star of Sudan. He’d never heard of it. He was bloody well sure he knew of every important gem in the world, yet he’d never heard of that Star of Sudan. Could Mrs. Sinclair have been mistaken? But she’d sounded so damned sure of herself.

He reached the end of the hallway and turned the corner to cross the lobby. Soon have that little matter cleared up, though, by God. Now that he’d sent word to London, it should only be a matter of hours before he got the answer. If there was such a jewel, and one of those bastards had palmed it, he’d make damned sure he got it back.

Wishing he could shake the persistent feeling of uneasiness that had plagued him all day, he began to climb the stairs to his suite.

The staircase curled around on itself as it rose through the three floors of the hotel. Each floor had a landing, and it was as Lord Chickering reached the first landing that a willowy shape detached itself from the shadows and glided toward him.

His entire body jerked with shock when he saw it was that bizarre gypsy woman who always gave him the willies. Couldn’t abide the woman. Damn heathen, that’s what she was. Had the mark of the devil on her if ever he saw it.

Instinctively he lifted his fingers and crossed them in front of his face. Why didn’t she get out of the way and let him pass, damn her? His sliding glance around told him he was alone with her. His hands trembled.

“Why, it’s Lord Chickering,” she said in that low, husky voice that had never come out of any woman’s mouth he’d ever heard before. “I’m so glad I found you. I have a message for you.”

“A m-m-message?” He cleared his throat. “I am not in the slightest bit interested in listening to any messages from you. Now, please allow me to pass.”

To his utter dismay, she advanced toward him, her long hair seeming to float behind her. The look in her eyes surely was put there by the devil himself. He could almost see the red glow.

“Oh, there’s no mistake, my lord. I assure you. He was most definite about it.”

“He?” This was damned ridiculous. Why was he standing here listening to this crazy woman? He lowered his hands and tried to sidestep her, but she moved across and barred his way again. He began to feel very sick. Maybe he’d eaten too much lobster tonight.

An icy chill descended over his body when the gypsy woman leaned closer and whispered, “The spirit of a dead man, Lord Chickering. A very unhappy man. He tells me he is angry with you. Very, very angry with you. He seeks revenge, my lord. Beware.”

“What? What?” Spluttering helplessly, Chickering flapped his hands at her. “Go away, you evil woman. How dare you speak to me like that. Go away, I say!”

She had the gall to laugh as she glided past him and down the stairs. He could hear the laughter echoing up the empty stairwell, filling all the corners, frightening even the shadows.

Thoroughly unnerved, he dashed up the remaining stairs as fast as his portly figure would allow, to arrive breathless and panting at the door of his suite. His hand shook so badly it was several moments before he could fit the key into the lock. He kept throwing hunted glances over his shoulder, expecting any minute a ghostly hand to slide around his neck.

Even when he was safely inside the room with the door locked and the gas lamps lit, it was some time before he could settle his shattered nerves.

The bottle of cognac helped, and he had swallowed more than half of it before he was able to stop trembling. Only then did he start thinking seriously about what the gypsy woman had told him. The more he thought about it, the more his dread grew.

Some time later he was disturbed by a light tap on the door. He had fallen into a heavy brandy-induced stupor and sat sprawled in an armchair. Some moments passed before he could rouse himself.

The tap came again, more insistent this time. Cursing, he squinted at the marble clock on the mantelpiece. Thirty minutes to midnight. Who the devil was calling at this hour? He sat up straight. The devil?

For a third time he heard knuckles rapping on the door, and shook his head. If it had been the devil, or anything else ghostly, such a being surely would not be standing on the other side of the door. He would simply walk through it.

The fuzz in his head cleared. Of course! The answer to his urgent message he had sent to London. Now perhaps he’d know for sure if that fool Sinclair woman was right about the Star of Sudan.

He heaved himself out of the chair and stumbled toward the door. “I’m coming,” he muttered. “I’m coming, so stop that damn banging.”

He lunged at the door handle and twisted it open. One of the housemaids stood there, a sealed envelope in her hand. He snatched it from her and shut the door in her face.

Tearing at the envelope with shaking fingers, he fell back into the armchair and removed the sheet of paper. He could barely read the words scrawled on it in a thin, spidery hand and heavily smudged with ink.

If you want the Star of Sudan, be at Deep Willow Pond at midnight. He blinked at the message and read it again. By God, the woman was right. Whichever one of his men had hoarded it must have realized he knew about it. No doubt he was having a great deal of trouble disposing of such a recognizable gem. Surely the bastard wouldn’t have the gall to try to sell it back to him?

He shook his head, trying to clear the fuzziness. No. More likely the fool thought he could hand it back and receive a full pardon and that all would be forgotten. Well, he’d see about that. Nobody made a fool of Lord Reginald Chickering. No, sir. He’d teach the damn oaf a lesson, that’s what he’d do.

Once more he staggered to his feet and made his way unsteadily to the bedroom. Sinking to his knees, he reached under the bed for his sword and drew it out. It took several attempts to climb back to his feet, but he managed it eventually, swearing lustily as he banged his knee.

Standing in front of the dressing table mirror, he buckled the sword around his hips. Immediately he felt stronger, more powerful. He liked the feel of the blade dangling at his side, and he patted it, admiring his reflection. Always did think he looked dashing with a sword.

Then he remembered why he was wearing it, and he turned and headed for the door. His motor car was parked behind the stables. Damn shame he couldn’t take that, but he would need too much time to power up the engine. The noise would probably be heard all over the village at this hour.

He’d have to saddle up one of the horses. His decision made, he lumbered down the staircase, already anticipating the fortune he would make from the sale of the Star of Sudan.

Less than half an hour later, he had reached the edge of the woods. The full moon glowed in a clear, star-studded sky, casting an eerie light across the patches of snow as he crept down the path toward Deep Willow Pond.

He’d tethered the chestnut to a tree, wary of making too much noise to warn his opponent of his approach. He wanted to see who the fellow was first before he revealed his presence. He wanted to know which of the bastards had betrayed him. And he wanted the element of surprise on his side.

Ahead of him the deep, dark pool of water shimmered in the moonlight A light breeze swung the drooping branches of the shadowed willows lazily back and forth. Without their leaves, the long wispy branches produced a harsh, rustling sound, like ghostly green skirts of a dozen ball gowns.

The damp chill of the woods penetrated his jacket, and he shivered. He should have stopped to put on his overcoat. The cognac that had spread such welcome warmth throughout his body back at the hotel now burned in his gut like acid.

He swung his head from side to side but could see no movement by the pond, except for the dancing willows. From deep in the woods came the unearthly hoot of an owl, stiffening the hairs on the back of his neck. Steady, he told himself. He’d let that idiotic gypsy woman unsettle him tonight.

Angry with himself for thinking about her, he stepped forward, closer to the pond. Where was the fool who wanted him here? It had to be past midnight.

Perhaps the bastard was smarter than he supposed and was waiting for him to show himself before stepping forward. He didn’t like that. Be at a dashed disadvantage if he did that. But he could wait there all night, shivering in the cold, if he didn’t do something.

A vision of an enormous ruby, glowing in the heart of a circle of diamonds, rose before his eyes. He could almost feel the cold, hard, smooth surface of the gem sitting in the palm of his hand. A king’s ransom, Cecily Sinclair had said. And a fat, greedy sultan sitting there waiting to buy it.

It could mean the end of all this abominable tension and danger. No more harrowing meetings with the scum of the earth in order to enjoy the life style to which he’d become so undeniably attached. This one sale could set him up for life. He would never have to take another risk as long as he lived.

Damn, it was worth one more risk tonight. And then this would be his last. He took another step closer to the pond, then another, his blurry gaze raking the trees on either side for a sign of movement.

He reached the very edge of the water. He could smell the putrid stink of it now, rotting weeds and rancid slime. The moon bathed the water in a haze of pale light, and a bubble popped suddenly in the middle of the pond. He didn’t want to think about what had caused it.

His hand wandered to his sword for reassurance, and at that moment he heard a soft sound from directly behind him.

His shoulders braced, he swung around, and cold, stark shock hit him in the chest.

Standing just a few feet away was a shadowy figure, clothed in some kind of filmy, flowing material that seemed to glow with an ethereal light. To his horror the figure actually floated toward him.

Holding his hands in front of him to shield himself from this dreadful apparition, he began babbling in terror. Words tumbled from him in disjointed sentences as he begged, threatened, and pleaded with whatever it was to leave him alone.

Then his words froze as the thing opened its mouth, and a dreadful moaning filled the night air like the cry of a thousand demons. Closer it came. And closer.

Even as his mind tried to grapple with this new horror, words formed in the midst of the terrible sound. “Reginald Chickering,” the voice wailed, “prepare to descend to the depths of hell.”

Something snapped in his brain. The sword. It was his only defense. He dropped his hand to the hilt and tried to grasp it. It seemed slippery in his fingers, and no matter how desperately he heaved, he couldn’t release the blade from its sheath.

The voice spoke again, and the words chilled him as nothing yet had done. “You can only kill me once, Chickering. A dead man cannot die.”

Now he knew who it was. Panic gripped him with tentacles of ice. “No,” he screamed, “I didn’t mean to kill you. I swear I didn’t. I have never killed anyone before. It was an accident. I only wanted to teach you a lesson, to frighten you, to warn the others. The sword slipped. I swear on my life … it was an accident. …”

The apparition appeared not to hear. It kept moving toward him, it wouldn’t stop … “Please,” he sobbed, “I tried to arrange a proper Christian burial for you … I tried … I put you in a coffin so that you wouldn’t come back and haunt me …” His mind became a whirling, swirling mist of black … He took a step back, and then another….

Several yards away, hiding behind a thicket of holly trees, Cecily let out her breath in a shuddering sigh. It had worked. She looked up at Baxter standing at her side and gave him a smile of triumph. “Madeline has outdone herself this time,” she whispered. “I am quite sure the inspector must have heard that confession—”

She broke off as a shrill scream interrupted her, followed by a loud splash. Peering through the trees, Cecily’s heart seemed to stop. She heard Baxter mutter something, but her attention was on the scene in front of her. Shouts echoed across the water as the dark shapes of men dashed toward the pond.

Of Lord Chickering there was no sign. He had vanished.





CHAPTER
20

“It would appear he plunged into the water,” Baxter said. “I’d better go and see if I can be of help.”

“But where’s Madeline?” Cecily stepped out from the trees to take a better look. “She was there a second ago.”

“Here I am,” a quiet voice said behind them.

Startled, Cecily swung around, then stared in amazement. Madeline stood there in the moonlight, fully clothed in a warm dress and coat.

“Where did you come from?” Cecily demanded. “I would have seen you had you come through the trees. And how did you manage to get dressed so quickly?”

Madeline shrugged. “Heaven only knows,” she said softly, then smiled, and with a wave of her hand began walking swiftly away through the woods.

Slowly Cecily looked up at Baxter, who stared back with a baffled expression on his face. Neither of them said a word. Then after a moment Baxter turned and hurried over to the pond.

Cecily waited only long enough to learn that Lord Chickering’s body had been recovered from the water. Then, cold and very tired, she returned with Baxter to the hotel.

“I have very mixed feelings about this affair,” she told him when they were sharing a much appreciated mug of hot cocoa in the kitchen. “I feel responsible for his death, yet I find it difficult to feel sympathy for him after what he did.”

“You have no need to feel responsible, madam,” Baxter said, holding both hands around his mug to warm his hands. “Had you not intervened, he might well have escaped justice. It was a fitting death.”

Cecily shivered. “I think I would have preferred he be arrested. I do not like to think of him drowning in that dreadful water because of my scheming. Though I certainly did not intend it to result in such a dramatic conclusion.”

“He would have died on the gallows in any case, madam. His confession would certainly have been enough to condemn him.”

“I suppose you are right.”

“Though I must admit, I am at a loss as to how you could be so certain he would make that confession.”

Cecily drew circles with her mug, watching the frothy liquid swirl around inside. “I was not certain at all. Madeline had commented many times on his superstitious beliefs, and I had to presume they were genuine and strong enough to unnerve him. I was aware when I informed the inspector of my plan that it might not work.”

“In which case you would have had a great deal of explaining to do.”

She looked up at him, feeling unutterably weary. “I had no choice, Baxter. I had to take the chance. Not only the hotel, and my livelihood, but the future of all the people who work here was at risk. My family, Baxter, in so many ways. I could not let them down.”

His smile warmed her. “Even so, madam, you had no guarantee that Lord Chickering would not have confessed to everything and told the inspector about the jewel robbers and where he had his headquarters.”

“Madeline was supposed to warn him that if he spoke one word of it and betrayed his fellow gang members, the spirits of hell would torment him for all eternity. In his state of mind, he would have believed her.”

Baxter lifted his mug and drank from it. “If I might say so, madam, anyone facing that strange apparition in the woods tonight would have believed every word she said.”

Cecily smiled. “Madeline was wonderful.”

“Quite a performance, I agree. Though I would like to know how she achieved that change of attire in such a remarkably short space of time.”

Cecily’s smile faded. “So would I, Baxter. But I don’t think I want to dwell on it. I am just thankful that the plan worked and the case is now closed. When Inspector Cranshaw came to see me this afternoon, he was determined to get answers to his inquiries. It was only by promising to deliver the murderer to him tonight that I evaded his inquisition.”

“How fortunate that he agreed to your plan. You must have worked hard to convince him.”

“I did.” She shook her head at the memory. “The worst part of it, Baxter, was that I wasn’t entirely sure myself that Lord Chickering was the murderer until he actually made his confession. I can’t tell you what a relief that was.”

“You did indeed take a chance, madam.” Baxter drained his mug.

“Yes, well, now that Chickering is dead, I can breathe much easier. It is doubtful now if the police will ever discover that the Pennyfoot was involved in the robberies. With their ringleader gone, I would imagine that the thieves will disband and go their separate ways.”

“Pardon me for saying so, madam, but you have been more than fortunate. I do trust that this will be a lesson to you, and that you will heed my warnings in future. One never knows who one can trust in these changing times. As I have said before, progress can create some unwelcome elements, along with the favorable.”

Too tired to argue with him, Cecily rose, hiding her yawn behind her hand. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I am more than ready for bed. We have a wedding and a ball to take care of tomorrow, and I want everyone to enjoy it. Though I’m afraid that poor Phoebe is going to be devastated by this news.”

Baxter carried the mugs over to the sink and placed them on the drain board. “She was fond of Lord Chickering? I was aware she was acquainted with him, but …”

Cecily laughed. “I doubt that Phoebe will lose any sleep over his death. She will, however, be in a quandary wondering how to replace him on the entertainment bill tomorrow night. If you remember, he was supposed to give us a display of fencing.”

“Ah, yes. No doubt she will produce an adequate replacement. She does have rather a knack for that.”

“As long as she doesn’t suggest that Algie read one of his dreadful poems,” Cecily said, pulling a face.

“Oh, I don’t know, madam. It might be rather amusing at that.”

She was delighted to hear his rare chuckle as he followed her down the hallway to the stairs.

The morning of the wedding dawned clear and bright, with just a hint of the cold wind that had plagued the coast for the past week. Gertie awoke early and lay snuggled under the blankets, trying to still the banging of her heart.

This would be the last morning she would wake up as a separate person. After today she’d be joined with Ian, as his wife. Forever.

Panic swept over her as she envisioned the years ahead. She didn’t know him that well, she thought, gripping the eiderdown with both hands. How could she promise to love, honor, and obey a man she didn’t even know? And how was she going to undress in front of him that night?

True, they’d kissed and cuddled a lot, and once or twice he’d put his hand where he shouldn’t, but they’d never done it the way the book said it was done. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to do it. With anyone. Not even Ian.


A light tap on her door turned her head, and she called out, “Come in.”

Mrs. Chubb stuck her face around the door, full of smiles. “Here,” she said, pushing the door open to reveal the steaming jug she held. “I brought you some hot water for your wash this morning, seeing as how it’s a special day. And you’d better look sharp. It’s going to take hours to get you dressed.”

Gertie sat up, shivering with excitement and apprehension. “Did you finish Ethel’s frock?” she asked, her gaze shifting to her white satin gown hanging from the picture rail on the wall.

She still couldn’t believe she was going to wear such a beautiful thing. Not her, Gertie Brown, what never wore anything like that in her entire life.

“Of course, I did.” Mrs. Chubb poured the water into the basin. “There you are, my girl, have your wash, then I’ll be back with your breakfast.”

Gertie looked at her in astonishment. “I get me breakfast in me room?”

“Just this once, you do. So don’t go getting used to it.” Mrs. Chubb reached the door and looked back with a wink. “Can’t take the chance of Ian seeing you before the wedding, can we, duck?”

The door closed behind her, and Gertie stared at it, fighting the urge to cry. She always looked horrible when she cried. But everyone was being so kind … Mrs. Chubb, Michel, madam, and everyone. Like her family, they were. She was a lucky girl.

For just a moment she let her mind dwell on her father, then pushed the thought away. She wasn’t going to let anything spoil this day. She wanted to remember it for the rest of her life. And it was going to be a beautiful day.

Feeling a lot better, she leapt out of bed and hurried to the washstand. Today, for once in her life, Gertie Brown was going to look bleeding beautiful.

Word of Lord Chickering’s death had spread fast, and whispers of it were exchanged among the congregation as they waited for the bride to appear.


Phoebe was in a state of agitation and murmured to Cecily that perhaps they should ask Algie to read some poetry in place of the canceled fencing display. She could also ask Lydia Willoughby to play the piano and perhaps to sing as well, she added hopefully.

Cecily shuddered. Seated in the front pew, she had been subjected to Lydia’s renditions for the past fifteen minutes, and her nerves had been jarred quite enough by the experience.

“Thank you, Phoebe,” she murmured, “I do appreciate your suggestions, and I’m sure that Algie would be quite fascinating, but Madeline had already offered to dance for us, and I have accepted.”

Phoebe sniffed loudly but settled back without raising an objection. That matter settled, Cecily leaned forward to peer at the side of the church beyond the pews. Almost hidden behind one of the white stone pillars, she could see the outline of a short, thickset man.

Satisfied, she relaxed. Everything was going according to plan. She looked across at Ian, who sat stiffly next to Samuel, both of them nearly unrecognizable with their hair slicked down and stiff white collars under their chins.

Casting a glance around, Cecily caught the eye of Dr. Prestwick, who was seated across the aisle. His teeth gleamed as he smiled at her, and he raised his hand in a polite salute.

She inclined her head in an answering nod and turned back to face the altar. It was quite ridiculous how her pulse fluttered whenever the dratted man smiled at her.

At that moment Cecily’s attention was caught by a stirring in the back of the church that indicated the bride’s imminent arrival. Excitement rippled through the congregation, and Cecily felt her own heart beat faster.

She had always loved weddings. She and James had looked forward to seeing their sons married one day. Neither one of them had taken a bride yet, and James had died without having that pleasure.

Cecily’s gaze blurred for a moment, and she blinked, concentrating on the fresh flowers that crowded the altar. Madeline had managed the incredible, as always, and the fragrance of spring flowers filled the church.

Lydia suddenly blasted out the striking chords that announced the bride. Algie, resplendent in his white cassock and gold sash, appeared through the vestry door and walked to the head of the steps. With the Bible clasped in his hands, he waited, nervously blinking behind his spectacles.

Ian and Samuel got quickly to their feet, and the onlookers rose, craning their heads to catch a first sight of the bride. Cecily turned her head, her heart aching when she saw Gertie in a cloud of white satin and tulle, moving gracefully down the aisle on the arm of a very tense-looking Baxter.

Gertie must have practiced for days, Cecily thought, smiling through the tears as she watched the radiant girl move confidently toward her future husband.

Ian stood transfixed, as if he could hardly believe this vision was the girl he’d asked to be his wife.

Lydia, outdoing herself, crashed to the end of the piece, and merciful silence settled over the assembly as Gertie reached Ian’s side. She smiled up at him, then turned to hand her bouquet to Ethel, who looked quite beautiful in her pink gown.

Baxter stepped back and slipped quietly into the pew next to Cecily. At the same moment the thickset man behind the pillar stepped forward and edged his way toward her.

Algie began speaking. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God …”

The man reached Cecily’s side and edged past her, then stepped past Baxter to the end of the pew.

As he did so, Algie asked, “Who gives the hand of this woman in holy matrimony?”

The man stepped out into the aisle, then moved forward and took Gertie’s hand. “I do,” he said firmly.

When Cecily saw the look on Gertie’s face as she stared in surprise and delight at her father, Cecily knew she had been right in arranging for him to be there. All the problems in getting him there had been well worth the trouble.

The service went without a hitch, except for one awkward moment when the happy couple turned to face the assembly. They started forward, only to be pulled up short by Algie’s foot anchoring Gertie’s train to the carpet.

It was a minor mishap indeed, Cecily thought happily, as she watched the newly married pair walk arm in arm down the aisle, their smiles reflecting their joy.

Following behind Ethel and Samuel, with Baxter at her side, Cecily caught sight of Michel near the back of the church. He was smiling down at a very pretty buxom young woman who gazed up at him with adoring eyes.

Romance must be contagious, Cecily thought, smiling herself. No wonder Michel had been acting strangely of late. He was also in love. She tried not to feel envious. She’d had her turn. Now it was theirs. Love was for the young. Her time to love was over.

At her side Baxter missed his step and almost stumbled. Cecily sent a startled glance up at him and saw him staring at Michel and his ladyfriend. Intrigued, Cecily saw a dark red flush stain her manager’s face.

She nudged his arm. “Do you know the lady who is with Michel?” she whispered.

Baxter jerked his glance away and looked down at her, a glazed expression in his eyes. “No, madam. For a moment I thought I recognized her. Must have been a trick of the light.”

He stretched his neck and eased his collar while Cecily stared at him in puzzled amusement. Another of Baxter’s secrets she would never know, no doubt.

The sun beamed down at them from a pale blue sky as the wedding group allowed themselves to be arranged for the photographs. Standing aside with Baxter as the bride and groom posed, Cecily said with quiet satisfaction, “It was a lovely service.”

“Yes, madam. Weddings usually are.”

Something in his voice caught her attention, and she looked up quickly to see him smiling down at her. For a moment her breath caught, and she started to answer him, when another voice interrupted her.

“Mrs. Sinclair. Cecily, if I may be so bold?”

She turned to face Dr. Prestwick, who stood in front of her, his smile brightening his attractive features.


“Dr. Prestwick,” she murmured.

“I am so looking forward to this evening,” he said, his eyes frankly admiring her, and she felt ridiculously pleased she had chosen to wear her sky-blue gown and hat. “You will not forget the dance you promised me?”

She could almost feel Baxter straightening his back. “I will not forget, Doctor.”

“It would please me if you would call me Kevin.” He gave her a short bow. “Until this evening, then.” He nodded at Baxter, touched his hat with his fingers, and then moved away.

Cecily glanced up at Baxter. “Such a pleasant man.”

“I shall be most happy, madam, when the new doctor arrives in Badgers End. It is unsettling, to say the least, to have such an impermanent arrangement.”

His voice carried, and Cecily frowned a warning at him, worried that the doctor would hear.

It would seem that her fears were well-founded, for a short time later the doctor approached them again. “I thought you might like to know,” he said, loud enough for Baxter to overhear, “I have been offered the permanent replacement for Dr. McDuff. I am pleased to say that I have decided to accept.” With a flourish he doffed his hat and moved away.

Cecily looked at Baxter’s stricken face and smiled. “Come, Baxter,” she said, taking his arm. “Let us return to the hotel and have a cigar.”

For once he surprised her. “Madam, I think that is an excellent idea.” For the first time since she’d known him, he folded his hand over hers and marched her purposefully toward the trap. And she rather liked it.
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